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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

As the Flesh Moves: 

Lon Fontaine, Black Dance, 
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by 

 

Barry Brannum 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Culture and Performance  

University of California, Los Angeles, 2021  

Professor Susan Leigh Foster, Chair 

 

 

My project surveys the work of Lon Fontaine, a dancer who performed, taught, and 

choreographed for many of the twentieth century’s most prominent black American 

entertainers. Though Fontaine collaborated with several important black social, commercial, 

and political institutions, his work has been largely overlooked—and was, in his opinion, 

underappreciated in his own day. I take Fontaine’s anxieties about (a lack of) representation 

seriously, especially because they resonated with similar concerns within Fontaine’s broader 

context of the Civil Rights era. To this end, Fontaine’s work helps me ask how the question of 

representation informed black cultural politics (specifically within the United States) during the 

Civil Rights movement. I center my investigation around the distinction between ‘body’ and 

‘flesh,’ as theorized by black studies scholars like Hortense Spillers, that conditions black 

ontology in the wake of chattel enslavement. I argue that the former realm is the domain of 
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subjecthood, agency, and representational politics (and a politics of representation), while the 

latter—which marks black being after chattel enslavement—eludes conventional understandings 

of these concepts. Importantly, I argue that distinctions between embodiment and enfleshment 

are not given, but produced through various means of ‘doing’ corporeality—a process I refer to 

as rendering presence. I therefore investigate the array of practices Fontaine and his peers 

adopted in the process of learning, making, performing, and teaching dance. Three case studies 

focus on a specific decade in Fontaine’s career, each asking how he and his projects (Larry’s 

Steele’s Smart Affairs, the NAACP, and the Temptations, respectively) addressed urgent 

concerns about sense-making, aesthetic production, sociocultural identity, and (black) being. 

This project’s core data is drawn from archival research, interviews, and choreographic analysis. 

My analytic framework is grounded in critical dance studies scholarship and is bolstered by 

insights from queer/black studies and critical race studies. These lenses expose the stakes of 

carving out space for oneself as a ‘legitimate’ black choreographer—whether of dance or social 

movement(s)—in a context where integration, representation, and legibility are not obvious or 

given political aims, as is commonly presumed in mainstream accounts of the Civil Rights 

movement. Such legitimacy is tenuous, not least because antiblackness’ operations extend well 

into the present day. I track more recent manifestations of the phenomenon by reflecting on my 

own dancing experience. In particular, I revisit my work with choreographer Deborah Hay, 

asking how her creative practices enact their own strategies for rendering presence. I conclude 

that, while the body/flesh distinction continues to hamper dancemaking, it also offers antidotes 

to the antiblackness deeply engrained in conventional doings of embodiment. 
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Introduction 

 

I guess, when age catches up to us[,] we have a tendency to forget. 
Lon Fontaine, Star*Dancing 

 

This dissertation is about Lon Fontaine, a choreographer who was primarily active 

during the Civil Rights Era (i.e., the span of time between the end of the Second World War and 

1965, when the Voting Rights Act was passed). Though Fontaine’s career precedes and outlasts 

these landmarks by many years, his work enters the historical record by way of those concerns 

and struggles typically assigned to the era. These include race-based socioeconomic inequality, 

struggles over media representation, and a formidable effort to overturn the barriers that kept 

black Americans from full citizenship. Fontaine cut his teeth as a performer with Larry Steele’s 

Smart Affairs, a travelling revue praised for its consistent presentation of respectable black 

entertainment. When he stepped more fully into the role of choreographer, Fontaine lent his 

skills to several projects forwarded by prominent black institutions like the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and Motown Records. As a director and 

movement coach, he helped prime an impressive roster of black entertainers for celebrity status. 

Despite the high profile of Fontaine’s resumé, his work remains underappreciated in the present 

day. Beyond fleeting mentions of his name in a handful of texts on black dance, little has been 

said about Fontaine’s life and career. 

Fontaine may be relatively non-visible1 within the historical record, but I argue that this 

dilemma is not simply reducible to questions of representation.2 This project is not an attempt 

 
1 As distinct from “invisibility,” I use “non-visibility” to stress a distinction between Fontaine’s thin 
archival presence, and the sort of “invisibilization” theorized by scholars like Brenda Dixon Gottschild. As 
I will explain later in this introduction, my theoretical framework departs from a concern with culturally 
specific aesthetic markers, their retention within or among discrete segments of the American population, 
and/or processes for crediting and profiting from their circulation. My analysis does, however, extend 
Dixon Gottschild’s belief that discussion of black American culture must approach questions of ethnicity 
with an emphasis on racialization, i.e., the active process of making race happen, rather than a simple 
look at race, which treats the category and its distinctions as a given. See, e.g., Brenda Dixon Gottschild, 
Digging the Africanist Presence in American Culture: Dance and Other Concepts, 2nd edition (Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 1998), 2-3. 
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to make his work more ‘visible’ or ‘well-known,’ nor did Fontaine claim much oppression or 

opposition in his career. Fontaine does not identify racism as a primary deterrent to his success. 

To the contrary, Fontaine claims that he and his work were well-respected and often celebrated 

among his peers. It is only after the fact, when it comes to remembering or actively narrating the 

past, that those colleagues (most of whom are black) seem to forget his contributions. Fontaine 

takes on the task of recounting his own life in Star*Dancing, an autobiography he self-published 

in 2003. Narrating his career as a series of struggles to keep the recognition he had gained, 

Fontaine frames his relative social and creative isolation as a matter of what (black) bodies are 

intended to do, how they are used or cultivated, and how that cultivation elicits various forms of 

reception—whether between different ‘kinds’ of black people, or between black performers and 

white audiences. At stake, then, is less whether Fontaine or other black artists are represented in 

the historical record, and more how they come to be represented. This dissertation thus 

 
2 The discourses concerning “representational politics” and “the politics of representation” are vast and 
heterogeneous. Political theorists and cultural theorists have used and/or theorized the terms to various 
degrees, rarely agreeing on the specifics of their meanings. I identify at least two general understandings 
of the relation between politics and representation. The first is the focus of Hanna Pitkin’s 1967 book The 
Concept of Representation. A landmark work of political theory, Pitkin’s book surveys the concept of 
representation as defined and elaborated by a range of philosophers and policymakers. Though the word 
has been used variously, Pitkin identifies a handful of operations at work in most articulations of 
representation. It refers variously to: (1), a system designed to authorize individuals or groups of people to 
act on behalf of a larger constituency, and to make said actants responsible to that constituency; (2) those 
persons who resemble (and therefore ‘stand for’) a larger constituency, particularly within the confines of 
a governing body; (3) those persons who embody (and therefore symbolize) an abstract concept, like that 
of ‘the nation’; and (4), those persons who act with the intent of furthering the interests of a given 
constituency. Hanna Feinchel Pitkin, The Concept of Representation (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1967). Political and cultural theorists have since extended, challenged, and revised both Pitkin’s 
ideas and those she surveys in The Concept of Representation; one such author is Stuart Hall, who offers 
a second understanding of the relationship between politics and representation—what he calls a “politics 
of representation” in his work. While Pitkin’s argument revolves largely around liberal-humanist 
discourses, Hall’s Marxist-informed study of cultural politics addresses those “specific political and 
cultural practices which regulate[], govern[], and ‘normalize[]’…representational and discursive spaces”—
in other words, the processes by which figures and narratives “come into representation” through 
explicitly mediated forms like novels and films. Stuart Hall, “New Ethnicities,” in Stuart Hall: Critical 
Dialogues in Cultural Studies, ed. David Morley and Kuan-Hsing Chen (London: Routledge, 1996): 442-
443. In this sense, Hall and Pitkin (who brings philosophies of aesthetics to bear on her thinking) share 
the belief that the domains of culture and politics mutually shape conditions for how people understand 
themselves in relation to larger social bodies. These concerns resonate with Kara Keeling’s theorization of 
“cinematic images” and Randy Martin’s concept of the “composite body,” which I discuss later in this 
introduction. 
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addresses the grammar3 of representational tropes that enable the legibility and coherence of a 

category commonly known as black dance—with regard not just for race, but for gender, 

sexuality, and class as well. 

It is important to stress that Fontaine’s interest in history is not concerned with 

inclusion, that is, if ‘inclusion’ indexes representation in primarily racial terms. Fontaine’s is not 

a story where, in a congruent relation to American society more broadly, his dance world is the 

site of struggle between white prejudice and black resistance. Fontaine’s is a world where black 

artists live, thrive, and create at a relative distance from white opposition. Fontaine’s main 

qualms concern questions of gender, sexuality, and (more implicitly) class. What is the ‘right’ 

way for a male performer to handle himself onstage? What happens if he loses control of that 

coordination, as he claims many of his female or gay male counterparts did? In appraising his 

life and work, how does Fontaine articulate the value of concepts like technique and 

professionalism? 

For starters, Fontaine’s recourse to these topics suggests that social categories do not 

stand neatly apart from one another. As Fontaine narrates his ascent to dance ‘professionalism,’ 

he correlates the process of learning to distinguish among dance forms and practices, on one 

hand, and, on the other hand, navigating the forms of gendered and sexual difference he 

encountered in the field. Importantly for Fontaine, these distinctions are not given; they must be 

discovered. Subtending them, however, is a sense that bodies exist to be used in various ways—

some pleasant and life-giving, others confusing and abhorrent. For instance, Fontaine narrates 

his sexual awakening as a tenuous passage between heterosexuality (the promise of dating 

female chorines as a teenage dancer) and homosexuality (as represented by his male 

counterparts). Before joining the chorus of the all-black Broadway musical Carmen Jones in 

1943, Fontaine “hadn’t given sex that much thought,” he says. “If a girl was in my bed and the 

 
3 I borrow the term “grammar” from Hortense Spillers’ essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American 
Grammar Book.” Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book.” 
Diacritics 17, no. 2 (Summer 1987): 64-81. 
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flesh moved, I did what was expected. I never gave it a name.”4 After that point, however, 

Fontaine’s story evinces an urgent concern for the things people do with their bodies, the ways 

they (choose to) use them. In fact, how “the flesh move[s]” becomes one of Fontaine’s most 

trusted tells for how secure his existence as an ostensibly straight male may be in a given social 

situation—and, further, it comes to be one of his guiding concerns as a ‘professional’ dancer. 

This anecdote, though fleeting, is dense; it represents many of this dissertation’s core concerns. 

Above all, it demonstrates Fontaine’s realization that what one does offstage is liable to affect 

their onstage performance. The keys to being a professional, Fontaine believes, are noting, 

reinforcing, and defending the distinction between on- and offstage life.  

A similar pattern shapes Fontaine’s narration overall: boundaries—between ‘straight’ 

and ‘queer,’ ‘male’ and ‘female,’ ‘black’ and ‘white’ cultural spheres—appear as markers to be 

produced and maintained, not as given distinctions. Their cohesion, and one’s ability to access 

one or the other, hinges on their devotion to practices that shape the physical body in a given 

way: mannerisms, substance (ab)use, dance styles, creative practice, ways of teaching and 

learning dance. The body, as matter or medium to be manipulated, is the horizon of Fontaine’s 

account. This understanding of legibility outstrips a concern for how bodies, especially those of 

black people, are recognized and narrated after the fact. Even further, though, it asks how a 

black person might risk being conflated with their physical body—or, alternatively, how they 

might become someone and something more-than the physical body.  

To these ends, my dissertation frames strategies for making, teaching, and performing 

dance as means of rendering presence. While a U.S.-based critical dance studies project offers a 

range of tools for understanding the body as a primarily discursive entity, I take seriously the 

racialized sundering of body from flesh that makes such an analytical move possible.5 Insights 

from queer/black studies complicate this framework, asking how race confounds normative 

 
4 Lon Fontaine, Star*Dancing (Bloomington, IN: 1stBooks Library, 2003), 23. 
5 Sharon Holland sketches a genealogy of this split in chapter 2 of The Erotic Life of Racism. Sharon 
Patricia Holland, The Erotic Life of Racism. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012. 
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conceptions of epistemology, ‘the body,’ and its meaning-making capacities. As recent work in 

black studies has forcefully articulated, race manifests as a “global sign” (to quote black feminist 

literary scholar Evelyn Hammonds) in the close association of fleshly matters with race and 

racialization.6 I also bring critical race studies scholarship to bear on this question, pressuring 

the subjectivities and forms of address implicated by competing narrations of anti/racist 

struggle in the United States. Together, these lenses illuminate the stakes of Fontaine’s attempts 

to make space for himself as a ‘legitimate’ black choreographer—whether of dance or social 

movement(s)—in a context where integration, representation, and legibility are not obvious or 

given political aims (as is commonly presumed in mainstream accounts of the Civil Rights 

movement). I ask not how race manifests in the rear-view of discursive capture, but how it is 

understood and negotiated as an ever-present liability. I consider how racialization informs the 

kinds of creative labor a person will or will not do when teaching, making, and performing 

dance, and how a given set of methods is thought either to perpetuate or transcend racial 

categorization. Fontaine’s struggle for inter- and intracommunal recognition navigated between 

dance genres, modes of distribution, and racialized/gendered/sexualized forms of self-

presentation. All these struggles implicated certain expectations about ways of ‘doing’ the body, 

and they all met varying degrees of success and recognition. Ultimately, I believe, Fontaine’s 

story asks us to consider what creative and interpretive practices enable the integrationist 

narrative structuring most scholarly research on black dance. 

 

JUST A MOMENT: ON RENDERING (BLACK) PRESENCE 

Critical dance and performance studies literature has reckoned with the notion of 

presence in recent decades, particularly as questions of archiving and mediatization have 

affected both scholarly and artistic practice. An abiding concern in this discourse is the 

constitution of presence itself: what counts as “presence” (existence in a given time and space) 
 

6 Evelyn Hammonds, “Black (W)holes and the Geometry of Black Female Sexuality,” differences: A 
Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 6, no. 2-3 (Summer-Fall 1994): 126. 
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and “the present” when so much of performance can only be addressed in its material traces? 

The 2004 anthology Of the Presence of the Body takes up these questions, pursuing various 

propositions as to what serves as “the materiality of dancing bodies” in scholarly research.7 In 

his introduction to the collection, Andre Lepecki locates one root of Western dance’s self-

definition in the choreographic—that is, in the relation between movement and (its capture in) 

inscription. What transpires in this gap between “presence and embodiment” is, in his opinion, 

the focus of critical inquiry into choreography: “How is it that bodies come to be disciplined? 

How is it that bodies are invented, reproduced, and represented within a given social context?” 

Lepecki’s theorization extends Peggy Phelan’s understanding of performance as ontologically 

oriented toward absence—the constant unfolding of “a manically charged present” that “might 

very well impress its mark upon the social field as that which promises dis-embodiment” and, 

further, “defies subjection.”8 

In their book What a Body Can Do, Ben Spatz points out that theories of performance 

like Lepecki’s and Phelan’s center the position of the spectator, a perspective from which 

performance may seem to vanish as soon as it appears. Spatz notes that, while practice is in fact 

“bound to a specific time and place and can never be exactly repeated,” the repetition and 

transfer of performance techniques is itself an argument against performance’s ephemerality. 

What performers learn and practice, even beyond the context of a given show, is the very stuff of 

presence in performance.9 “[M]uch of what goes by the name ‘actor training,’” Spatz states, “is 

more accurately a kind of research in acting technique.” Spatz writes against a pervasive “denial 

of system and method in the work of actors” both in the realm of theatrical practice and in the 

domain of performance studies. They argue that training does not merely prepare actors to 

harness those more “effective or captivating” qualities commonly referred to as presence; rather, 

training is the very means by which (forms of) presence are constructed and transmitted. 
 

7 Andre Lepecki, “Introduction,” in Of the Presence of the Body: Essays on Dance and Performance 
Theory, ed. Andre Lepecki (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2004), 1. 
8 Lepecki, “Introduction,” 4-6. 
9 Ben Spatz, What a Body Can Do (London: Routledge, 2015), 113-117. 
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Both Lepecki and Spatz understand that an investment in presence implicates a (or ‘the’) 

past: its meaning, its value, and its role in shaping one’s apprehension of the present. In another 

consideration of what constitutes presence, Rebecca Schneider’s Performing Remains frames 

performance as a matter of reenactment. For Schneider, present moments are always 

“sedimented” with past phenomena (the latter of which are centered in the reenactments and 

“reperformances” Schneider studies in her book).10 Importantly, one of Schneider’s theoretical 

touchstones is the work of Fred Moten, whose insights into the “radical black tradition” inform 

this dissertation as well. Schneider quotes Moten when explaining that her interest in 

(re)performance prioritizes “a constant (re)turn of, to, from, and between states in animation – 

an inter(in)animation (to quote Moten, to quote Donne again).”  

However, Schneider’s interest in interanimation concerns possible relationships between 

“live art” and its mediation by forms like photography, drawing, video, and music. In this claim, 

we might feel something of Lepecki’s distinction between movement and writing; embodiment 

stands as what eludes the objecthood represented by relatively ‘concrete’ media. For Moten, 

however, the stakes of “liveness” and “deadness” (and the “improvisation” between them) reach 

far beyond the parameters set by Schneider, or performance studies more generally. That is, 

they concern much more than the mediation, circulation, and archiving of time-based artworks. 

As Moten theorizes the concepts in his book In the Break (which I discuss in more detail later in 

this introduction), interanimation and improvisation figure as radical black operations because 

they pressure the objecthood, not of artworks, but of black people, of black being.11 Presence, for 

Moten, is a question of how the very act of epistemological categorization proposes forms of 

ontology and subjectivity. These procedures, as inventions with their roots in Enlightenment 

thought—the same domain of thought Lepecki traverses in his introduction to Of the Presence of 

the Body—form the scaffolding on which hegemonic concepts of “the human,” “the liberal 
 

10 Rebecca Schneider, Performing Remains: Art and War in Times of Theatrical Reenactment (London: 
Routledge, 2011), 6-7. 
11 Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2003, 3-7. 
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subject,” and “humanity” are currently hung.12 As Moten and many of his peers remind us, such 

concepts cluster around, and are therefore structured by, the presumption of sub- or non-

human others who were fodder for the development of chattel enslavement and its ongoing 

afterlives. 

Later in this introduction, I will survey black studies’ theorizations of personhood more 

fully. Even now, though, we are primed to approach the concept of presence as one charged with 

ambivalence. What seems to be happening ‘now’ always implicates what has come before; what 

occurs as present movement carries inherited forms of knowledge and technique. Further, 

scholarly inquiry into dance (and performance more broadly) understands embodiment as an 

encounter between human actors and non-human others—‘living’ subjects and ‘dead’ objects. In 

most accounts of presence in performance, the latter enters consideration mostly to register the 

action of the former. But what if we take Moten and his peers’ ideas seriously? What happens 

when our understanding of presence considers the deeds of black folks, people whose doings 

were structured by the presumption that they were somehow both human and non-human, both 

subject (maybe?) and object? What if we understand black presence, not as something opposed 

to a black past, but as a congealed manifestation of pastpresent / subjectobject / 

humannonhuman?  

Black studies scholarship has prioritized this formulation of black being in recent 

decades, and I center it in my examination of Fontaine’s work. Whatever techniques he used to 

craft dancers’ appearance onstage, they promised neither escape from the dehumanization of 

white supremacy, nor full entry into liberal subjecthood (much less Humanity, the province of 

liberal subjecthood). This is not, however, to say that Fontaine and his peers were wholly at the 

mercy of the contexts, institutions, and epistemologies they encountered. Black performers 

 
12 In her book Choreographing Empathy, Susan Foster offers a critical genealogy of the term 
“choreography” that accounts for its racialized/colonialist underpinnings. This intervention illuminates 
the historical factors which condition the archive Lepecki references in his introduction to Of the Presence 
of the Body. Susan Leigh Foster, Choreographing Empathy: Kinesthesia in Performance. London: 
Routledge, 2011. 
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generated many marvelous configurations of being from within this “tight space13,” working and 

working-with racializing limitations to challenge hegemonic doings of humanness. My project 

homes in on these restrictions with a view to the strategies that black people, including 

Fontaine, use to negotiate them. In short, the concept of rendering presence enables me to ask 

how dance-doing methods posit various possibilities for subject- or objecthood; for occupying or 

eluding racial, gender, sexual, and class norms; and for bearing witness to hegemonic and/or 

revisionist cultural and national histories. Further, the concept allows a slippage between the 

‘past’ and the ‘present,’ a capacity I employ in considering those factors which join Fontaine’s 

experience to my own. In the simplistic story, he was a commercial choreographer who worked 

between concert and black-vernacular forms, and I am a researcher working in the 

predominantly white contexts of critical dance studies and postmodern practice. By what lights 

are we both part of something called ‘black dance history’? As I inquire into how we render 

presence in performance, these arbitrary designations dissolve, revealing such dissolution as the 

material and promise of blackness itself. 

 
 

 
WHO (AND WHERE) IS “LON FONTAINE”?  

This chapter’s epigraph emerges during a major episode in Fontaine’s autobiography. As 

Fontaine tells it, one of his most important contributions to black entertainment was a creative 

response to a practical challenge. While on tour with the Temptations in 1966, Fontaine 

observed the group during their stand at the Paramount Theater in New York City. Though he 

admired the strength of their dancing, he lamented the fact that their moves got obscured as all 
 

13 Several black-studies scholars theorize the “tight space” as the severely constricted social realm wherein 
black life is reproduced. See, e.g., Moten, In the Break, 158-159; Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: 
Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997), 102-112; Darieck Scott, Extravagant Abjection: Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African 
American Literary Imagination (New York: New York University Press, 2010), 143-146; and Vincent 
Woodard and Dwight McBride, The Delectable Negro: Human Consumption and Homoeroticism within 
US Slave Culture (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 221-225. While not all these authors 
(who I discuss more below) use the phrase “tight space,” they all consider the violent co-operations of 
race, gender (and genre), and sexuality within the framework of chattel enslavement. My theoretical 
framework is deeply indebted to this literature. 



10 

four of them crowded around a single microphone. Noticing this dilemma, Fontaine claims to 

have invented “the four-way microphone that was to become the Temptations’ trademark.”14 

After consulting with Tempt David Ruffin, who passed the idea on to the rest of the group, 

Fontaine hired a prototype of the microphone from RCA, and the four-headed mic stand quickly 

became an iconic fixture of the Temptations’ stage performances. We might think this 

intervention alone—to say nothing of the nearly thirty years Fontaine spent choreographing and 

producing for one of R&B’s foremost acts—might make Fontaine an important name in the 

history of black American entertainment. Yet, as Fontaine laments, his name is almost nowhere 

to be found in the Temptations’ official history. This proves especially hurtful to him, he 

explains, since Otis Williams (the founder of the Temptations) treats him “as though [he] never 

existed”: 

In his book [Williams] gives David Ruffin credit for the famous tree Microphone. But, it was I who 
designed, created and had it made. In his movie he tells that Berry Gordy brough the legendary 
choreographer Cholly Atkins from California to work with them. It was I whom Mr. Gordy 
brought from California. […] Today, after forty years of success, Otis gives thanks to everyone that 
has contributed to the “Temptations.” From Cholly Atkins to the valet, to the limousine drivers 
and all his friends and their wives. But nowhere, was the name Lon Fontaine ever mentioned. I 
guess when age catches up to us; we have a tendency to forget.15 

I first read these words at the New York Public Library’s Schomburg Center, from an 

archival copy of Fontaine’s self-published autobiography. I was by turns awed and embarrassed 

by the no-gloss, DIY spirit of Fontaine’s manuscript, rife with formatting and typesetting quirks 

an editor and publishing team would have caught easily. I also knew what Fontaine meant when 

he described being forgotten, having read both Williams and Atkins’ co-written 

(auto)biographies well before that moment.16 That those books were more readily available—and 

 
14 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 193. 
15 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 197. In this instance, I have left all italicization and punctuation as it is 
presented in the original text. Elsewhere in this dissertation, I lightly edit citations from Star*Dancing for 
consistency in punctuation. 
16 Cholly Atkins’ book Class Act: The Jazz Life of Choreographer Cholly Atkins was published in 2001 by 
Columbia University Press; he co-wrote the biography with Black dance scholar Jacqui Malone. Cholly 
Atkins and Jacqui Malone, Class Act: The Jazz Life of Choreographer Cholly Atkins (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2001). Otis Williams co-wrote Temptations with esteemed ghostwriter Patricia 
Romanowski. The manuscript was published by Rowman and Littlefield in 1989 and reprinted in 2002. It 
served as the basis for the group’s well-known eponymous miniseries, which was produced by NBC in 
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much more polished—proves Fontaine’s point more forcefully than even he might have realized. 

As I read his words, and as I marvel at a sketch of the “tree mike” on the facing page, I feel 

Fontaine’s intervention into this “tendency to forget” on at least two levels. His writing 

evidences, firstly, a decision to tell his own story however he can—even in this rough-hewn form. 

But there is also the second level, which manifests in the very stuff of that self-published book: It 

emphasizes the fact that there are systems and processes in place that facilitate the writing of 

some histories, while overlooking or misrecognizing others. I will explore the specific case of 

Fontaine and the Temptations in the third chapter of this dissertation, but suffice to say, the 

process of making oneself visible to the historical record is one that Fontaine addresses 

repeatedly in his autobiography. 

Throughout Star*Dancing, Fontaine makes clear that stardom was an abiding goal of his 

work. Yet, he soberly admits that the process of making a name for himself was anything but 

straightforward. Born on October 2, 1924 in St. Louis, Missouri, Alonzo Reed would only come 

to be known as Lon Fontaine after a series of name changes. Reed first entered showbusiness 

alongside his sister Ruth; like many black children who came of age during the Depression, 

Alonzo and Ruth took to the stage because their talents promised even a modest income amid 

widespread financial crisis. During the early years of his adolescence, Alonzo garnered 

considerable showbusiness experience as he crafted dance routines, sang and wrote songs, and 

made costumes with various duet partners and small performance groups. These acts were 

routinely featured at supper clubs across the St. Louis area. Alonzo, his mother, and his sister 

moved to New York at the urging of a cousin, who advised that better wages and better living 

conditions might be sought there. First living on Long Island and later moving to the Bronx, 

Alonzo found intermittent work as a singer and waiter at supper clubs throughout the state. The 

onset of the Second World War, however, brought Alonzo his biggest performance opportunity 

 
1998. Otis Williams and Patricia Romanowski, Temptations, updated edition (New York: Cooper Square 
Press, 2002). 
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to date. Beginning his Army service as part of a medical battalion in the US Army, Fontaine’s 

knack for singing and dancing eventually landed him in a “special service outfit” that mounted 

touring shows to entertain troops.  

After two years of service and a brief return to New York, Alonzo ventured to Los 

Angeles’ famed Central Avenue district—a hotbed of activity for black entertainers. It was here 

that his professional showbusiness career began to gather momentum. First, as a member of the 

Savage Dancers (founded by Archie Savage, Katherine Dunham’s longtime collaborator and 

muse), then as a chorus dancer in the touring casts of Carmen Jones and The St. Louis Woman, 

Alonzo gathered the skills and exposure that would encourage him to try his luck as a feature 

act. Partnering with a dancer named Mary Suarez, Alonzo eventually shortened his first name 

and took up his paternal grandfather’s last name, dubbing himself Lon Bibeau. The interpretive 

dance team accumulated praise and bookings along the chitlin circuit17; Bibeau also began 

garnering some notice for the production numbers he had begun choreographing for himself, 

Suarez, and the chorus dancers at various clubs that booked him to perform. Eventually, Bibeau 

parted ways with Suarez and paired up with a dancer named Donald Curtis. In 1950, the pair 

were sighted by eminent nightclub producer Larry Steele. Steele persuaded the dancers to bill 

themselves as brothers (“[W]e looked so much alike,” Fontaine writes; “[t]hey thought we were 

twins”18). Though the duo initially struggled to think up a catchy last name, they eventually 

 
17 ‘Chitlin circuit’ is an informal label for the network of performance venues, mostly vaudeville theaters, 
owned and operated by the Theater Operators Booking Association (TOBA). Gaining its name from the 
intestines of a pig, or chitterlings—a soul-food delicacy—the association consistently offered black 
entertainers space to perform touring variety acts during the early twentieth century. TOBA flourished in 
a moment when white-owned theaters largely refused to book black talent or seat black audiences. 
Importantly, the phrase ‘chitlin circuit’ also refers the broader informal network of venues, like 
nightclubs, that also offered black entertainers a venue as they toured the United States. TOBA itself 
folded in 1930, though entertainers and audiences still acknowledged and toured the ‘parallel track’ for 
black commercial performance well into the 1960s. (Some scholars argue the circuit still exists, though in 
dramatically altered form, to this day. See Henry Louis Gates, “Department of Disputation: The Chitlin 
Circuit,” The New Yorker, February 3, 1997, 44-55.) One of many scholarly sources to examine the chitlin 
circuit and its effects on the creation and dissemination of black commercial performance is Nadine 
George Graves, “Dance and Identity Politics in American Negro Vaudeville: The Whitman Sisters, 100-
1935,” in Dancing Many Drums: Excavations in African American Dance, ed. Thomas DeFrantz 
(Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002), 59-80. 
18 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 59. 
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encountered an alleged “big-shot pimp” who regularly saw Larry Steele’s productions while on 

tour.19 An enthusiastic fan of Steele’s show—and Bibeau and Curtis’ work in particular—the 

patron agreed to subsidize the duo’s wardrobe needs in exchange for their willingness to stay in 

(that is, safeguard) his Atlantic City house while he was away on business. The pair subsequently 

named themselves the Fontaine Brothers in homage to their patron, and Lon kept the moniker 

even after he and Donald stopped working together. 

Fontaine’s name games only scratch the surface of larger questions about historical 

presence. Indeed, ordeals like his were not (and, arguably, are not) uncommon; many nonwhite 

artists choose stage names that either conformed to cultural norms, or else played up the 

performer’s exotic appeal. What makes Fontaine’s story notable is the very process of 

attempting to become notable. As he tells it, becoming a professional dancer meant taking up 

both a performance style and a work ethic that put him at odds with the people around him. His 

days of standing somewhere outside the mainstream of current goings-on begin early, during his 

days touring with Carmen Jones. As one of the youngest members of the cast, and (allegedly) as 

one of its only straight male members, he found himself stranded between the older women and 

lecherous gay men who made up the rest of the ensemble. Fontaine once again found himself “a 

loner” while touring with Mary Suarez, spending his free time choreographing while others 

socialized. He attributes his success to maintaining a level of strictness in his social life—and, 

importantly, that social awareness yielded the artistic excellence he strove for as he formulated 

and reformulated his on- and offstage identities. 

To a remarkable degree, Fontaine imbues the stuff of flesh-and-blood existence with real 

importance. On- and offstage life matter to him because they both revolve around a given (or 

crafted) sense of stewardship over one’s body, one’s talents, and the work needed to use them 

toward a particular end. I also take Fontaine’s asides about embodiment seriously, as a 

practitioner of black study. Though he and his collaborators may never have used these phrases 

 
19 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 60. 
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to describe what they did and thought as dance artists, careful understanding of their contexts—

and creative responses to those contexts—illuminate just how much the body as such was a 

flashpoint for conversation. Each chapter of this dissertation focuses on a specific dimension of 

this phenomenon—which, true to established precepts in critically-oriented studies of race and 

racialization, persists in fundamental ways even as it changes shape or seems to disappear. 

These chapters are united by a span of time within which they are all situated; and the social, 

cultural, and political goals commonly attributed to work like Fontaine’s (whether explicitly or 

implicitly).  

Plainly put, I refer to the so-called Civil Rights Movement, conventionally understood as 

a one- to two-decade effort (between the end of the Second World War and the late-1960s) to 

secure full social and political enfranchisement for black people living in the United States. A 

recurring trope in representations of the movement, across moments and political 

commitments, is the black body per se. Protestors occupied lunch counters, city streets, and 

other public spaces in defiance of the cultural and legal customs that subjected black people to 

systemic exploitation, violence, and death. Taking up space, so the story goes, became a way of 

resisting dehumanization. What’s important to note is that, in this account, racial struggle 

hinges on black embodiment as such. To becoming a speaking subject, by asserting one’s (black) 

presence in public space, is to reclaim a body once relegated to manual labor, torture, and 

brutalization. Further, to make these corporeal statements in highly charged public spaces is to 

stake a claim for representation within the American nation-state more broadly. If this narrative 

understands black cultural, social, and political experience as a collective pursuit, how are we to 

evaluate Fontaine’s ruthlessly individualist ambitions? 

More importantly, how and why did the black body become such an important 

touchstone in various representations of Civil Rights era racial struggle? How often do we pause 

to ask why, for example, mass protest has endured as an icon of this moment? What kind of 

work do we expect from images of well-dressed black people marching en masse? Many scholars 
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have considered these images in their rhetorical dimensions. Yet, a question persists in these 

studies, so obvious to me as to be glaring: In what ways were black people, so long understood 

as less-than-human, suddenly able to assume the mantle as fully human subjects? Indeed, a 

going assumption in the conventional Civil Rights narrative is that black people protested in 

order to claim a humanity that white people could or did not acknowledge. At issue, then, is a 

question of recognition. This is a matter not simply of what bodies mean, but of the processes 

one must orchestrate to make—and to make sense of—that meaning. As Fontaine’s own desires 

and struggles make clear, there is a process one must weather to become a legible subject.  

As Fontaine’s tenuous archival presence demonstrates, that process is not always 

felicitous.20 Fontaine’s story bears witness to the struggle of coming-into-discursivity on at least 

two levels. On the one, his fight against the “tendency to forget” encapsulates larger struggles 

over humanness, agency, and expression that shaped the writing of social, political, and cultural 

histories during and after the Civil Rights Era. But, on the second level, Fontaine’s work was 

directly impacted by several convergent processes which placed a premium on certain 

arrangements of bodily sense-making, even as it downplayed other arrangements. I will examine 

these dynamics as I descend into the chasm between Fontaine’s oft-invoked talent as a dance 

maker, and his constant marginalization in accounts of black American entertainment history. 

Whither the promise of this “gifted” choreographer and performer whose work was steadily 

hailed as the “excitable talk” of the US’ black nightlife circuit?21 What was it about his handling 

of the black body—about his unique way of thinking, producing, and doing its capacities for 

 
20 I allude here to Judith Butler’s concept of performativity. Rooted in a semiotic understanding of 
action’s effectiveness, performativity defines a given social reality as a repertoire of learned, repeated, and 
potentially mutable codes of behavior and self-presentation. In her own words, Butler examines “those 
acts or processes by which certain kinds of apparently stable phenomenon”—like gender, race, or 
sexuality—“have been constituted or deconstituted.” Butler draws on the work of linguist J.L. Austin in 
likening such processes to “speech acts”; from this perspective, an agent’s actions—like verbal 
statements—can produce a desired outcome “if and only if certain kinds of felicitous conditions are met.” 
Judith Butler, “Performative Agency,” Journal of Cultural Economy 3, no. 2 (2010): 147, 152 (emphasis 
added). 
21 Chazz Crawford, “Fontaine Group Heads ‘Live’ Revue At the New Club Oasis.” California Eagle, Jan. 21, 
1954, 10. 
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being and agency—that put him at odds with modes that accrued more currency as time went 

on? We do well to ask these questions, as they are not restricted to Fontaine’s work. They 

pressure how we understand black politics more generally; they ask us to reckon what we know, 

literally, to look for when studying black life, and even why looking has been the favored mode 

of beholding race. As I take on Fontaine’s life and work, my project foregrounds his strategies 

for rendering presence: that is, for helping black performers, including himself, show up both 

onstage and in the archive in given ways. Indeed, when we consider Fontaine’s historical context 

more closely, we see that these questions had a direct impact on his creative work—and on the 

exigencies of the moment more broadly. 

When I ask why Fontaine seems not to show up in the conventional historical record, I 

am addressing multiple issues at once. To be sure, I am asking whether people remember him 

and his work, and why they may have neglected to include him in their accounts of black dance. 

But as Fontaine narrates his life, we understand that how he carried himself, how he organized 

his action in the world, may have had a bearing on his reputation as well. To act in such a way 

that ingratiates one to some, and alienates one to others, is to inquire about the processes that 

bring one into a given proximity to, or orientation toward, certain modes of belonging. As we 

investigate Fontaine’s historical presence, then, we might turn our attention to the question of 

how history is written, what’s at stake in a given narrative, and how the vectors of a life may or 

may not be readily encompassed by the contours of that narrative.  

 

WHAT IS ‘THE’ CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT? 

Throughout Star*Dancing, Fontaine constantly measures his success against that of 

prominent black contemporaries. His frustrations with some members of the Temptations, for 

example, registers a larger frustration with being written out of a narrative about black success. 

As I discuss in the third chapter of this dissertation, Motown is one cultural institution that 

commonly stood as a barometer for the state of black life in the United States as the company 
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grew and developed. What with his attachment to and involvement in many prominent black 

cultural projects—and considering the span of time in which he was most active—we might 

understand Fontaine’s resentment within the scope of an even larger narrative: that of the Civil 

Rights Movement, which surrounded and informed his work on several levels. There is, of 

course, the fact that Fontaine worked at a time when black dance and dancers gained new levels 

of prominence, whether in concert or commercial settings. Like Fontaine and his collaborators, 

many black entertainers used their platforms to address racial struggle explicitly, through the 

subject matter of their work; or implicitly, in the recourse to excellence as its own argument for 

social acceptance. Further, black institutions, like those with which Fontaine collaborated, were 

commonly regarded as barometers of black American life more broadly. The establishment and 

success of projects like Larry Steele’s Smart Affairs, the NAACP, and Motown were all regarded 

as some sign that black people were waging an effective challenge to the evils of segregation, 

discrimination, and exploitation. This moment is often framed as one wherein black people 

made a strong showing on stage, both literally (on concert stages) and metaphorically (on the 

national stage). In all such cases, black presence becomes its own argument for tolerance and 

integration.22 

On a fundamental level, this representational grammar prioritizes visibility and 

recognition. It depends on the import of captivating figures who were good-looking, well-

spoken, charismatic, or otherwise respectable—often some combination of these attributes. As 

studies of, for instance, the NAACP’s legal-defense strategies make clear, such figures usually 

did not find themselves at the center of black political efforts by accident; such projects were 

deliberately constructed.23 Whether they took the form of legal battles or large-scale public 

 
22 Kevin Quashie forwards a similar argument in his book The Sovereignty of Quiet. As its title suggests, 
Quashie’s book challenges the affective associations commonly attributed to black resistance. For 
Quashie, visual depictions of black protest act as a well-known archive of such affect. Kevin Quashie, The 
Sovereignty of Quiet: Beyond Resistance in Black Culture (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
2012). 
23 As, for example, Mark Tushnet explains in his examination of the NAACP’s legal defense strategy, the 
Association took great care in selecting the cases for which they would provide legal representation (and 
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demonstrations, these efforts were designed to force black struggle into the public eye, to 

dramatize its unfolding. Scholars of visual culture have long since established the importance of 

iconicity, camera-ready moments, and visual appeal as strategies of winning sympathy for the 

civil rights cause as understood by major organizations like the NAACP.24  

This representation grammar prioritizes dramatic, publicly oriented understandings of 

black politics; it latches onto struggles that implicated the schools, stores, and streets in 

locations where racial politics proved especially contentious. Clashes like the infamous series of 

marches from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama in 1965 proved equally valuable for the 

nonviolent activist organizations (including the SCLC and SNCC) who organized such 

campaigns, and for the television news crews who sought to beam vibrant images of national 

events into the homes of a rapidly growing national TV audience. These efforts staged racial 

struggle as a battle between good and evil, with the ultimate intention of appealing to the 

consciences of those who witnessed it—in most cases, white people.25 The hope was to affect the 

hearts and minds of onlookers such that the persistent presence of black people would be 

tolerated and, in the end, embraced. Additionally (and not incidentally), these incidents indexed 

both the social, cultural, and economic dimensions of integration’s “convergence” with 

 
publicity). Though many black plaintiffs mounted challenges to racist claims that they were not qualified 
to enter the universities and graduate programs to which they applied, the Association understood that “a 
‘qualified’ black applicant had to be better than a ‘qualified’ white applicant” if their applications were to 
be given sustained consideration (especially in the purview of a Supreme Court case). To this end, 
Association lawyers understood that the plaintiffs whose cases were taken up by the legal defense team 
“would be ‘a valuable object lesson which shows the whites in the community that there are negroes . . . 
who measure up in every respect to collegiate standards.’” Mark Tushnet, The NAACP’s Legal Strategy 
against Segregated Education, 1925-1950, 2nd edition (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2012), 36-37.  
24 Studies on this subject represent a varied range of political orientations, but they all frame interactions 
with newspaper journalists, television-news crews (a nascent invention in the mid-1950s), and other 
visual media as a recurring strategy among various sectors of black activism in the United States. See esp. 
Maurice Berger, For All the World to See: Visual Culture and the Struggle for Civil (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2010); Kara Keeling, The Witch’s Flight: The Cinematic, the Black Femme, and the 
Image of Common Sense (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); Leigh Raiford, Imprisoned in a 
Luminous Glare: Photography and the African American Freedom Struggle (Chapel Hill, NC: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2011); and Sasha Torres, Black, White, and In Color: Television and Black Civil 
Rights (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003). 
25 Michael Curtin notes these features of broadcast-news civil rights coverage within the larger context of 
US American television journalism in Redeeming the Wasteland: Television Documentary and Cold War 
Politics (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1995). 
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commercial and governmental interests.26 As many southeastern states resisted the emergent 

sprawl of commercial entities, including television broadcasting networks, integration became 

as much a matter of refigured racial relations as the prospect of complying with the 

homogenizing tastes and trends of broad (that is, national rather than regional) consumer 

appeal. Under such conditions, then, commercial-media depictions of black struggle turn local 

incidents into small-scale embodiments of national racial politics. They harness the spectacular 

to implicate individual viewers, their locales, and the (imagined) locales of others as sites on 

which the bid for equality and integration were made express political, social, and cultural aims. 

These findings from studies of visual culture only confirm those of critical histories and 

historiographies of the Civil Rights Movement. The latter literature thoroughly questions the 

aims and outcomes of what is commonly referred to as the civil rights movement, not least by 

recentering the struggle within a larger tradition of black resistance and organization. This 

conceptual move exposes the limits of a conventional civil-rights narrative in several significant 

ways. First, revisionist understandings of black freedom struggle in the United States emphasize 

the ‘civil rights movement’s’ outgrowth from ongoing grassroots organization efforts. The 

earliest stages of the movement—think, for instance, of the bus boycotts that overtook 

Montgomery, Alabama during the 1950s—consisted of networked actions that both sprung from 

and transpired in several towns and cities across and even beyond the southeastern United 

States.27 By dint of both access (without recourse to major media outlets) and security (to 

protect organizing efforts and their participants), these projects happened in relative secrecy, 

away from the eyes of journalists and media contacts. Even as grassroots efforts caught the 

attention of broadcast news outlets, however, much organizing work remained invisible. This is 

not least because of the classed, gendered, and sexualized conditions allotting differential forms 
 

26 Derrick Bell theorizes the concept of “interest convergence” in Silent Covenants: Brown v. Board of 
Education and the Unfulfilled Hopes for Racial Reform (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
27 See, among other titles, Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black 
Communities Organizing for Change (New York, NY: Free Press, 1986); and Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got 
the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle, 2nd edition 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007). 
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of value to speaking, campaigning, and leading marches—tasks often taken up by charismatic, 

respectable men28—as distinct from the ‘women’s work’ of renting meeting space, providing 

childcare, and preparing meals to sustain organizers during long nights, among other 

indispensable forms of labor. Black women, in particular, understood and often stressed the 

inseparability of their living and working conditions from the goals and strategies of black 

freedom struggle. Unfortunately, their insights were often marginalized—though their work was 

fully taken advantage of—as such efforts coalesced.29 

Even as these efforts gained national attention, many people distrusted the ‘official’ 

movement’s promotion of charismatic figureheads. Those ‘leaders’ were often not vouched for as 

such, having had little involvement in coordinating or enacting grassroots projects. Their 

appointment as representatives of local and regional interests shifted the grounds of black 

protest from community action to mediatized spectacle, as outlined above. Further, as media 

platforms assumed more centrality in protest efforts, publicizing the movement became a matter 

of swaying mainstream—that is, white—opinion concerning the plight of black people in the 

United States. These reconfigurations point to a larger shift, one wherein black struggle ceases 

to be a primarily economic question, becoming instead a social or (mostly) cultural one. Until 

the large-scale organizing efforts that kicked off in the wake of the Second World War, much 

black political praxis prioritized the survival of black communities in their own right. This meant 

that economic concerns, like wages, working conditions, hiring practices, and housing security, 

formed the core of much black political organizing until this point. Such a shift also placed 

increased emphasis on litigation as a means of securing increased financial and social security 

for black communities. Before the Second World War, black lawyers generally understood their 

 
28 Kevin J. Mumford, Not Straight, Not White: Black Gay Men from the March on Washington to the 
AIDS Crisis (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2016). 
29 Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2003). 
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work as part of a larger ensemble of strategies for defending and enriching black communities.30 

Following the war, by contrast, presidential administrations made a point of incorporating black 

interests into federal public-aid schemes following the Second World War. This instance of 

interest convergence, along with the apparent entry of black people into largely white 

sociocultural realms (like higher education and white-collar professions), promoted an 

understanding of ‘race relations’ that ultimately suggested a relative parity between black and 

white populations.31 The only obstacle barring black people from full citizenship, so the 

reasoning went, was a misunderstanding of black culture and experience. 

Within this ensemble of realignments, ‘the civil rights movement’ figures as an alarming 

contraction of histories, goals, and strategies. It represents a drastic diversion from black 

freedom struggle’s long-term agendas, not least in the promotion of cultural integration over the 

socioeconomic parity of black communities. Asking how this story gets told, and how its radical 

aims become the stuff of national mythology, implicates what historian Jacqueline Dowd Hall 

calls “the long Civil Rights Movement”—that is, the long arc of black freedom struggle in all of 

the dimensions I have described above.32 These questions concern not just the events of the 

movement ‘per se,’ but also the stories told about those events and, by extension, what 

possibilities are presumed to exist for black life and politics in the present. When we consider 

the representational grammars proposed by conventional narrations of the movement, we see a 

process that forces legibility onto a networked struggle that often unfolded in obscurity, both 

intentionally and not. Ultimately, this legibility serves to reinforce—and perhaps even justify—

 
30 Genna Rae McNeil’s book Groundwork: Charles Hamilton Houston and the Struggle for Civil Rights 
outlines the legal philosophy and strategy of one of the NAACP’s legal-defense architects. The book pays 
close attention to how Houston’s thought and practice shifted in response to varying situations of black 
political, social, and economic life, and explores how Houston’s work became a foundation for that of 
black lawyers (including Thurgood Marshall, one of Houston’s proteges) in subsequent generations of 
black freedom struggle. Genna Rae. Groundwork: Charles Hamilton Houston and the Struggle for Civil 
Rights (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983). Kenneth W. Mack explores similar 
concerns more generally in his work; see, e.g., Kenneth W. Mack, “Rethinking Civil Rights Lawyering and 
Politics in the Era Before Brown,” Yale Law Journal 115 no. 2 (2005): 256-354. 
31 Risa Goluboff, The Lost Promise of Civil Rights (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
32 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past.” The 
Journal of American History 91, no. 4 (2005): 1235. 
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the American project. (I dare say many people who fought for black liberation would be appalled 

by the very thought.) In a true act of subjectivization, it foregrounds efforts in which black 

people plead for recognition from the state, thereby seeking incorporation into it.33 

What does it mean to inquire about a movement that has largely been represented with a 

view to the iconic, the photogenic, the spectacular? In what registers and genres do we write 

history? How do those modes pressure not just the doing and writing of history, but also its 

reception (two processes which are not easily separated)? How do historical narratives assume 

certain arrangements of action, both in their analyses in the past and their proposals of present 

or future possibility? Such questions are central both to my understanding of Fontaine’s life, and 

to his own narration of it. Fontaine fought for recognition within this conventional narrative, 

and yet failed to achieve lasting recognition as an artist working in tandem with that narrative’s 

goals. We should honor the fact that Fontaine’s vector of lived experience, despite his efforts, 

does not align neatly with the social categories that attend a conventional civil rights narrative. 

This is not least because, in his opinion, his attempts to build a particular vision of black life are 

constantly upended by more bothersome racialized, gendered, and sexualized others. If there is 

any racial struggle to be found in his narrative—and there is plenty—it transpires largely in 

wholly unspectacular contexts: conversations at parties, forms of socializing, moments alone. If 

the spectacular is treated as a primary mode of representation, which of race’s operations are 

overlooked? How, where, and when might racial struggle happen, if not solely in the events that 

make front pages and the evening news?  

 
33 As Judith Butler (following Foucault) explains in The Psychic Life of Power: “[S]ubjection is neither 
simply the domination of a subject nor its production, but designates a certain kind of restriction in 
production, a restriction without which the production of the subject cannot take place, a restriction 
through which that production takes place.” Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in 
Subjection (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997), 84. Saidiya Hartman extends (and challenges) 
both Butler and Foucault’s understandings of subject formation, characterizing such restrictiveness as 
“the debt of emancipation”—a widely circulated postbellum discourse wherein emancipation was 
characterized as a debt which black people then owed to the nation-state through various forms of 
continued servitude. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection, 130-134. 
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Several interventions have pressured this question, calling attention to the foreclosures 

of a conventional civil-rights narrative. Critical race theory, for instance, posits that “racism is 

ordinary,” locating racism’s horizon both in quotidian acts and the law’s defense of the status 

quo.34 Accordingly, radically-oriented histories of Black politics find evidence of resistance 

across various scales and contexts—many of which lack a camera-ready luster.35 These 

discourses point us toward possibilities for understanding the conditions of Fontaine’s 

ambivalent legibility, yet even they tend to overlook a crucial aspect of the process of becoming-

subject. Fontaine himself offers a clue in his insistent attention to behavior, mannerisms, and 

the potential control of these that lay in the mastery of choreography. For him, be(com)ing a 

legible person entails a particular relationship to one’s physical body, both in its immediate 

manifestation and in relation to its broader social connotations. As explained by thinkers who 

consider the ontology of race, our understandings of the body and subjectivity pressure the 

question of who is considered human, and what a being’s body might mean if they are presumed 

to be something other than fully human. Such inquiries are especially urgent in dance studies, as 

they implicate our understanding of what a body even is in the first place—and how we come to 

recognize the body in attempting to write its histories. 

 

BLACK STUDIES: ONTOLOGY, EMBODIMENT, (UN)DISCIPLINARITY 

To discuss ‘black studies’ as though it were a uniform domain, would be to dishonor the 

ethics and, indeed, ‘the’ genealogy of such a project. Quickly surveying the range of works that 

refer to “black study” or “black studies,” one encounters work on the black radical tradition; 

studies in philosophy, history, economics, art, performance, and phenomenology; interventions 

into archival practice; and inquiries into the conceptual underpinnings of entire fields and 
 

34 See, e.g., Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction, 2nd edition (New 
York, NY: New York University Press, 2012), 7. 
35 See, e.g., Stephanie Camp, Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the 
Plantation South (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); Robin D.G. Kelley, Race 
Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York, NY: Free Press, 1994); and Cedric 
Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill, NC: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2000). 
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subfields. It’s a stretch to identify and delimit any unified field of discourse that could be called 

“black studies,” and many works in this vein deliberately cut across literatures and archives 

segregated by discipline. I use the word “segregated” consciously and on purpose; as my brief 

excursion through this discourse will show, one of black studies’ main projects is the refusal 

and/or undoing of disciplinary thought. The works I will discuss labor to demonstrate that many 

of the categories we take for granted—be they academic fields, objects of study, or 

epistemological processes—are rooted in various ongoing operations of chattel enslavement. To 

reckon with blackness in this way is to consider how race and racism structure life on many 

levels, including (and perhaps especially) those which may not be readily obvious. 

If there is a concept which serves as a center of gravity for this domain of inquiry, it 

would be the ontological dimension of blackness. This subset of black studies considers race in 

its cultural and social manifestations, but it also considers what keeps race and racism alive, 

despite centuries of ongoing attempts to challenge or end them. For that reason, an ontological 

consideration of blackness expands the historical timeframe wherein we might consider race’s 

effects. While it considers the situatedness of blackness in particular moments in time, it asks 

how certain effects of blackness last and persist across moments. In large part, black studies 

accomplishes this task by understanding blackness as primarily a phenomenon that emerged in 

tandem with the development of capitalism and its attendant forms of exploitation.36 It 

considers how those constructs developed with the expansion of trans-Atlantic chattel slavery—

and how enslavement’s social, political, economic, and cultural arrangements persisted long 

after the official end of the slave trade. Accordingly, black studies constantly reiterates the 

historical situatedness of the humanist discourses that emerged primarily in Western Europe 

during this period. With unrelenting vigor, it reemphasizes the degree to which current 

understandings of human subjectivity perpetuate those discourses—and which are, by 

 
36 Cedric Robinson’s Black Marxism offers an exhaustive genealogy of racial capitalism’s inception and 
proliferation. Robinson, Black Marxism. 
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extension, antiblack. Importantly, by tethering discursive (or cultural) operations to material (or 

economic) ones, black studies stresses the fact that race is inseparable from capitalist 

exploitation; that it is, in fact, both product of and vehicle for that exploitation; and that one 

cannot be undone without undoing the other.37 Black studies thus pursues a radical 

understanding of race, in the most literal sense of the word, by seeking a thorough restructuring 

of what conditions and dictates the life chances of all beings in a world beset by capitalism.38  

Of those black-studies texts which inform my research, Sharon Holland’s The Erotic Life 

of Racism is one of the most central. This book is one of the primary black studies texts I 

reference, as it informs my project in two large ways. First, Holland seeks “to correct a 

consistent misreading of racist practice” by questioning the bases on which such readings are 

conducted.39 She does this by placing the black/white binary emphatically at the center of her 

theorization of race in a US American context. Holland argues that blackness and whiteness are 

not markers of inexorable difference, but categories that remain in close contact with one 

another, both genetically and as a practiced “series of dependencies and intimacies.”40 This 

argument resonates with one crucial aspect of Hall’s argument about the long Civil Rights 

Movement, namely, that “spatial separation was never the white South’s major goal.” (To the 

 
37 Perhaps ironically—or perhaps not, given the claims I make about black studies’ un-disciplined 
approach to building archives and frameworks—I found this point stated most cogently in a book that 
makes no claim to a black-studies project: Rosemary Hennessy’s Profit and Pleasure: Sexual Identities in 
Late Capitalism. Profit and Pleasure critiques what Hennessy perceives in leftist academic discourse as a 
gradual neglect of “the material relationship between the discourses by which we make the world 
intelligible and the structures of accumulation and labor on which capitalism irrevocably depends,” 
studies of race being one of those discourses. Rosemary Hennessy, Profit and Pleasure: Sexual Identities 
in Late Capitalism, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: Routledge, 2018), 33. Sharon Holland draws on Hennessy’s 
insights in The Erotic Life of Racism, which I discuss below. 
38 With such a broad range of concerns in mind, many studies in the ontology of blackness note a 
distinction between blackness—an arrangement of being—and black people—to whom said arrangements 
are attributed, and by whom they are often occupied (whether by force, by choice, or somewhere in 
between), but who are not the sole proprietors of such an arrangement. Authors like Fred Moten name 
this distinction when, for instance, examining “the inexclusive mobile situation and idiom, to which we 
people who are darker than blue have been inexclusively given.” Fred Moten, Stolen Life (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2018), xii. Following this line of thought, I render the word “black” with a 
lowercase “b” throughout this dissertation. This decision is distinguished from, though not opposed to, 
the convention of capitalizing the “B” in “Black” to make it a sign for members of the African diaspora. In 
the latter case, “Black” becomes a label with more determinate content. 
39 Holland, Erotic Life of Racism, 8. 
40 Holland, Erotic Life of Racism, 4-5. 
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contrary, Hall argues, the maintenance of racial-capitalist domination relied on many kinds of 

close, ongoing contact between black and white people.41) Importantly, this argument reaches 

beyond the parameters of a performative understanding of race. Discourse does not, in 

Holland’s analysis, act as a level or uniform field of contact or struggle between disparate 

parties. Drawing on Fanon’s analyses of blackness’ phenomenological dimensions, Holland 

stresses the degree to which a black/white binary sets up encounters wherein “someone who 

exists in time meets someone who only occupies space.”42 

This intervention leads to the second sort of significance Holland’s work has for my own. 

In critiquing the centrality of performativity, discourse, and related concepts to now-standard 

theorizations of race, Holland outlines a genealogy of critical studies’ turn toward the discursive 

and performative as primary conditions for understanding ‘the body’ (a turn that has been 

largely embraced by critical dance studies, particularly in the United States). This turn, Holland 

argues, pivots on a lasting squeamishness concerning the physical body’s relationship with its 

discursive representations. This squeamishness is caused, in large part, by the inextricability of 

racializing practices from inherited understandings and discourses concerning the body. When 

we look at the debates which shaped these discourses—debates between white and black 

feminists, debates over the conditions by which a thing like ‘queerness’ is labelled, and so on—

we see that the current groundwork for much critical-humanist study bespeaks a refusal to deal 

with the intrusion of flesh into bodily matters. This is, in other words, a refusal to deal with the 

ways that race, specifically blackness, and most specifically racial capitalism, has shaped sexual 

practice for everyone—not just for black people. The performative, with its free-floating 

changeability (and as a mechanism ultimately used to explain the de-essential function of 

gender and sexual categories), proves not to be so slippery when on the terrain of blackness. The 

Erotic Life of Racism highlights the degree to which the sticky particularity of blackness endures 

 
41 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement,” 1243. 
42 Holland, Erotic Life of Racism, 10. 
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as a touchstone for thinking about the body. This line of thought yields an insight that speaks 

directly to the concerns about black archival presence I outline above: 

“[D]esegregation, abolition, and protest marches conjure black bodies so very readily; it is almost 
as if we think of those events as belonging to ‘the black experience’…. I want to argue that when 
we see and say ‘race,’ regardless of how much we intend to understand race as being had by 
everyone, our examples of racial being and racist targets are often grounded in black matter(s). In 
this instance, the black body is the quintessential sign for subjection, for a particular experience 
that it must inhabit and own all by itself.”43 

Holland’s work helps orient me toward the most important methodological and 

disciplinary concerns I face. However, one of her guiding texts sheds light on concerns more 

central to the specifics of this dissertation. Hortense Spillers’ landmark article “Mama’s Baby, 

Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” excavates those ways of knowing which made 

black female literary criticism an apparently impossible object of thought between the 1970s and 

the early 1990s, when her article was published. Spillers’ excursion through the repertoire of 

epistemological gestures, postures, and relations that produce and represent race in the 

American imaginary—what she refers to as a “grammar”—reveals a network of activity in which 

blackness and whiteness remain sutured to one another in an ambivalent relation.  

Spillers’ article makes several important interventions, but two are especially important 

to this project. The first is the assertion that race operates thus in an ongoing way; though 

chattel enslavement itself may have been formally outlawed, its operations continue to shape 

race (and are indeed race’s very substance) in a series of “afterlives.” One especially important 

aspect of this process, Spillers argues, is chattel enslavement’s “ungendering” of black people. 

Under the condition of “being for the captor,” enslavement forces black people into social roles 

and forms of labor that crisscrossed white-supremacist categories of gender and sexuality, in 

particular. The essential malleability of black being represents what Spillers describes as its 

“vestibular” capacity; social categories that obtain among fully human subjects find their 

undoing and redoing in black being. This insight is important when evaluating Fontaine’s 

strategies for working with black bodies—and rendering black presence—in his dancemaking 

 
43 Holland, Erotic Life of Racism, 4 (emphasis in original). 
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processes. For him to claim singular agency as a heterosexual black man, Fontaine assumed 

ambivalent, sometimes violent stances toward vestibularity. Indeed, as I argue in the first 

chapter of this dissertation, his practices for making dance often emerged as intense reactions to 

the unmaking of ‘proper’ modes of social being, many of which were strongly associated with 

blackness as such. This points to the second of Spillers’ most pertinent interventions: a 

distinction between “body” and “flesh.” Foundational to Holland’s theorization of the 

black/white binary, “body” represents the discursively legible vehicle of subjectivity and agency 

accorded to full personhood, while “flesh” is the “zero degree” of social being—those discursive 

and practical points where beings are regarded primarily in terms of their physical existence. 

Spillers’ insights into the body/flesh distinction have spurred a rich line of inquiry into 

the underpinnings of black performance. Work in this vein asks how the dictates of performance 

shift when blackness forecloses an engagement with the kinds of subjectivity and agency 

afforded to ‘fully human’ subjects. Saidiya Hartman takes up this question in Scenes of 

Subjection, another important touchstone for this dissertation. While stage performance is not 

the express focus of Scenes, Hartman hews toward a performatively oriented understanding of 

chattel enslavement and its afterlives. She writes about various contexts (or “scenes”) wherein 

black people become subjects, in all senses of the word—moments where violence and pleasure, 

agency and subjugation, erupt from the same gesture. In her survey of diaries, letters, 

newspaper articles, and other primary source material from the pre- and post-Civil War periods, 

Hartman notes that both periods share the ambivalent dynamic theorized by Spillers. For my 

project, Scenes’ greatest gift is its chapter on “the nonautonomy of practice.” In it, Hartman 

argues that a consideration of black performance as such must grapple with the double-edged 

relations which condition it. Is black performance freely willed or violently coerced? Does it 

allow black people to assume agency (however limited) in their own lives, or does it extend the 

disciplinary reach of antiblack violence? For Hartman, the answer is simply “yes”; Scenes argues 

that self-possession and subjugation are the two sides of black being under enslavement. While 
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it is possible and even necessary to promote and defend black life in historical research, 

Hartman stresses that liberal subjecthood (and its attendant epistemologies) cannot fulfill this 

task. 

The nonautonomy of practice informs many important black-studies examinations of 

performance, including Daphne Brooks’ Bodies in Dissent and Uri McMillan’s Embodied 

Avatars. While Bodies in Dissent focuses more on the interracial dynamic explored in late 

nineteenth-century Anglo-American popular drama, McMillan centers performative moments 

where black women harness body/flesh friction to enact fugitive forms of agency—moments of 

resistance, pleasure, and/or self-possession that remain concealed by one’s status as object. In 

notable contrast to Brooks (especially) and McMillan (though less so), Harvey Young’s 

Embodying Black Experience centers stillness and capture as crucial aspects of that 

construction called “the black body.” Young argues, in fact, that as a generalizing abstraction, 

the black body indexes the various forms of seeing, control, and subjugation that render 

individual black experiences as a legible, continuous unit.44 For my purposes, Young’s argument 

complements McMillan and Brooks’ in confirming and facilitating my awareness of stillness as a 

pervasive quality in some of the archives I reference in this project. What, really, are we asking 

to attend to when we see black people standing, sitting, or moving slowly in apparent acts of 

public defiance? Part of the answer may lie in another important fact Young’s work brings to 

bear on my own. Embodying Black Experience reminds us that flesh is not only the physical 

body as such. All people may have fleshly bodies; however, how that flesh is made to matter, 

how it is encountered and regarded, falls neatly along racial lines. After all, what does it mean to 

engage with movement if stillness and capture are held in constant conversation with it? If 

 
44 Young writes, “As an instantiation of a concept (blackness), the black body does not describe the actual 
appearance of any real person or group of people. … The mystery of blackness, which manages to become 
a fact through repeated deployment across a range of bodies, encourages the (mis)identification of 
individuated bodies (a body) as the black body.” Harvey Young, Embodying Black Experience: Stillness, 
Critical Memory, and the Black Body (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 7 (emphasis 
in original). 
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stillness and capture are the domain of (black) flesh, understanding black dance takes on a 

specific kind of urgency. 

Because the body/flesh distinction disturbs neat separations between subject and object, 

human and nonhuman, it has empowered authors to question those categorical designations 

that contain and discipline the flow of thought. Such work considers how the very notion of 

performance, so readily bound by generic designations (like dance, music, drama, and so on), 

might shift as informed by a radical reexamination of subjectivity. Fred Moten’s In the Break, 

for instance, surveys “the black radical tradition” in a reconsideration of what might count as 

(radical) political action in the first place. Counter to political models wherein autonomous 

subjects ‘speak’ their social positions, Moten’s analysis takes seriously the originating and 

ongoing conflation of blackness with objecthood. Because such an ontology precludes the 

recognition of black(ened) people in legible ways, Moten tracks moments of black expression’s 

wild detours through and across registers of expression—artistic media, arrangements of gender 

and sexuality, and so on—to understand how black being “improvises” across, and therefore 

transgresses categorical divides. While Moten calls a wide range of materials into his “ensemble” 

of thought, Alexander Weheylie foregrounds the black/white binary’s persistence in his critique 

of twentieth century biopolitical thought. He brings black studies’ ontological insights to bear on 

the work of prominent Euro-American political theorists like Hannah Arendt, Giorgio Agamben, 

and Michel Foucault, arguing that their projects sustain understandings of humanity rooted in 

the same arrangements posited by the expansion of chattel enslavement. Weheylie’s work 

exposes the body/flesh distinction’s centrality to critical studies, ultimately asking how a direct 

confrontation with fleshly being might alter the aims of a liberatory politics. 

If Moten and Weheylie’s projects are more rooted in academic praxes for studying black 

life, Christina Sharpe’s In the Wake honors strategies for documenting, honoring, and defending 

black life (and death) in scholarly, artistic, journalistic, and quotidian contexts. In the Wake 

carries forward the preceding concerns for the body/flesh distinction and its effects on the 
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writing of history, philosophy, politics. However, Sharpe proposes a set of lenses and practices 

for confronting accounts of black life and death in the archive—what she coins “wake work.” As 

tools for reading, viewing, listening, and (ultimately) editing and/or augmenting information 

about black life and death, wake work asks how antiblackness persists across centuries of 

material transformation, and how it shapes dominant understandings and representations of 

blackness Most importantly, wake work honors black people’s strategies for remaking 

hegemonic representations of black life in order to memorialize lost loved ones, and to tell their 

stories in ways that state interests could or would not allow. Sharpe asks how modes of sense-

making are themselves a way of giving or taking life. 

The body/flesh distinction’s effects on epistemology, sense-making, and distribution of 

life chances shed ample light on disciplinarity’s biopolitical dimensions. Moten and Sharpe, in 

particular, travel swiftly among modes of discourse and practice as they write against normative 

constructions of humanness. Similarly, Sylvia Wynter’s exuberant project draws together a 

startling range of insights from anthropology, evolutionary biology, literature, music, 

philosophy, and other disparate discourses. Her publication “Unparalleled Catastrophe for Our 

Species?: Or, to Give Humanness a Different Future,” sketches out the farthest-flung contours of 

black studies’ central concern: namely, that conventional understandings of humanness are not 

simply a matter of biological evolution, on one hand, or an ensemble of discursive operations, on 

the other. Similar to Holland’s work, Wynter’s article builds on Frantz Fanon’s concept of 

sociogeny. As a term describing race’s psychoanalytic currency, sociogeny helps Wynter argue 

that “the Human”—that is, humanness as understood and constructed in an Enlightenment 

purview—persists as a potent combination of narratives about what people are, and a set of 

neurobiological operations that (in a manner of speaking) wear paths of being, doing, and 

understanding in both individual and collective psyches.45 Ultimately, Wynter argues that this 

 
45 Though rooted in academic praxes, I believe Wynter’s work foreshadows many of the concepts that 
would, in the early 21st century, circulate within the healing-justice discourse called cultural somatics. I 
say more about cultural somatics in the conclusion of this dissertation. Sylvia Wynter and Katherine 
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Enlightenment understanding of life is but one “genre of the human.” She writes in the belief 

that a culture’s stories, representational practices, and organizations of life might be 

re/arranged in any number of ways. Further, she argues, Afrodiasporic cultures (in particular) 

stand distinctly apart from Eurocentric lifeways precisely because they embody otherwise ways 

of doing humanness—other methods for making sense of the world. 

Whether addressing Fontaine specifically or “black dance” more broadly, we find that a 

consideration of the physical body as such—of its potential to be perceived variously as 

(discursive) body and (abject) flesh—is crucial to understanding what we mean when we talk 

about “black dance.” A historiography informed by a conventional civil-rights narrative 

presumes black people engage with dance as fully human, speaking subjects. This presumption 

is charitable, well-intentioned, but does little to grapple with the substance of blackness, on one 

hand, and the vast range of strategies black people have devised to grapple with blackness, on 

the other. Blackness is adequately addressed when we confront the presumed boundaries and 

divisions within dance studies as a discourse. Further, within a discourse so thoroughly 

dedicated to the body’s workings, a body/flesh conversation should be par for the course. It 

certainly was for Fontaine, whose autobiography sheds light on the stakes of carving out subject 

status for oneself in a world where such is only tangentially possible. This is an abiding question 

for critical dance studies more broadly, concerned as it is (or has been) with dance’s agentic 

capacity. How can the contours of dance inquiry shift when agency becomes but one mode of 

engagement with the form? Obviously, my project cannot answer this question definitively, but I 

aim to consider what happens when I release the expectation that black people do the hardest or 

most spectacular work for undoing racism, whether onstage or within the conceptual domain of 

critical dance studies. By dashing the concept of agency on the sharp rock of the body/flesh 

distinction, I ultimately hope to understand what happens when all people, however they fall 

 
McKittrick, “Unparalleled Catastrophe for Our Species?: Or, to Give Humanness a Different Future: 
Conversations,” in Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis, ed. Katherine McKittrick (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2015), 9-89. 
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within the black/white binary, harness racialization in the process of (re)organizing dance’s 

sensual capacities.  

 

BLACK/DANCE STUDIES: ORIENTING WITHIN THE FIELD 

Much to the point of my project, it took a while to realize that I was not bringing dance 

studies and black studies together through my own power. I knew, of course, that scholars have 

framed and theorized black dance and black life in many ways. I long felt their projects were too 

unlike mine, not least because much of this work discusses black life without dwelling too 

intently on blackness per se. Yet it is worth noting what these paradigms are, especially because 

they represent some of the paradigms which Fontaine’s work somehow eludes. As I discuss in 

the second and third chapters of this dissertation, these paradigms consolidated and solidified 

in the shadow of the Civil Rights Movement and its perceived aftermath. Varied material 

conditions, subject positions, and political commitments have produced a number of 

understandings of what constitutes “black dance” as an object of study. For my purposes, I 

identify two major vectors of organization. One body of literature approaches black dance as a 

self-contained tradition; it foregrounds those aspects of the tradition which mark its 

separateness from, or resistance to, hegemonic influences. The other body of literature assesses 

black dance’s situation within a broader US American culture. These commitments are not 

mutually exclusive, and several of the following authors understand black dance from both 

perspectives. What interests me is how these commitments not only reflect one set of priorities 

or another, but how their limits may foreclose engagements with work like Fontaine’s. 

Inquiries into black dance as a relatively self-contained phenomenon boast a substantial 

history and circulation. Emerging as it does from anthropological studies of Afro-diasporic 

cultures, a hermetic understanding of black dance prioritizes the demonstration of continuities 

among seemingly disparate forms of black dance. Early examples of this project obtain in those 

works which function as chronological surveys of the form, like Lynne Fauley Emery’s Black 
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Dance from 1619 to Today, and Richard Long’s The Black Tradition in American Dance. These 

surveys equate the origins of black dance with chattel enslavement’s expansion into the African 

continent, marking “black dance” as that which begins with black people’s dispersion across the 

globe. The structure of these works also suggests that black dance underwent a linear evolution, 

progressing from indigenous forms, often half-remembered, to become more ‘whole’ vernacular 

and commercial forms on the North American continent, generally, and within the United States 

specifically. Concert dance stands at the end of this progression, representing a moment wherein 

black dance artists survey and engage with folk and vernacular forms reflexively. 

Other works in this vein focus less on the linear ‘evolution’ of black dance, instead 

assembling evidence of black culture’s endogenous histories. That is, black culture’s 

characteristics are not merely to be gleaned from the accounts of enslavers, travelers, or 

onlookers, but can be understood in light of broader insights about Afro-diasporic belief 

systems. Works in this vein tend to situate generically varied manifestations of black dance on 

an equal field, placing concert dance on par with folk, vernacular, and commercial forms to track 

their similarities and continuities. Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s Digging the Africanist Presence in 

American Performance stands as a prominent example of this kind of work. As promised by its 

title, Dixon Gottschild’s work unearths the Africanisms at work in Afro-diasporic dance, as well 

as in those Euro-American forms touched by its influence. Her study spans concert dance, 

vernacular dance, and popular dance forms. Tommy DeFrantz’s Dancing Revelations focuses 

specifically on the work of Alvin Ailey and his company, but (as highlighted by the book’s 

intermittent theoretical “breaks”) DeFrantz grounds Ailey’s choreography in an Africanist 

framework, characterizing the choreographer’s oeuvre as an ongoing engagement with 

vernacular, concert, and commercial forms. Importantly, DeFrantz probes Africanist aesthetics’ 

implications for racial, gender, class, and sexual politics in an American context. 

While these works emphasize the cultural dimensions of black dance, others attend more 

closely to the socioeconomic dimensions of black life in the United States. These works 
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emphasize the fact that black dance developed as (and remains) distinct from the larger domain 

of American life due to material factors, like housing discrimination and hiring practices, that 

kept black people spatially and culturally separate from other populations. Katrina Hazzard-

Gordon’s Jookin’ exemplifies this approach. It approaches black vernacular dance with a view to 

its role within black social institutions like the jook joint and rent party. As venues for black 

sociality, they literally provided the occasion for black dance forms to develop in relatively 

insular ways. Likewise, Jacqui Malone’s Steppin’ on the Blues takes a similarly broad stance on 

black dance’s generic distribution, looking to the persistence of certain music/dance 

relationships across black American vernacular dance forms. Malone’s study considers how the 

“visible rhythms” of black dance manifest in such disparate forms as black marching band 

performance, tap dance, and Motown stage shows. Hazzard-Gordon and Malone set their sights 

on different strata of the black American population—the former author focuses mainly on 

working-class social formations, the latter more on those of a black middle class—but both 

emphasize the degree to which black dance’s survival illuminates the socioeconomic bases of 

cultural circulation. 

As these works consider the boundedness of black dance, others turn their attention to 

the historiography of black dance, questioning the processes which cordoned off black dance 

from its apparent ‘others.’ Some works frame this separation as a silence or omission. Dixon 

Gottschild’s work on “invisiblization” is in this vein; in fact, her theorization of Africanisms in 

American culture posits that, despite the undeniable influence of black cultural mores on 

American popular culture, the latter’s effects were effectively obscured and stricken from the 

historical record. To this end, some of Dixon Gottschild’s historical work (in books like Waltzing 

in the Dark, for instance) recovers the legacy of marginalized black dance artists. John A. 

Perpener’s work on African-American Concert Dance pursues a similar project, asking instead 

how black concert dance artists both aligned with and diverged from the norms of an emergent 

American modern dance tradition. Constance Valis Hill and Anthea Kraut tackle this question 



36 

with regard to black dance forms that circulated in commercial theatrical contexts. Their books 

Brotherhood in Rhythm and Choreographing the Folk, respectively, focus more resolutely on 

the creative processes that the Nicholas Brothers and Zora Neale Hurston—along with their 

collaborators—underwent in tailoring their forms to the demands of commercial performance. 

These works consider how black dance, along with ‘concert dance,’ ‘commercial dance,’ and 

‘vernacular dance,’ becomes a bounded object of consideration. 

This question is carried further by those scholars of black dance who contend with the 

topic as an object of knowledge. Much fruitful work has been done in this vein, especially within 

projects like the Black Performance Theory anthology. This collection of essays turns toward 

the question of black performance reflexively, asking how each of the words in the book’s title 

reflect varied understandings of race, performance, and theorization as objects and methods of 

study. These questions, in turn, pressure the lines of thought scholars and artists pursue when 

attempting to bring together black people of various gendered, sexualized, classed, ethnic, and 

national positions under such a vast (yet deceptively specific) umbrella. Black Performance 

Theory brings insights about diasporic blackness to bear on the study of black dance, 

emphasizing the fact that blackness is as expansive and contradictory as it is potentially 

unifying. This framework for understanding black dance holds promise for my project. It sheds 

light on the arbitrariness attendant the identification of any object of study; it highlights the 

necessity of accounting for the boundaries one draws around their topic as they identify and 

study it.  

These clusters of research attend to black dance as an intraracial phenomenon. That is, 

they center a consideration of black dance as the product of relations between and among black 

people. Another line of thinking addresses black dance in terms of its relationship with 

hegemonic forces. To be sure, hegemony is also an important topic in the former category of 

research; however, where those authors might center the perspectives and experiences of black 

people, this body of work largely understands black dance as a context within which to 



37 

understand relations between black and nonblack (mostly white) artists, audiences, and social 

contexts. Importantly, the center of gravity for much of this work is the Civil Rights Movement. 

The work of black choreographers is framed as both a reflection of and contribution to a larger 

struggle for black dignity, recognition, and/or sovereignty—an effort which gained especial 

momentum and visibility in the United States during the middle decades of the twentieth 

century. As distinct from the works described above, many of these authors ask how black 

people worked bodily discourse to challenge dominant understandings of black life, and to posit 

their own visions for what black life could be. 

One prominent subset of this literature frames choreographies of blackness as a form of 

address to dominant systems. An enduring example is Susan Foster’s article “Choreographies of 

Protest,” which considers Civil Rights-era sit-in protests alongside other instances of nonviolent 

protest to ask how activists address and organize bodily action to effect political change. Foster’s 

evaluation of the sit-ins as a coordinated response to Southern segregation values them for their 

discursive capacity. As Foster writes, the sit-in actions gave black participants “the opportunity 

to participate directly in an action that asserted new rights and a new justice.”46 Other works in 

this vein ask how other corporeal discourses, like concert dance, leverage similar effects in 

relation to an audience, taking concert dance to function (on some level, though not entirely) as 

a metonymic representation of American social politics. Rebekah Kowal’s aptly titled How to Do 

Things with Dance considers bodily efficacy as a specific form of address in postwar American 

politics. Kowal looks to work by Alvin Ailey, Katherine Dunham, and Pearl Primus (among 

others) to understand how concert stages included new visions of the American body politic. 

Gay Morris, in A Game for Dancers, considers how some black choreographers took advantage 

of modernism’s constraints—particularly those concerning subjectivity and the privileged 

insights of the ‘genius’ artist—in order to stage claims for black personhood. Similarly, Thomas 

DeFrantz’s opening chapter of Dancing Revelations examines “why Revelations worked” as a 

 
46 Susan Leigh Foster, “Choreographies of Protest,” Theatre Journal 55, no. 3 (2003): 403. 



38 

compelling, efficacious depiction of black life. DeFrantz concludes the dance “worked” because, 

among other things, it successfully “appealed to multiple audiences simultaneously”—not least 

by staging black dancers’ ability to access, inhabit, and steer the dominant discourse of concert 

dance to their own ends.47 

Another portion of this literature considers the larger discursive and material operations 

that produced distinctions between black and mainstream (read: white) dance forms. This 

question acts as the foundation of Susan Manning’s Modern Dance, Negro Dance. As suggested 

by her book’s title, Manning interrogates conventional accounts of American modern dance 

history by asking how various racializing practices produced the distinction between “modern 

dance”—the exclusive purview of white artists—and “Negro dance.” Importantly, Manning’s 

work considers the consolidation and defense of whiteness within the early decades of America’s 

concert dance tradition. Her work considers how white artists carved out and preserved space 

for themselves even while engaging with black cultural materials and movement forms. Julia 

Foulkes takes up a similar topic in her book Modern Bodies. In it, Foulkes evaluates the viability 

of black dance amid the rapidly consolidating dictates of modern dance (and modernist art more 

broadly). When discussing black dance artists, she considers how the specter of primitivism 

barred black dance artists from full inclusion in the category of modern dance. She argues that, 

as a form of theatrical address whose perceived “elemental force and physical exuberance” 

represented a crass commercial appeal to many white modernists, black dance was forced out of 

canonical accounts of modern dance’s purview.48 Anthea Kraut considers the effects of 

modernism’s relationship to whiteness and property rights in her book Choreographing 

Copyright. This book decenters concert dance, asking instead how contestation over the very 

term—contingent, as it was, to commercial and vernacular forms—leveraged and precipitated 

 
47 DeFrantz, Dancing Revelations: Alvin Ailey’s Embodiment of African American Culture (New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 14-18. 
48 Julia Foulkes, Modern Bodies: Dance and American Modernism from Martha Graham to Alvin Ailey 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 51. 
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ideas about artistry and ownership that both exploited and undermined the work of black dance 

artists. 

Whether they center the achievements of black artists or the mechanisms of those artists’ 

marginalization, works in this vein ultimately understand black dance as a discursive formation. 

They focus more closely on black life in relationship to blackness—that is, in relation to the 

forms of oppression that create and sustain black life as a form of ‘difference’ or exclusion. 

Unlike many of the works in the first subset of literature on black dance, which ultimately aim to 

understand black expression beyond the purview of blackness as marginalization, the latter set 

of authors ask how black dance artists confront that marginalization. Yet between both camps, 

there remains a substantial yet unaddressed gap (which acts more as a bridge, and less of an 

impasse, between them). How does dance studies grapple with the process by which black dance 

artists moved from the margins of critical dance discourse to its center—or, at least, further 

away from its margins? 49 How do artists like Ailey, Dunham, and Primus endure dismissal at 

one moment in time, only to be hailed as astute artists in the next? While it would be unfair to 

treat black dance discourse as a unified field, we might still ask how and why certain practices 

for addressing and discussing black dance have apparently disappeared (or changed form). How 

does the study of black dance account for works that do not conform to the most well-known, or 

most visible, themes, forms, or aesthetics? More importantly, how do we reckon with those 

frameworks, especially as they concern the neglect and subsequent praise of black dance artists? 

These questions are especially important when we consider the historiography of black dance in 

relation to the Civil Rights movement and its narrative force. For, if integration continues to 

overshadow the writing of black dance as a presumed goal, we must ask how and why ‘black 

dance’ is identified even—maybe especially—amid the fact of racial difference.  

 
49 Dancing Revelations comes close to answering these questions, as it considers how Ailey’s work might 
simultaneously argue for for black inclusion in an American sociocultural mainstream and steward a 
uniquely black American experience. 
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The 2003 anthology Dancing Many Drums includes several essays in this vein. One 

essay in the collection directly addresses the pressures black dance faces in light of the concept 

of racial integration. Richard C. Green’s essay “(Up)Staging the Primitive: Pearl Primus and the 

‘Negro Problem’ in American Dance” questions how a black choreographer, once subject to the 

whims of segregationist policies for dance production, comes to be included under the larger 

umbrella of the US American modern dance tradition. Green’s essay calls attention to black 

dance as an object of inquiry on many levels. It stresses that distinction between “black (or 

Negro) dance” and “modern dance” was a term largely created and circulated by critics who 

reviewed such work as it was performed; it also points to the material factors that produced this 

segregation. Importantly, though, it asks the important question of how a choreographer like 

Primus gets resituated in these contexts when, for so much of her career, she had been billed 

largely as a ‘Negro dancer.’ Green’s essay addresses the arbitrariness of “black dance” as an 

object of analysis, but from an angle that sidesteps that of the aforementioned works. It 

compares two distinct understandings of blackness: one that constructs it as a self-contained 

domain, and another that integrates blackness into a larger national narrative. In this sense, it 

both bridges a gap between the two framings of blackness I set out above, and asks what sort of 

critical or analytic activity might enable that bridging. 

“(Up)Staging the Primitive” is foundational to this dissertation because it raises 

questions not just about the writing of (black dance) history ‘after the fact,’ but also about the 

epistemic principles that shape a given perception of black dancing and dancers. Revisiting 

these texts, and weighing their insights against my own research findings, I notice a disjunct in 

the registers both past- and present-day authors use to write about black dance. Those forms of 

criticism singled out as ‘racist,’ particularly predating the Civil Rights Movement, often focus 

their attention on black dancers’ physical bodies, reducing them to their physiques or conflating 

their artistry with ‘natural’ ability, and so on. Meanwhile, writers hoping to champion black 

dance’s resistive or agentic capacity often uplift the form’s cultural and discursive aspects. Black 
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dancers’ bodies never disappear from the archive, of course; what changes is how those bodies 

are perceived. This seems to be as much a matter of critics and audience’s viewing practices as of 

the artistic decision-making that stages physical presence in given ways.  

I thus want to amplify Green’s questions with the concerns laid out by black study; 

changes in the reception and perception of black dance were not merely discursive functions, 

with their proposals of varying bodies, but were also deeply concerned with the handling of 

flesh, the physical stuff of human being. This seems especially true given the struggle (black) 

dance artists encountered with regard to generic distinctions. From my perspective, at issue 

here is how the bodies of black performers are made to matter, however and whenever they are 

apprehended. What ways of perceiving dance enable one or the other form of address? What 

about the choreographies of dancers like Primus, Ailey, Dunham, etc. teaches audiences to see in 

these new ways? And is it important that the concert dance stage is thought as the primary arena 

in which such arguments for acceptance are staged? The study of black dance must account for 

these questions, not least because this body/flesh distinction is a central ground on which 

racialization continues. Several presumptions and binaries are implicated by this line of 

questioning: those concerning distinctions between between black/white, artistic/commercial, 

segregated/integrated, individual/collective, discursive/physical. We need to ask what 

assumptions hold these binaries in place—and what brings them all together as terms for 

discussion. In other words, following Spillers, we must ask how dance forms leverage a given 

grammar of racialization. 

As I take this charge seriously, I recognize how I must challenge even my own grammars 

for organizing and surveying “black dance” as an object of study. I began this project not quite 

knowing where it would land as a study in black(ness and) dance. I knew many had gone ahead 

of me, laying and lighting a path for me even when their guidance wasn’t obvious. Yet, because 

their valued cultural, social, and political frameworks did not make Fontaine’s work especially 

legible, I could not find support for my work in their own. Now, having walked around our 
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projects many times, I recognize that these frameworks cannot account for the overlap between 

my concerns and theirs. What I realize is that, even if they did not make these concerns the 

center of their writing, or if they did not address said concerns in the same language, many 

scholars of black dance addressed the body/flesh distinction in their work. This is true of Dixon 

Gottschild’s work: though historiography and cultural retentions seem to be her main priority, 

she also makes cogent points about the importance of sense-making to blackness’ presence in 

both hegemonic and resistive histories.50 This is true, too, of DeFrantz’s work: while in recent 

years it has turned more resolutely toward ‘afropessimist’ thought, it asked after the conceptual 

limits of expressive genres well before epistemology became one of DeFrantz’s core concerns.51 

This is true of Perpener’s archival work, which frames black choreographers’ interest in 

American modern dance as an investment in particular (potential) constructions of 

subjectivity.52 It is also true of Hazzard-Gordon’s work, which examines how socioeconomic 

stratification in black communities variously forecloses and enables access to different forms of 

cultural expression.53 I honor these works for their implicit and explicit promotion of crucial 

black-study tenets, even (and especially) when this discourse was not available or immediately 

 
50 By invoking the concept of “enculturated somatophobia,” for example, Dixon Gottschild grounds her 
cultural-discursive exploration of the black dancing body in competing organizations of sense and 
epistemology. Brenda Dixton Gottschild, The Black Dancing Body: A Geography from Coon to Cool, 2nd 
ed. (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 44. 
51 This line of inquiry yields a concept like “corporeal orature,” a synesthetic understanding of 
relationships between speech and movement. DeFrantz theorizes corporeal orature in e.g., “The Black 
Beat Made Visible: Hip Hop Dance and Body Power.” Thomas DeFrantz, “The Black Beat Made Visible: 
Hip Hop Dance and Body Power.” In Of the Presence of the Body: Essays on Dance and Performance 
Theory, ed. Andre Lepecki (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2004), 4. 
52 Perpener explains that work by black choreographers like Alvin Ailey found acclaim within a critical 
framework that linked “innovation” to creative ‘genius.’ “[E]arly modern dancers believed that the 
uncompromisingly subjective expressions of the individual artist should be at the root of artistic 
innovation; and this, in turn, would help establish a kind of theatrical dance that could be accepted as 
serious contemporary art. Black artists were no strangers to this idea”—not least for their constant, 
resourceful fusion of Europeanist and Africanist influences on the concert stage (and beyond). Perpener, 
African American Concert Dance: The Harlem Renaissance and Beyond (Urbana, IL: University of 
Illinois Press, 2001), 200-201. 
53 In Jookin’, Hazzard-Gordon considers how segregation, economic exploitation, and political 
disenfranchisement collide with Africanist retentions and intracommunal dynamics to produce what she 
calls the “jook continuum”—the “underground institutions” that housed and incubated social dance forms 
among working-class black populations during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Katrina Hazzard-
Gordon, Jookin’: The Rise of Social Dance Formations in African-American Culture (Philadelphia, PA: 
Temple University Press, 1990) x. 
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relevant to their projects. Even in ways that were not immediately apparent, their works turned 

me toward an understanding of blackness not merely as constructed, but as an active and 

ongoing negotiation among epistemic categories. 

I hesitate even to say I am ‘following in their footsteps’ or ‘carrying their work further.’ 

Such a gesture implies an investment in family resemblance, a congruence of thought which I 

can either accept or reject.54 Instead, I question whether resemblance is a reliable scheme for 

understanding my work at all. I ask how forms of relation between this project and existing 

black dance scholarship might variously appear and disappear, depending on the lens one uses 

to evaluate the work.55 As both a research ethic and a personal goal, this approach keeps me 

mindful of the nurturing connections between myself and preceding generations of black dance 

scholarship. It also foregrounds the fact that blackness is not a static entity that glides unaltered 

through historical circumstances. I want to reckon with what persists, even when analytical 

frameworks change. I also want to know what falls away when frameworks shift, and what the 

consequences of such disappearances might be. To that end, I imagine myself as standing in a 

circle with these authors, rather than at the end or head of their ‘line.’ I view a persistent issue 

from an angle that is distinct, though not separate, from others.  

I am also proud to work alongside a growing number of scholars who frame their studies 

of black dance in similar ways.56 They root their inquiry in the ambivalent situation between 

 
54 In a similar spirit, Holland explains that The Erotic Life of Racism began as a consideration of 
“generations” as an organizing principle for understanding racialization. I take this work seriously, 
remaining mindful (and skeptical) of the ways in which biological metaphors—like those that might treat 
a scholarly intervention as the work of an intellectual ‘inheritance’—might enable certain movements of 
thought while disabling others. Holland, Erotic Life of Racism, ix, 11-13. For more on this topic, see Matt 
Richardson, The Queer Limit of Black Memory: Black Lesbian Literature and Irresolution (Columbus, 
OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2013). 
55 Richard C. Green posits one way of doing such work in his essay “(Up)Staging the Primitive: Pearl 
Primus and ‘the Negro Problem’ in American Dance,” in Dancing Many Drums: Excavations in African 
American Dance, ed. Thomas DeFrantz (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002), 105-139. 
56 See, e.g., Jasmine Johnson, “Black Laws of Dance,” Conversations across the Field of Dance Studies XL 
(2020): 25-27; Jasmine Johnson, “Flesh Dance: Black Women from Behind,” in Futures of Dance Studies. 
Ed. Susan Manning, Janice Ross, and Rebecca Schneider. (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2020), 154-169; Tara Aisha Willis, “Stumbling into Place: Seeing Blackness in David Thomson’s 
Choreographies of Ambiguity,” The Black Scholar 46, no. 1 (2016): 4-14; and Mlondi Zondi, “Haunting 
Gathering: Black Dance and Afro-Pessimism,” ASAP/Journal 5, no. 2 (May 2020): 256-266. 
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body and flesh, refusing to treat the physical body as something existing prior to discourse, or 

else completely subsumed by it. Further, such work does not dismiss a preoccupation with black 

physicality as ignorance or misunderstanding. While this work does not praise the anti-

blackness that often inheres in such a perspective, it does take seriously the correlation of black 

presence with fleshly matters. Like these authors, I ask how a serious engagement with 

vestibularity sheds light on those people and works who fall between the cracks of categories 

often used to make dance a legible object of knowledge. As I walk alongside these authors, my 

questions reach beyond blackness’ relation to dominant epistemologies. I also consider how 

various organizations of sense construct and reconstruct blackness as an object of knowledge. 

When we talk about ‘black dance,’ what are we talking about? How do we know? And what are 

we often literally expected to look for when approaching the topic? This project caresses the 

seam between several categories: blackness and the Human, concert dance and its ‘others,’ 

normative and transgressive genders and sexualities. 

 

PUTTING IT TOGETHER: METHODOLOGY 

My dissertation draws on archival research, interviews, and choreographic analysis. 

Fontaine’s archival presence may be spotty, but it is substantial enough to allow a sustained 

consideration of Fontaine’s work. I piece together an account of this work by tracking mentions 

of Fontaine across newspaper reviews (primarily in trade publications like Variety, as well as in 

black-owned newspapers like the California Eagle and Baltimore Afro-American). I cull more 

detailed information about Fontaine’s creative practices from sources like Star*Dancing. 

Interviews with some of Fontaine’s collaborators help substantiate and fill in the gaps here. I 

conducted a few of these interviews on my own. Yvonne Walton, a one-time dancer in Smart 

Affairs, shared some of her chorus line experiences with me over the phone; television director 

Steve Binder hosted me at his home to discuss and view his portion of the Freedom Spectacular; 

and Michael Henderson recounted memories of his time as Fontaine’s assistant at Motown. 
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Other interviews, like those housed in the University of Nevada, Las Vegas’ African American 

Experience in Las Vegas collection, corroborate and expand upon the insights I gained in 

personal conversation. 

For all the wonderful information provided by these sources, often sensationalist 

reportage obscures most immediately useful information about the performers and 

performances I consider in this dissertation. Critics of Fontaine’s work often play up the “hot,” 

“torrid,” “sensational,” or “exotic” aspects of the dances they review—often using these very 

words to describe them—which results in many broad-stroke accounts of these performances. 

Because critical dance study compels me to understand the “strategies for developing bodily 

signification” at work in a given context, I take advantage of archival strategies that seek 

specificity and accuracy of detail even when such information is not voiced as positive content 

within the archives in question.57 Thus, for instance, as my first chapter describes various dance 

styles one might witness in an installment of Smart Affairs, I collate photographs, videos, 

drawings, and other media in order to construct a more complete (if hypothetical) record of the 

works in question.58 

Fontaine’s acute awareness of the “tendency to forget” speaks to the relative dearth of 

information about his choreographic oeuvre. In Star*Dancing, Fontaine offers clues as to what 

distinguished his work from that of other black revue choreographers—but even that 

information is sparse and fragmentary. As I reconstruct performances from Fontaine’s life, I 

also spend considerable time untangling the strands of his own work from those of his 

collaborators. The degree to which this is possible, varies from chapter to chapter, and (in some 

cases) from dance to dance. Yet, in keeping with the premise of this project, identifying 

 
57 Susan Foster et al., “Introduction,” in Corporealities: Dancing Knowledge, Culture, and Power, ed. 
Susan Leigh Foster (New York, NY: Routledge, 1996), xiii. 
58 This method is a mainstay in both critical dance studies and black studies. For examples in the former 
domain, see, e.g., chapter 3 of Susan Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance: Race in Motion 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2004). In the latter domain, Hartman’s practice of 
critical fabulation drives an effort to recover stories of black life obscured by violent historiographic 
practices. See, e.g., Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social 
Upheaval (New York, NY: W.W. Norton and Co., 2019). 
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Fontaine’s ‘signature’ style or ‘unique’ creative agenda is not my priority. While I do attempt to 

understand what endures across Fontaine’s career—to track how his work developed over time—

I am more interested in the stakes of his choreographic endeavors, and the strategies Fontaine 

used to grapple with the body/flesh distinction as it manifested in his creative contexts. In all 

cases, this means engaging Fontaine’s chosen strategies for embodiment alongside other 

strategies: those of fellow dance artists, as well as those suggested (and enacted) in more widely 

circulated grammars of black cultural politics.  

Even in those cases where movement analysis and choreographic analysis are more 

feasible, I do approach these tasks with the sole (or primary) goal of discerning a performance’s 

semiotic content. This content is important, but I evaluate it mainly in light of the pervasive 

body/flesh distinction. That means that my analyses of Fontaine’s work, and the 

contemporaneous work with which he is in conversation, treat the physical body as an ever-

present substrate never fully taken up by the category of the discursive. At times, this fact 

manifests in ways that resonate strongly with those circumstances elucidated by Spillers, 

Hartman, Holland, and others: as a concern for the sexual and/or otherwise reproductive status 

of black people (as is true for the first chapter, in which Smart Affairs transpires deep in the 

heart of Atlantic City’s alleged red-light district). But much to the point of black fungibility’s 

ever-evolving status, it also appears in forms which seem more benevolent, or at least less 

violent. This is especially true in my dissertation’s third chapter, which considers how 

educational institutions, arts organizations, and federal legislation all addressed an ensemble of 

concepts equating ‘black history’ with oral history from the late 1970s into the early 1990s. In no 

case do I argue that sex work, oral history, or black protest (which I address in the second 

chapter) are inaccurate or ‘improper’ sites for understanding black life and its representations. 

To the contrary—and to the point of the black studies sources I draw on—their pitfalls cannot be 

separated from the real reproductive work they have done for black people. All these projects 

have helped preserve and defend black life, whether individually or collectively; at the same 
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time, as publicly visible endeavors, their misconstrual and reappropriation perpetuate the 

systems they were intended to counteract.  

This is all to say that the racist mis-readings that constitute much early writing on black 

dance (and much recent writing, too) should not be addressed simply to debunk them. When we 

take them at face value, they reveal an important fact about the persistent logic of racialization—

namely, that it implicates a voracious concern for the physical body, what it does, and how it 

means. The promise of representations attempts to transcend this understanding, as though 

physicality represents a reduction of personhood. Of course, the body/flesh distinction indexes 

what measure of life (or death) is accorded to a given population, and how. That said, this 

project counteracts the belief that black life is best defended by highlighting its cultural 

continuities or discursive capacities. While attempts to rescue black life from fleshliness are 

understandable, we do well to remember that flesh and its vitality only prove irredeemable 

within the confines of the system that deems it so. If an argument for cultural continuity is 

indeed worthwhile, fleshliness is revered across many Afro-diasporic contexts; flesh’s 

repudiation is, as Dixon Gottschild’s theorization of “enculturated somatophobia” reminds us, 

rooted in the fear of it.59 For the student of black dance, then, the question is not whether to 

recognize fleshliness, but how to account for it. I seek to join those scholars who grapple with 

fleshliness beyond the pale of visuality or consumption60—beyond a reduction of black being to 

“black death, black suffering, and the black body” as a singular locus of violence, to quote Tiffany 

Lethabo King.61 Put differently: as my project seeks to defend the full personhood of the black 

 
59 In a similar spirit, L.H. Stallings identifies the valuation of fleshly being in Afro-diasporic expressive 
cultures as a grounds for understanding differential configurations of race, gender, and sexuality. See L.H. 
Stallings, Funk the Erotic: Transaesthetics and Black Sexual Cultures. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 2015. 
60 In The Delectable Negro, Vincent Woodard argues that preoccupation with black bodies often 
emblematizes a desire to “consume” black flesh—that is, to sustain whiteness’ “parasitic” social, cultural, 
and economic dependence upon black persons. As Woodard’s archival explorations reveal, this 
dependence often involves enslaved persons’ very flesh and blood (through physical labor, sexual 
relations, coerced entertainment, and so on). Woodard, Delectable Negro, 6. 
61 King, “Off Littorality (Shoal 1.0): Black Study Off the Shores of ‘the Black Body’.” Propter Nos 3 (2019): 
41-42. 
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figures I discuss, I do not attempt to locate their subjecthood by glossing over the fleshly 

dimensions of their performance work. Rather, I ask how various frameworks for addressing 

black dance make personhood appear. 

The work of two scholars proves instructive in this effort. First, black feminist literary 

critic Kara Keeling offers one framework for understanding how “sociogeny”62 functions in the 

ongoing construction and revision of blackness and whiteness. Her book The Witch’s Flight 

takes up the Deleuzian concept of “cinematic images,” noting how mediated representations 

contain and convey stories about social being—including that of black and white people, and 

possible relations between them. Thought Spillers’ work is not central to Keeling’s project, we 

might understand the latter’s interest in the affectivity of blackness’ cinematic image as akin to 

Spillers’ “hieroglyphics of the flesh.” As an outcome of chattel enslavement and its enforcement 

through physical brutalization, these “hieroglyphics” endure primarily as a question of what 

can/not be seen or thought in the ‘difference’ indexed by skin color. To that end, it stands as the 

product of “a class of symbolic paradigms that 1) inscribe ‘ethnicity’ as a scene of negation and 

2) confirm the human body as a metonymic figure for an entire repertoire for a series of human 

and social arrangements.”63 Keeling’s cinematic image is as much a matter of present encounter 

(per Fanon) as of the past indexed by that encounter (per Spillers). Because of its extension of 

Fanonian concepts like sociogeny, Keeling’s work models one way of thinking the specifics of 

(anti)blackness’ corporeal stakes. 

Keeling’s work tends to characterize manifestations of common-sense as a reflection of 

some prior social process. To understand how people both draw on this prior information and 

enact it anew in the present, I draw on dance studies scholar Randy Martin’s theorization of 

dance as both grounds and reflection of social possibility. Performance, in Martin’s view, is an 

 
62 Frantz Fanon’s concept of “sociogeny” concerns, in the words of Sylvia Wynter, “the socialized sense of 
self, as well as…the social situation in which the self is placed.” Fanon theorizes the concept extensively in 
Black Skin, White Masks. Sylvia Wynter, “Towards the Sociogenic Principle: Fanon, Identity, the Puzzle of 
Consciousness, and What It Is Like to Be Black.” Identities 23 (2001): 37. 
63 Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” 66. 



49 

encounter in which “time and space are expressly generated,” yielding “a sentient apprehension 

of movement and a sense of possibility as to where motion can lead us.”64 Here we find 

common-sense in action; we see both its construction and enactment. his is something Martin 

discusses in detail in his Critical Moves chapter on “the composite body in dance.” This 

composite body persists as much within or among physical bodies as it does in the mediated 

space generated by films, television, music, and so on—a space where an education in difference, 

a fundamental task of the multiculturalist project, takes place.65 Arguably, the legislative 

agendas that set a neoliberal-multiculturalist project in motion were established with the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964, an event said to mark the end of the Civil Rights movement as such. As I 

consider Fontaine’s work as a choreographer during and after this period, I evaluate the ways in 

which his creative strategies shifted in response to this profound change in American racial 

politics. For these reasons, too, I consider Fontaine and ‘his’ choreography as just one node 

(albeit a central one) in a larger network of social activity concerning the literal embodiment of 

racial politics.66 

 
64 Randy Martin, “Dance and Its Others: Theory, State, Nation, and Socialism,” in Of the Presence of the 
Body: Essays on Dance and Performance Theory, ed. Andre Lepecki (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 2004), 48.  
65 Randy Martin, Critical Moves: Dance Studies in Theory and Politics (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1998), 109. 
66 Martin discusses the “composite body” as something that occurs within the ‘public,’ imaginary space of 
the nation, i.e., pop culture, broadcast news, etc. That definition is certainly true for the second and third 
chapters, but less so for the first (in which the scope of my analysis remains largely confined to archives 
explicitly about Larry Steele’s Smart Affairs). Many different practices for performing, whether onstage or 
socially, collide among the show’s cast, exposing blackness and, indeed, its relationship to nationhood 
(whether segregationist or integrationist) as hotly contested entities. Even though the scale of discussion 
is smaller, then, I am still interested in “the physical constitution of social relations” by way of “a principle 
of association that refuses the neat divide of self and society, and the personal and the mediated, of 
presence and absence.” Martin, Critical Moves, 110. In my selected archive, the mediations in question do 
include such material as newspaper articles and social-science studies; most of them, however, derive 
from Fontaine’s recollections of performing in Smart Affairs. Taken together with the show’s advertising, 
Steele’s managerial practices, and the creative methods that brought each installment of the show 
together, Fontaine’s recollections act as a unique “conjuncture of imaginary and performative spaces.” 
Martin, Critical Moves, 106. In Fontaine’s case, this conjuncture is the space between various perceptions 
of social identity, as embodied by members of the revue, and the corporeal strategies used to instantiate 
(responses to) them. 
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Because blackness is continually reproduced, surviving into the present, probing 

Fontaine’s story has helped me understand my own in more depth. Conversely, the relatively 

recent articulation of a ‘body/flesh distinction’ helps me understand both my own story and 

Fontaine’s, despite the spans of time and place that seem to separate our stories. To this end, I 

take Holland’s concept of blood strangers seriously, applying it to this project in two ways. First, 

I attend to the circumstances that make Fontaine’s experience and my own both like and unlike 

one another. Self-reflexive writing becomes important here, both as a way to gauge my 

relationship to my research material, and to explore the articulations of black fungibility at work 

in my own dancing life. Most of this work occurs in the conclusion of this dissertation. In so 

doing, however, I do not simply offer an account of my personal experience. Rather, with a view 

to rendering presence, I ask how my experiences as a postmodern concert dancer have brought 

me into troubled encounters with the boundary between blackness and whiteness. These are 

situations wherein I, along with the choreographers and collaborators I have encountered in my 

career, choose variously to draw, negotiate, maintain, and contest that boundary. 

Across all these contexts, I pursue a form of meaning-making that sidesteps causal 

relations between involved parties. As my considerations of the relevant literature have 

demonstrated, what seems ‘obvious’ or ‘given’ is often beside the point when considering the 

grammars that produce black being. Who is talking to whom, what is relevant to whom, how one 

addresses another: I consider all of these questions throughout this dissertation. They inform 

my posture of address when dealing with black and/or dance history, and they also urge me to 

devote considerable space and attention to my personal dancing experience. Working as a black 

male-bodied dancer, teacher, and researcher has proven difficult because what I have pursued 

and encountered in my work has proven both glaringly obvious and vexingly obscure. I have 

sought after the value of statements or expectations doled out in conversations with peers and 

colleagues over the years, across both artistic and scholarly domains. Why haven’t you spoken 

with the artists you’re writing about? Aren’t you going to interview them? What you’re saying 
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is too abstract. Why not find a way to celebrate the artists you’re talking about? Your dance 

was such a striking commentary on race. I guess I really shouldn’t ask you to wear that 

costume / dance to this music / do this task. It reminds me of… you know…. (Of course I did 

know, even if no one could name “enslavement” for what it was.)  

These statements often circulated together, suggesting a grammar wherein the effects of 

my appearance triggered a desire for or awareness of (my) visibility, but the reasons for said 

comments were obscured. In my own encounters with black dance, then, allegedly separate 

phenomena revolved around these concerns: What am I seeing when I see you? Is ‘seeing’ even 

the right descriptor? Perhaps what I’m seeing is questionable precisely because something 

about it either eludes or exceeds my view. And so other senses, other ways of knowing—other 

ways of accounting for the pattern—are invoked. In fact, I gradually came to realize the whole 

metaphor of ‘sight’ proved confounding when trying to figure out what was at stake when I, or 

any other black person, set out to dance. Its attendant repertoire of expectations, frameworks, 

and gestures seemed beside the point. How to account for what is not immediately seen but no 

less real? Although I live in a time and place seemingly removed from Fontaine’s, I am reminded 

that what work like his was supposed to combat, hasn’t really ever ended. What is there to 

celebrate, exactly? And why is my singular being supposed to carry it all? So, while I risk over-

mediating my work on Fontaine with my own experience, I take the correspondences between 

them seriously. 

 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

Each chapter of this dissertation considers the grammars of representation that inform 

various contexts Fontaine inhabited throughout his career, as well as the competing strategies 

he and his peers used to render black presence. In the first chapter, I look to the earliest phase of 

Fontaine’s professional dance career. In 1950, Fontaine joined the ranks of Larry Steele’s Smart 

Affairs as a teenager and stayed with the Atlantic City-based revue for at least three decades 
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thereafter. Newspaper reviews, magazine features, and even Star*Dancing often associate 

Steele’s production with ‘family.’ The show itself was praised for catering to both children and 

adults, despite its performance in Atlantic City’s Northside—a district which functioned both as 

the city’s Bronzeville (its neighborhood for black residents) and its red-light district. Further, 

many accounts of Smart Affairs characterize the cast and crew as a family unit. Placing 

Fontaine’s choreographic contributions to Smart Affairs at the center of my analysis, I attend to 

the creative strategies which produce ‘family’ (and challenges to it) in the context of Smart 

Affairs, the boundaries that delineate ‘family,’ and various tactics for navigating those 

boundaries. Accordingly, I consider how the lines of race, gender, sexuality, and class produce 

the distinctions intended to keep disparate members of the Smart Affairs family within their 

intended divisions of labor. Fontaine’s autobiography vividly narrates the choreographer’s 

quotidian and artistic treatment of black women and queers as both help and hindrance to his 

ascent as a ‘serious’ individual choreographer. Through a reconstruction of one of Fontaine’s 

most well-known production numbers, “The Man with the Golden Arm,” I consider how 

masculinist, ‘properly’ ordered visions of blackness, like those proposed by Steele and 

(eventually) Fontaine, carve themselves out of performance practices articulated by the black 

women and queer people who provided and channeled much of Smart Affairs’ creative energy. 

Fontaine attempted to draw on those energies as inspiration in his work without succumbing to 

them. Yet, despite his best efforts, “The Man with the Golden Arm” represents how deeply 

Fontaine’s success relied on those non-normative forms of black being and doing he tried to 

suppress. 

My second chapter meets Fontaine in 1964, lending his choreographic talents to the 

NAACP’s Freedom Spectacular fundraiser. His production number “Two-Way Street,” which 

occurs at a climactic moment in the production, is remarkable for its danced depiction of both 

segregation and protest. In this chapter, I ask how ‘the street’ circulates as a salient site for Black 

political thought and action in the moment surrounding the Freedom Spectacular. “Two-Way 



53 

Street” helps pull the NAACP more decidedly into a conversation about nonviolence, protest, 

publicity, and other aspects of black politics’ highly visible contestation during the 1960s. It does 

not, however, represent an institutional commitment to direct-action strategy. Instead, it figures 

as an ambivalent attempt to reconcile the conflicting demands of integrationist and self-

determinist political projects. At the heart of this conflict lay questions about what it meant for 

black people to be visible and represented, whether as liberal legal subjects, as the topic of 

‘public’ conversation, or as people resisting an ongoing commitment to racism and anti-

blackness. Asking how representational politics function as a chosen (rather than a default or 

obvious) strategy, I will consider how the NAACP’s integrationist project took up, responded to, 

and revised burgeoning associations of black politics with the practices that produced 

(oppositional) physical presence in ‘public’ urban spaces. Crucial to this question is a shifting 

awareness of ‘current events’ as national rather than local phenomena. Whether in reference to 

the Association’s bureaucratic structure and political tactics, or to the consolidation of broadcast 

media across the United States, relations between the local and the national serve as a 

framework for black politics, its contestations, and its representations throughout the sixties. 

This chapter considers how the imaginary town in Fontaine’s dance helps bring questions about 

black politics and its choreographies together in a single space. 

Fontaine’s work at Motown, particularly during the late 1960s into the 1970s, is the focus 

of the third chapter. Here, I probe the ironic fact that, while the Temptations—one of Fontaine’s 

main clients—enjoy notoriety for their dancing, Fontaine’s choreographic labor has been largely 

erased from popular narratives of the group’s development. I approach this question by 

analyzing three ‘scenes’ where the Temptations are learning to dance, often (though not 

exclusively) with Fontaine as their coach and choreographer. Moments of instruction prove 

especially rewarding when studying the group’s career trajectory because such scenes became 

charged sites of public interest in the group’s work. Importantly, dance pedagogy assumes 

different functions and implications at various points in Fontaine’s and the Temps’ careers. 
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Identifying three specific functions of learning-to-dance—automation, agility, and 

community—I argue that dance pedagogy’s practice and meaning implicate different models for 

identifying, consolidating, and engaging with black American culture. Shifts between these 

meanings eventually eclipse Fontaine’s contributions to the Temps’ long-term survival and 

success, because they fail to accord with conceptions of black cultural formation that emerged 

following the passage of landmark civil-rights legislation. More specifically, I examine how one 

vector of black representation coalesced around an understanding of black history as oral 

history—that is, as the active sharing and transmission of black lifeways among black people 

within a bounded space and time. Thus, to round out considerations of blackness’ contours 

‘before’ and ‘during’ the Civil Rights Movement, this last chapter considers what happens ‘after’ 

the movement—when mainstream understandings of race and ethnicity made room for 

blackness as one strand in the country’s multicultural fabric, even as legal protections for black 

people receded.  

In the conclusion to this dissertation, I turn the concept of rendering presence onto my 

own black dancing experience. Beginning with a narration of my experience as a performer in 

Figure a Sea, Deborah Hay’s 2014 choreography for Cullberg Ballet, I reflect both on my 

experience of Figure a Sea, and its place within the larger arc of Hay’s ongoing practice. In 

particular, I attend to how a performance methodology (in this case, one falling under the 

umbrella of Western postmodern concert dance) makes space for certain arrangements of bodily 

experience. What is presumed to enter that space? Within this space, how do people render that 

experience into something called ‘dance’ or ‘dancing’? And how does the compositional process 

ask audiences, in turn, to apprehend the performers in certain ways? More specifically, how do 

those processes illumine certain performers as ‘successful’ or ‘transparent’ conveyors of that 

experience, while marking others as aberrations from it? I return to my experience of Figure a 

Sea to ask how the findings from Lon’s work might elucidate a more recent instance of (my own) 

black dancing. Even as I extend those questions, though, my analysis of Figure a Sea 
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foregrounds an additional concern. In revisiting the piece, and in probing the implications of 

Hay’s practice as it migrates closer toward institutionally legible notions of ‘dance,’ I counter 

critical dance studies’ inclination toward locating racialized struggle elsewhere—whether by 

contextualizing racism as a primarily ‘past’ or ‘prior’ phenomenon, or by focusing solely on the 

resistance strategies practiced from within the confines of Black community. I refuse the 

construal of racialization as something that always happens elsewhere (in other minds, in other 

eras, or for some other group of people). In this conclusion, I consider not only how race 

happens in the very present of dancing, but how the category of (concert) dance itself casts a 

racializing shadow onto its objects of study.67 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
67 Marta Savigliano raises similar concerns in her essay “Worlding Dance and Dancing Out There in the 
World,” in the 2009 anthology Worlding Dance. Marta Savigliano, “Worlding Dance and Dancing Out 
There in the World,” in Worlding Dance, ed. Susan Leigh Foster (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2009), 163-190. 
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Chapter 1 
 

“Just a Chorus Boy”: The Smart Affairs ‘Family’ and Divergent Strategies for 
Rendering Presence 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the early chapters of Star*Dancing, Lon Fontaine recounts his bumpy path to success 

as a fully-fledged solo artist. The mid-1950s saw his struggles to break free from the doldrums of 

ensemble dancing, duet acts, and sporadic appearances as a song-and-dance man. He had gone 

from the nightclub stage to Broadway and back again multiple times. Star*Dancing captures the 

increasing urgency that, as he neared his thirtieth birthday in 1957, Fontaine brought to his 

creative work, feeling he had long since paid his dues as an ensemble dancer. An unexpected 

phone call from songwriter, emcee, and nightclub producer Larry Steele offered him an 

apparent escape. The producer offered Fontaine a position as choreographer for Steele’s hit all-

black revue, Smart Affairs, as well as a possible chance to get more exposure as a solo act. With 

the impending sense that he was “getting too old to just be a chorus boy,” Fontaine jumped at 

the chance to boost his profile as an individual dance artist.68 

Fontaine’s complaint urges us to consider his position in a larger choreographic 

infrastructure. There were certain responsibilities that he, as a chorus dancer, was and was not 

allowed to assume, and certain rewards that accompanied them (many of which were financial). 

But Fontaine’s wish also resonates with, and thereby exposes, a larger question driving the 

production and circulation of Smart Affairs itself. The jaded chorus dancer’s desire to be seen 

and heard in his particularity accords with the task of cultural ambassadorship that Steele—and, 

by extension, the revue—had taken up beginning in the 1950s, as the show enjoyed increasingly 

widespread popularity across the United States. Both during and beyond its days as a 

production created for predominantly black audiences, a strict standard of excellence defined 

 
68 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 114. 
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Smart Affairs’ commitment to representing black American to black and white viewers and 

critics alike. This standard reportedly helped Smart Affairs break the color line when, in 1958 it 

became the first black-helmed act to play to an integrated audience on Miami Beach.69 Such a 

mission had defined Steele’s agenda for years prior to this occasion; in 1952, Steele petitioned 

the USO to take up the revue as an entertainment for integrated combat units stationed in 

Europe. It was intended to celebrate the Armed Forces’ racial integration, and (ideally) to 

encourage further harmonious interracial contact in the military.70 What Fontaine and Steele 

share is a hope that skilled, refined performance would lift them and their work out of a 

generalizing blur—one that relegated black entertainers to diminishment, exploitation, and 

neglect.  

One might understand Fontaine’s ambitions, as a solo artist, and Steele’s ambitions, as 

producer of a large touring revue, as more similar in shape than substance. As I argue in this 

chapter, however, we might understand these agendas are continuous with one another; 

accordingly, we should take seriously each artist’s assumption that creative excellence is a 

question of how onstage activity is directly related to offstage life. Career advancement, in 

Fontaine’s case, and an articulation of integrationist politics, for Smart Affairs, pivot on a 

shared ensemble of practices for rendering black performers’ bodies as visible, legible, and 

effective conveyors of a danced ‘message’—for demonstrating the fact, in other words, that black 

artists have something to say. Such a task proved especially daunting in the not-yet-recessed 

wake of enslavement, a context in which black people were categorically excluded from liberal 

subjectivity (with its implied capacity for thinking, speaking, and being-represented). I address 

this task as the ‘problem’ of black presence: In an era when the legacy of slavery stood not too 

far from the imminent hope of black economic and political enfranchisement, how would black 

cultural workers wield their talents to replace the former framework with the latter? How would 
 

69 Rowe, Billy. “Billy Rowe's Notebook: Two Can Live as Peacefully as One.” Pittsburgh Courier 
(Pittsburgh, PA): Mar 31, 1951. 
70 “Army’s New Policy Moves Producer: Steele Asks Gen. Ike to Accept ‘Smart Affairs.’” Baltimore Afro-
American (Baltimore, MD), Sep 15, 1951. 
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black people emerge from the trappings of flesh to render themselves as thinking, speaking, em-

bodied subjects? Gaining access to liberal subjecthood meant buying into the social 

arrangements which produced it. Among those dedicated to such a project—whether they 

pursued integration or civil-rights claims as an end goal—one key strategy involved the embrace 

of the nuclear family as instituted, practiced, and preserved by the dominant social order.71 

Middle-class black reformers did not expect heterosexuality, monogamy, marriage, child-

rearing, property ownership, and other aspects of nuclear family life to counter all of racism’s 

evils. They did, however, believe the nuclear family structure—as both model for and foundation 

of black sociality—was a realm suited to teaching and learning skills for civic participation and 

cohesion. 

Steele, his fans, and the broader public often described Smart Affairs in familial terms. 

Steele himself figured as the patriarch, with the assembled talent—especially the (mostly) female 

chorus line—becoming his implied children. Critics repeatedly praised the show as a ‘family-

friendly’ affair. It stood as a rare example of ‘clean’ nightlife entertainment, allegedly free of any 

lewdness or ‘improper’ sexual expression. And, as demonstrated by the revue’s accession to 

resort towns like Miami Beach, exemplary representations of black life made Smart Affairs an 

emblem for black people’s inclusion in the American ‘family.’ What, then, does it mean for 

dancing to function as the glue holding a family together? What kinds of dancing and 

dancemaking are or are not suitable for such a project? What’s more, how could someone like 

Fontaine hope to alter his position—and thereby, his relationship to dancing—within that 

family? More importantly, what do Steele and Fontaine’s implicit and explicit relationships to 

particularly gendered and sexualized articulations of blackness reveal about ‘family’ not only as 

 
71 It is worth noting that advocates of black “racial uplift” held varied views as to how their goals would be 
reached. Some legal scholars note one primary distinction: that between integrationist strategies and the 
pursuit of civil-rights claims. Though their pathways diverged, they shared many key assumptions. Legal 
scholar Kenneth Mack makes a point to this effect in his article: “Rethinking Civil Rights:” “Questions of 
intraracial identity and rights claims – the two strands of race uplift – were bound up with one another.” 
Kenneth W. Mack, “Rethinking Civil Rights Lawyering and Politics in the Era Before Brown,” Yale Law 
Journal 115 no. 2 (2005): 287. 
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a stable or given unit, but also as the ensemble of practices which produce it? For instance, what 

kinds of dancing labor would lift Fontaine out of a feminized position (that of “just…a chorus 

boy”) and into a more masculinized one? In this chapter, I examine the creative strategies which 

produce ‘family,’ and challenges to it, in the context of Smart Affairs. My analysis centers the 

assumption that hegemonic social formations, like the nuclear family, are as concerned with the 

exclusion of ‘undesirable’ or ‘improper’ elements as they are with the promotion and 

preservation of ‘correct’ ones. In other words, a family unit defines itself not only by who and 

what is allowed among its members, but also by who and what is not allowed. To that end, I 

consider how the dancing labor in Smart Affairs implicates both what happens onstage, and 

given attitudes concerning practices for offstage living. I ask how the practices which select, 

arrange, and defend certain forms of living, and by extension, dancing, draw from and speak to 

one another in the context of Steele’s revue. This ultimately means that ‘saying something’—an 

oft-presumed goal of black American dance, particularly in a concert context72—is but one 

function of black performance. If ‘making a statement’ is a capacity of liberal subjecthood, I 

suggest that other expressive priorities stem from the lived experiences of those who are unable 

and/or unwilling to seek this sort of legibility; and, further, that varied orientations toward the 

 
72 In constructing genealogies of American modern dance’s consolidation, several scholars have 
demonstrated that (American) ‘concert dance’ emerged from a scattered array of experiments presented 
in drawing rooms, fairs and circuses, and music halls—venues that may not readily conjure the grandeur, 
institutional stability, or aesthetic (rather than commercial) investments of concert dance. ‘The modern 
dance tradition’ could only define itself as such through a pointed repudiation of its very origins, 
commercial dance being chief among them. Black dance artists bore the brunt of this exclusion through 
segregationist production practices, which often made nightclubs and commercial theaters the only 
venues that would present black dance artists’ work. (The self-appointed white modern dance 
establishment reified these circumstances when setting their ‘serious’ creative work against the triviality 
of commercial dance.) For these reasons, I consider shows like Smart Affairs to be part of the concert-
dance complex, if only provisionally. As I argue in this chapter, one’s capacity to assume the mantle of a 
‘serious’ artist was largely a question of creative praxis—especially in the days before modern dance’s 
institutionalization (for black and white artists), and even when that process was underway (particularly 
for black artists). For more on this phenomenon, see Brenda Dixon Gottschild, Waltzing in the Dark: 
African American Vaudeville and Race Politics in the Swing Era (New York, NY: Springer, 2000) and 
Joan Myers Brown and the Audacious Hope of the Black Ballerina (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012); Mark Franko, The Work of Dance: Labor, Movement, and Identity in the 1930s (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2002); Susan Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance: Race in Motion 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2004); and Perpener, African-American Concert 
Dance: The Harlem Renaissance and Beyond (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2001). 
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body/flesh distinction lead artists to render (their) black presence in ways that may or may not 

make them visible, however conditionally, as human subjects. Both Steele and Fontaine 

frequently drew on performance genres that harnessed these divergent capacities, usually in the 

hopes of shaping them to meet their creative demands. The degree to which such efforts were 

successful, however, is a central question in this chapter. 

An episode from Star*Dancing anchors my analysis. It captures these dynamics in 

action, and acts as a window onto Fontaine’s creative process within the context of Smart 

Affairs. Fontaine frames his production number “The Man with the Golden Arm”—

choreographed for the 1958 edition of Smart Affairs—as both a catalyst of, and vehicle for, his 

ascendance to recognition as a legitimate choreographer in his own right. Fontaine’s narration 

explicitly delineates divisions of labor between himself, Steele, chorus dancers, and featured 

performers. In so doing, it implicates many of the strategies for teaching, making, and 

performing dance that characterized both the particularities of Fontaine’s creative practice, and 

Smart Affairs’ production process more generally. (For this reason, quotes from Star*Dancing’s 

account of Smart Affairs act as lead-ins for each section of this chapter.) I treat “The Man with 

the Golden Arm” as a lively family portrait of the revue’s personnel, as it brings an array of 

strategies for rendering presence into close contact with one another. I consider how the lines of 

race, gender, sexuality, and class produce the divisions intended to keep disparate members of 

the Smart Affairs family in their intended positions. I enhance Fontaine’s account of “Golden 

Arm” by situating it within a broader consideration of Smart Affairs, weaving together 

information from a range of newspaper reviews, photographic documentation of performances, 

and firsthand accounts of the revue’s sprawling production process) in order to posit a 

choreographic analysis of the production number. Ultimately, this account illuminates how the 

revue rendered black femininity (and black women, in particular) as both the foundation of, and 

a threat to, black masculinist political projects, and how various strains of dancing labor 

operated in relation to chorus dancing. 
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Obviously, a snapshot cannot alleviate the volatility of interpersonal relationships. As 

one might imagine, Steele’s hopes for the Smart Affairs family could not (and ultimately did not) 

eradicate resistance or subversion among the show’s cast. This chapter thus keeps the 

masculinist, ‘properly’ ordered visions of blackness in close contact with the dancing practices 

articulated by the black women and queer people who provided and channeled much of Smart 

Affairs’ creative energy. Whatever Steele hoped to have happen in ‘his’ revue, the performers 

themselves—including (and especially) Fontaine—found ways to assert their creative agendas, to 

varying degrees of success. As this chapter unfolds, then, we will witness the young 

choreographer struggle to assert his individuality as a fully-fledged talent. How and whether 

Fontaine’s self-assertions paid off, however, can only be discerned through a close, careful look 

at the family portrait that is his time with Smart Affairs. 

 

“THE MAN WITH THE GOLDEN ARM” 

 Fontaine devotes an entire chapter of Star*Dancing to the general scenario and creative 

process for “The Man with the Golden Arm.” Notably, it is one of the few dances Fontaine 

describes at length in his autobiography. Loosely based on the 1957 film of the same name, 

“Golden Arm” vividly portrays a young man’s struggle with gambling and drug addiction. 

Though the young man, a role which Fontaine created for himself, is the center of the action, 

“Golden Arm” features and (at times) spotlights the talents of other dancers on the Smart 

Affairs roster, including now-renowned dancer Frank Hatchett and Sir Lionel Beckels, a 

captivating novelty-dance performer. Fontaine’s description of the piece clearly delineates 

divisions of dancing labor within Smart Affairs. However unwittingly, it also hints at possible 

strategies the revue performers could have harnessed in order to buck authority, should they so 

desire. As Fontaine’s account of “Golden Arm” summarizes the piece’s creation succinctly, I 

quote it here at length. The story begins with Fontaine returning to Atlantic City in the summer 

of 1957, as the 1958 edition of Smart Affairs gears up for production: 
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[…] Larry got his ideas from the hit movies or hit Broadway shows. Now he gave 
me some money, handed me a script, and told me to go see Frank Sinatra's movie The 
Man with the Golden Arm. I saw the movie two or three times. Then I tore up the script 
that Caligula had given me. The next day, at rehearsal, he told me he had to go to New 
York City to talk with Sol Bender about the costumes. He wanted me to start on the “Man 
with the Golden Arm” production number. He handed me the soundtrack album and left. 
I listened to the music for an hour, until the dancers arrived and then went to work. The 
theme music from The Man was great. It filled me with great movements.  

The stage would have, in the center, a large garbage can. On stage right would be 
the swinging saloon doors (like in the western movies). The showgirls would be placed as 
props, along with Frank Hatchett and Sterling [Bough, two male chorus dancers]. This 
gave the atmosphere of a city street. Then, the girl dancers made their entrances, hot and 
sassy. Sterling was the dope dealer and Frank was his pusher. They worked the girls and 
then everything stopped. I made my entrance. Me, The Man with the Golden Arm. There 
was a movement that I did that begged for a shot in the arm, and when the pusher man 
gave it to me the whole chorus and I went into a great blues number. (None of this was in 
Larry’s script.) Then the pusher and dealer held me and forced me to take another hit. 
Then I went wild, dancing up the walls, flying through the air, being tossed from one end 
of the stage to the other, until I dropped. The police sirens were wailing. Sterling and 
Frank picked me up and stuffed me into the garbage can period two show girls sat on it 
and the dancers froze as the police searched and found nothing. Then, the stage went 
black with only a spotlight on the garbage can. I slowly crawled out of the can shivering 
and screaming for the help of God. As I lay in the center of the stage shaking, a body rose 
up from behind me. It was a fabulous masculine body, painted all over in gold, with only 
a naked bikini covering his “fruit basket.” It was Sir Lionel Beckels. If I was the cake in 
this number, he was surely the icing.  

When Caligula came back and I showed him the number he took me aside and 
said, “Ole dude! What have you done? You ain't followed my script at all. What are you 
trying to do to my production number?” But before we started the number, all the 
members of the cast […] had also come in to watch. They stood up and shouted “Bravo.” 
And as Caligula was telling me of his dislike at what I had staged, they all came up to us, 
congratulating us on a great production number. When they left, he continued saying, 
“Well! It's too late to change it now, so will have to go with it.” We went with it alright, 
for four years. 

This show would skyrocket Larry Steele’s Smart Affairs to the top of the heap. It 
would now play all the top hotels and nightspots in New York, Las Vegas, Reno, Chicago, 
and Miami Beach.73 

 

Even without close analysis, Fontaine’s creative investments register clearly. He choreographs 

“Golden Arm” as a vehicle for himself, a performance opportunity that (hopefully) will cause 

him to stand out as more than “just a chorus dancer”—a featured talent in his own right. 

Fontaine’s account, and the choreographic practices described within it, allot discrete valuations 

to the various forms of dancing labor that constitute the piece. His work as both dancer and 

 
7373 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 114-116. 
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choreographer bursts with “great movements” and ferocious energy; it is a marked contrast to 

the chorus dancing, wherein the (mostly female) ensemble functions either as props or a largely 

undifferentiated mass of drug dealers and sex workers. Interestingly, Fontaine’s role is 

augmented by that of a dancer who appears as a spirit-like figure—one whose spectral 

appearance stands in sharp relief against the rest of the ensemble. All of this happens over and 

against the wishes of Larry Steele, who Fontaine represents as a stern dictator with a woefully 

limited creative vision. 

 Fontaine’s brief account captures an important dilemma. He wanted “Golden Arm” to 

boost his profile as an artist; but, because his project relied on others’ labor, he could not 

completely harness the piece to his own ends. Though Fontaine may not have shared Steele’s 

creative oversight (or degree of authority), he believed his labor and inventiveness made him a 

worthy solo talent—a free agent whose work transcended the limitations of a ‘collective’ agenda. 

It is this ambition that presumably makes Fontaine a standout artist, particularly when 

compared to chorus as a unit (dancers who, in Fontaine’s general opinion, largely serve as 

decoration or support for featured acts). Interestingly (and importantly), while Fontaine 

esteems his own work, he notes in passing the unique appeal of novelty dancers like Sir Lionel 

Beckels. Such a dancer, who made a name for himself by exhibiting rare and/or unusual 

performance talents, embodies an expressional capacity that exceeds mere entertainment value 

or the display of professional dancing acumen. In choreographing “Golden Arm,” Fontaine 

hopes to orient Smart Affairs’ choreographic infrastructure toward his personal career 

ambitions. Yet, while the piece may have put Steele’s revue on the map, so to speak, Fontaine 

explains that both the show and other dancers would come to enjoy ample success—in large part 

because of his efforts as a choreographer—while he would not. How, we might ask, did 

Fontaine’s plan backfire? We might assume that Fontaine was not the only performer who could 

leverage his artistic labor toward greater financial gain or creative freedom. As we take a closer 

look at Smart Affairs, and the arrangements of dancing labor that organize the revue, we can 
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understand what sorts of effort were expected from its cast; how dancers complied with (or 

challenged) those expectations; and the constructions of subjectivity and relative agency at stake 

in each sphere of participation. We will see that striving for legibility, visibility, and acceptance—

chief among Fontaine’s creative goals—were neither the only horizon for creative possibility in 

Smart Affairs, nor necessarily the most powerful or attractive, whether for the artists or their 

audiences. 

 

THE PATRIARCH: LARRY STEELE 
 
I longed to be back on stage. Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, I got a call from 
Caligula. (That’s the name I gave Larry Steele.) We all called him that behind his back.74 
 

If the history of a nuclear family rests with its patriarchs, then we might approach Smart 

Affairs’ history via that its founder, Larry Steele. Born in Chicago in 1913, Steele encountered 

showbusiness through regular visits to the city’s famed Tivoli Theater. The Tivoli acted as a 

central cultural hub for Chicago’s black population, hosting a bevy of prominent and upcoming 

black talent in its heyday. Importantly, many of these acts were direct descendants of a jook-

joint tradition; their circulation throughout (and beyond) the chitlin circuit carried them 

through a range of experiments with blues music and its associated dance forms. Steele decided 

to enter the field as a young adult, abandoning a fledging career in medicine to become a singer, 

songwriter, and sometime musician in nightclub bands. Increasing comfort with a microphone 

eventually led him to try his hand at emceeing, which soon became his preferred role in a variety 

context. In the late 1930s, Steele also began dabbling in revue production; he assisted the 

owners of his host venues with selecting talent for their shows and arranging the flow of acts. 

His roster of collaborators included Clarence Robinson and Leonard Reed, revered proponents 

of the Jazz-Age ‘sepia revue.’ Steele would maintain Reed and Robinson’s commitment to 

 
74 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 114. 
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‘elevated’ variety entertainment, but made his mark as a champion of promising and/or unusual 

talent. 

Changing habits in music consumption helped carry Steele to prominence. He built his 

revues around solo, duet, or small-group acts in a moment dominated by big-band jazz. Events 

like variety shows, single-headliner concerts, or public dances called for large halls, social 

dancing, and large musical ensembles. Though Steele specialized in variety entertainment, he 

took up the form as stage and nightclub producers pivoted from lavish revues to cheaper 

formats such as musical comedy and (however unfortunately) all-black variety entertainment. In 

the same moment, many black jook joints put steady accumulations of money—often won 

through gambling or bootlegging operations—toward expanding their operations for a growing 

community clientele. In both instances, ‘classy’ black entertainment was at a premium. Steele 

just so happened to offer a form of entertainment that met both customers’ desires for live 

entertainment, and club owners’ interest in producing this entertainment cost-effectively. The 

latter circumstance proved especially pressing following the Second World War, in a moment 

when many nightlife establishments struggled to revive business.75 Even here, we may notice a 

wrinkle in Smart Affairs’ official narrative: before the revival or preservation of a ‘waning’ form 

like sepia revue, Steele’s productions prioritized exciting, cost-effective, and profitable—that is 

to say, efficient—entertainment.  

 
75 Entertainment trade publications like Variety puzzled over the reasons nightclubs lost money 
throughout the 1940s, particularly in the years following World War II. As a wave of “temperance politics” 
found voice in the decade and intensified during the postwar years, many nightlife establishments in 
major urban areas either had their liquor licenses revoked or closed completely. Concern over those forms 
of vice which accompanied drinking—like burlesque performance—proliferated as well. Interestingly, to 
avoid the threat of closure, some nightclubs adopted a ‘sepia policy’ as a way to attract customers without 
either serving alcohol or presenting burlesque performance. For a few examples of the trend, see, e.g., 
“Vaudeville: Shuttering of N. Y. Burley Seen As Country-Wide Reform Drive; May Be Prelude to New Dry 
Era,” Variety (April 15, 1942); “Vaudeville: Philly Non-Alcoholic Cafe to Operate On Sepia Talent Policy,” 
Variety (December 28, 1949); Herm, “Vaudeville: Night Club Reviews - The Paradise. N. Y.,” Variety 
(November 1, 1950). For more on “temperance politics,” see Pennock, Pamela. “‘The Number One Social 
Problem of Our Time’: American Protestants and Temperance Politics in the 1950s,” Journal of Church 
and State 54 no. 3 (Summer 2012): 375 –405. 
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I detail the dancerly dimensions of efficiency in the next section of this chapter. For now, 

though, we might consider how and why financial and choreographic efficiency mattered to the 

proprietors of Atlantic City’s Club Harlem, where Smart Affairs was headquartered. Club 

Harlem’s history mirrored that of many of the nightlife environments in which Steele worked: 

the then-new club emerged from the remains of Fitzgerald’s, a two-story building on the city’s 

Northside that hosted dances, pageants, and other large-scale entertainment events for the 

town’s growing number of black residents and vacationers. By the time Club Harlem opened, 

Steele had won a name for himself in the black social circles of Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh, and 

Philadelphia. So, during the resort town’s peak months, Steele was hired to share his classy “flair 

for the unusual and spectacular”76 with a broader middle- and upper-middle-class black 

clientele. The revues enjoyed a steady increase in popularity following World War II until, in 

1947, Steele decided to brand the enterprise as a touring show. Smart Affairs, as it came to be 

called, was stationed in Atlantic City during the summer season but ventured out onto the 

“chitlin circuit” every October, playing to black audiences across the country for the next six to 

seven months. The crew would return to Atlantic City in the spring, where they would build the 

revue’s next installment over the next couple of months, and the process began anew. 

Steele’s revue helped turn Club Harlem into a black nightlife mecca—and into a black 

cultural epicenter more generally—in Atlantic City. At its peak, it would attract the attention of 

curious white vacationers, even as it continued to draw a (relatively smaller) black audience. 

Several commentators and historians draw attention to the show’s cross-racial appeal in their 

accounts of tourism in the resort town77; however, historicizing Smart Affairs’ infrastructural 

 
76 “Larry Steele Writes His Own Song Hits for Harlem Casino Revue.” Pittsburgh Courier (Pittsburgh, 
PA), December 3, 1938. 
77 Sources disagree as to the proportion of white people to black people in an average Smart Affairs 
audience. People closely associated with Club Harlem assert that the show drew equal numbers of black 
and white people, while others claim that white patrons were its target audience. Others still assert that, 
as a Northside institution established before a ‘slumming’ practice took hold, Smart Affairs played 
directly and primarily to a black audience even as white people flocked to the club in larger numbers. Each 
of these claims proposes a different vision of racial politics as articulated by the club’s culture (of which 
Smart Affairs was an important conveyor, if not the most important). They are all important to consider, 
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development helps us discern its intended impact more clearly. Nowhere is this need more 

urgent than when engaging critically oriented literature concerning racial and class politics in 

Atlantic City’s earliest decades. Much of this work construes the city’s black nightlife 

entertainment, spearheaded by the efforts of Club Harlem, as leveraging auto-exoticization to 

entice tourists. These vacationers “went on tour,” as one historian says, “to see, feel, smell, and 

maybe even touch primitive blackness up close.”78 It is true that, as a work of black commercial 

theater, Smart Affairs kept with precedent in adopting orientalist, primitivist, and related 

modes of representation.79 While these modes often played directly to the voyeuristic desires of 

white tourists, they also allowed both black performers and audiences various forms of creative 

agency or fugitivity (a topic which I will discuss later in this chapter). In that sense, to associate 

black revue entertainment with the consumption of primitive blackness is to overlook important 

aspects of the ways such performances were created, circulated, and received. 

That said, when evaluating the social and cultural relevance of shows like Smart Affairs, 

such an argument does gesture toward the intersection of racial and sexual politics in 

meaningful ways. Importantly, for my purposes, this question proves especially important when 

we consider blackness’ ontological (rather than representational) effects on Smart Affairs. The 

revue occupied fraught ground in Atlantic City’s social and geographic landscape, happening on 

the border between the city’s Southside—with its famed boardwalks, beaches, and hotels—and 

the Northside. The city’s compactness made the divide between black, white, and other ethnic 

 
but the very ambiguity of this question points directly to the “problem of the color line” which this chapter 
addresses. (Thanks to Ralph Hunter, founder and caretaker of the African American Historical Society of 
Southern New Jersey, for fielding this question. Ralph Hunter, private correspondence.) 
78 Bryant Simon, Boardwalk of Dreams: Atlantic City and the Fate of Urban America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), 51. 
79 Smart Affairs was not alone in its perpetuation of exoticist or primitivist tropes. As performance studies 
scholar Stephanie Leigh Batiste points out, black variety entertainment often reflected then-current 
trends in its occasional stagings of black people as savages—or else, as people of unclear Middle Eastern, 
North African, or South Asian origin. These representations often played directly into racist, imperialist 
stereotypes—but, as Batiste argues, black entertainers leveraged this structural ambivalence as a useful (if 
problematic) strategy for asserting claims to agency and American citizenship. See Stephanie Leigh 
Batiste, Darkening Mirrors: Imperial Representation in Depression-Era African American Performance 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012); as well as chapter 6 of Jayna Brown, Babylon Girls: Black 
Women Performers and the Shaping of the Modern (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008). 
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neighborhoods more immediately visible than might be evident in larger cities, since a single 

main thoroughfare, Atlantic Avenue, demarcated the divide. On one hand, vacationers likely 

experienced a continuity between zones, with tourist-friendly stores, restaurants, and nightlife 

establishments sprawling over and beyond both sides of Atlantic Avenue. On the other hand, a 

growing trend in Cotton Club-style establishments both reflected and whetted white consumers’ 

broader interest in commodified versions of black life and culture. Together with the brothels, 

gambling establishments, and queer social spaces stationed at the edge of the Southside, the 

Northside’s southernmost streets became a ‘tenderloin’ district both functionally and 

conceptually. As an “interzone80,” this district became a place where tourists could mingle 

among, and even dabble with, social phenomena which their social standing might prohibit 

them in more familiar settings. Club Harlem figured as one of this zone’s apparent 

headquarters. 

From this overlap between race, sexuality, and geography emerges a lesson about 

racialization (and specifically [anti-]blackness) that is central to my consideration of Smart 

Affairs. For, as a threshold between ‘black’ and ‘white’ social and cultural spheres, the 

neighborhood surrounding Club Harlem came to represent racialization not as a discrete 

distinction between races, but as the threat and process of miscegenation. When Taggart began 

a citywide vice campaign in 1940—shortly after becoming mayor of Atlantic City, and one year 

after Steele began producing shows at Club Harlem—several Northside establishments, 

including Club Harlem, weathered surprise invasions and heavy fines from police. Many 

journalists placed a nearby establishment, Wonder Gardens, at the center of raid’s symbolic 

import. On the night of the raid, the black nightspot hosted burlesque sensation Dorothy Henry, 

a white woman (in)famous for an act in which she doused herself in gallons of fresh milk. As a 

burlesque dancer, Henry arguably found refuge in an establishment like Wonder Gardens at a 

 
80 Kevin Mumford explicates this concept (and its attendant phenomena) in Interzones: Black/White Sex 
Districts in Chicago and New York in the Early Twentieth Century (New York, NY: Columbia University 
Press, 1997). 
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time when her chosen form drew the ire of vice squads across the United States.81 At the same 

time, several burlesque establishments were quickly adopting ‘sepia policies’ to keep their doors 

open, ostensibly exchanging one form of sexualized titillation for another.  

We might see, then, how on many levels Smart Affairs ambivalently invoked 

black/variety performance’s association with vice generally, ‘disordered’ sexuality more 

specifically, and sex work in particular. As the Dorothy Henry case demonstrates, Taggart’s 

project implicated corporeal arrangements as social arrangements. Importantly, Taggart’s 

campaign conceptualized black nightlife as the epicenter of organized crime. It is perhaps not a 

mistake that black club owners experienced a disproportionately large share of the punishments 

doled out to members of Atlantic City’s informal economy. For Taggart, a too-close relationship 

between black and white people, lifeways, and social arrangements seemed to demonstrate the 

need to disentangle vice from the city’s political and economic infrastructures. The Dorothy 

Henry incident represented Atlantic City’s ambivalent relationship to vice, and the anxieties 

attendant that relationship. Among other concerns, the scandal suggested that black and white 

lifeways were perhaps not so discrete. There was, per the Northside’s association with 

prostitution and queer nightlife, the ever-looming fear that bars and clubs were safe harbor for 

disordered (and disordering) sexuality. And there was, embodied by Henry and her milk-bath 

act, the understanding that the Northside trafficked in fleshly relations. That Henry, an 

 
81 Within Atlantic City specifically, Mayor Taggart launched his anti-vice campaign as a bid to wrest 
Atlantic City’s political machine from the hands of organized crime. In the city’s 1940 mayoral election, 
Taggart ran against Frank “Hap” Farley, a notorious crime boss whose municipal leadership ensured bars 
and hotels’ protection from police meddling. Taggart, who had made a career as both a lawyer and a police 
recorder, zealously defended ‘law and order’ at every possible opportunity. His habit of accompanying 
(and often leading) police raids—despite his lack of formal police training—earned him the nickname 
“Two-Gun Tommy.” Even as Taggart’s administration (which swiftly ended with Farley’s election as 
mayor in 1944) reflects concerns specific to Atlantic City, it also resonated with broader nationwide 
concerns about the legalization of vice. John Saunders, “Atlantic City Still Very Wide Open,” Philadelphia 
Tribune (Philadelphia, PA), August 1, 1940; “Atlantic City Mayor Cracks Down, Closes 4 Nightclubs,” New 
York Amsterdam News (New York, NY), August 3, 1940; “Night Club Raids Sequel to Sensational ‘Milk 
Bath’ Dance,” Pittsburgh Courier (Pittsburgh, PA), August 3, 1940. See also Nelson Johnson, Boardwalk 
Empire: The Birth, High Times, and Corruption of Atlantic City (Medford, NJ: Plexus, 2002), 134-135; 
and Johnson, The Northside (African Americans and the Creation of Atlantic City (Medford, NJ: Plexus, 
2010), 127-128, 151; and George Sternlieb and James W. Hughes, The Atlantic City Gamble: A Twentieth 
Century Fund Report (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), 32-33. 
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ostensibly white dancer, found refuge for her act in a black-owned nightclub, is notable; that her 

act unabashedly foregrounded a display of her body as such—not as the vehicle for an idea, a 

narrative, or even a character, but a body as a body—speaks to how such modes of presentation 

and interaction were associated and, at times, enacted across the Northside broadly, and on 

Kentucky Avenue’s most prominent black-owned nightlife venues.  

When considering Smart Affairs’ incursion onto Atlantic City’s nightlife scene, then, we 

must also contend with the stakes of Steele’s mission. An attempt to flirt with the expectations of 

(black) nightlife performance—staging attractive women in various modes of un/dress—while 

claiming to ‘elevate’ the form led Steele to strategize carefully when engaging the form. 

Considering the enfleshed constraints against which Steele struggled, how did the various people 

who made up Smart Affairs use performance not just to ‘make a statement’ about black 

experience, but to render black performers as capable of making viable statements through 

performance in the first place? How did Smart Affairs turn its participants into members of an 

ostensibly coherent social body, and into authors of that body’s history? 

 

BECOMING A FAMILY: THE BEIGE BEAUTS AND MODERN HARLEM GIRLS 
 
The showgirls would be placed as props…. This gave the atmosphere of a city street. Then, the 
girl dancers made their entrances, hot and sassy.82 
 

The first step was building a platform. Jazz veteran Chris Columbo, Club Harlem’s 

longtime house drummer, identified one of the Northside’s most unique contributions to (black) 

nightlife as a mark of its upward aspirations: “Before…you had the cabarets and cafes, where 

entertainers would come right up to your table and sing risqué songs. You don’t have that 

entertainer now, you have stars.”83 More than the caliber of talent performing in these upscale 

iterations of the neighborhood jook joint, Columbo highlights a new distinction in the 

relationship between performer and audience. Acts were clearly separated from the crowd by 

 
82 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 115. 
83 Quoted in Johnson, The Northside, 172. 
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railing, a raised stage, or both. Indeed, in his estimation the proscenium arrangement set the 

nightclub apart from the cabaret and the café—and, I might add, the tavern and burlesque hall, 

where intimate contact between performers and audiences often facilitated sexual contact.84 

This new space is designed to support a performer who, accordingly, seeks no contact with their 

audience beyond what their performance conveys in its own right. As performers who enjoyed 

celebrity for their mastery of a craft, ‘stars’ assumed a more removed relationship from their 

audiences. This form of spectatorship was not supposed to be a cover for sex work at all; instead, 

it was to be the kind of transaction a respectable patron would not mind openly paying money 

for. It was, in other words, a relationship dictated by a more ‘proper’ form of consumerism. 

This evolving configuration of black commercial/nightlife performance is most 

immediately indexed by the figure of the chorus dancer. Chorus dancers enacted forms of 

audience engagement directly in line with the cabaret-entertainer mode Columbo hints at, but 

the choreographies they performed also mobilized much of what made the revue stand out as a 

unique representational form. Some scholars have considered the discursive and ideological 

implications of show dancing during revue’s heyday on Broadway and in Hollywood.85 They all 

recognize chorus choreography’s precision, synchronicity, and replication as enactments of an 

urban modernity (and modernization). Industrialization, cross-racial encounter, and shifting 

sexual politics all converged in the figure of the chorus girl, whose streamlined adaptations of 

black vernacular dance and music mediated the classed, racialized, gendered, and sexualized 

anxieties expressed in the broader context of revue and musical comedy.  

But, while written and photographic traces of Smart Affairs’ chorus lines evoke many of 

the same ideas, the show’s historical and infrastructural context casts the dancing in a different 

 
84 For more information on this topic, see chapter 1 of Rachel Shteir, Striptease: The Untold History of 
the Girlie Show (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
85 They include: Brown, Babylon Girls, 164-170 (and more generally); chapter 4 of Ramsay Burt, Alien 
Bodies: Representations of Modernity, 'Race' and Nation in Early Modern Dance (London: Routledge, 
1998); Mark Franko, The Work of Dance: Labor, Movement, and Identity in the 1930s (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2002), 30-37; and Barbara Straytner, Ned Wayburn and the Dance Routine: 
From Vaudeville to the Ziegfeld Follies, Studies in Dance History 13 (Madison, WI: Society of Dance 
History Scholars, 1996). 
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light. Chief amongst these concerns is the show’s emergence in the wake of the chitlin circuit, 

which formally heaved its last gasps in the years preceding the United States’ entry into World 

War II. Most of the featured talent in Smart Affairs had reached black audiences through live 

performances across the circuit, and many newer talents enjoyed the prominence afforded by 

radio play and record sales. As a reimagining of chitlin circuit performance, then, Smart Affairs 

operated within a system set apart (though not separate) from the spectacles found on Broadway 

staged and in Hollywood movies. It called together black communities—in both the local, 

geographically-bounded sense, and the broader, national and “imaginary” one—in the brick-

and-mortar venues which housed the “captive audience” and limited distribution channels for 

black commercial entertainment.86 It also produced that community by presenting talent to 

audiences likely to be or become familiar with the performers’ work, thanks to the confines 

which supported it. On several levels, then, Smart Affairs hailed black performers and viewers 

as members of a common cultural experience. In this light, what sort of performer-audience 

transaction did the Beige Beauts and Modern Harlem Girls’ dancing articulate? What kind of 

dancing labor did it embody and enact? And what did it say about that work’s relationship to 

race, gender, class, and sexuality? 

To see this dancing up close, we must first stand in line—a long, long line. At Smart 

Affairs’ peak, the rumors of a line of people stretching from Club Harlem’s front door for several 

hundred yards—to the edge of Atlantic Avenue, and often around the building—were likely to be 

a reality, whether seeing the show at 8pm or midnight. The wait may have been less taxing 

during the weekends just before 6am, when the club hosted its so-called “breakfast show.” Those 

patrons who made it past the doorman eventually found their way past the front-room bar, and 

into the main hall, where the night’s entertainment transpired. Though it was humbly fitted—its 

wooden stage, carpeted floor, and round tables were sleek and attractive, without being too 

 
86 Clovis Semmes examines these infrastructures as they played out in the case of Chicago’s Regal Theater. 
Clovis Semmes, The Regal Theater and Black Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). 
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flashy—the room accommodated upwards of 900 patrons. True to Columbo’s word, none of 

them stood a chance of mingling with the talent without considerable effort. The stage stood 

three or four feet above ground level, with evenly spaced velvet stanchions cordoning the space. 

The sight of a lean, handsome man in a smartly tailored suit signaled the beginning of 

the show. Larry Steele functioned as the evening’s master of ceremonies, and upon entering the 

stage he and the show’s six-piece band ushered viewers through a dozen or so acts singing, 

dancing, and comedy offered up by new, emerging, and seasoned talents. Afro-Caribbean music 

and dance, stand-up comedy (then in its infancy), “shake dancing” (burlesque and striptease by 

another name), tapping, “modernistic” or “interpretative” specialty dances, jazz singers and 

instrumental soloists filled the rosters. The show would have recalled the vaudeville revues of 

old in its variety format, but the assortment of genres on display registered as a collection of 

specialized rather than amateur or gag-oriented talent. Further coherence emerged in the 

thematic orientation of the show. Each year, Steele rallied the show’s forty-odd performers 

around a theme with current widespread relevance, be it new trends in music, television shows, 

or black/American popular culture more generally.  

In many cases, the show’s theme emerged only tangentially. Individual acts sometimes 

chose songs or topics that addressed the central idea, but they often performed numbers 

specifically intended to please their audiences. Each production’s theme emerged most clearly 

was in the production numbers that bolstered the show. With two selections bookending the 

show and one appearing roughly halfway through, these lavish dance numbers ran between 

fifteen and thirty minutes and marshaled all of the show’s dancing talent. (In some cases, extra 

dancers were recruited to help realize whatever outlandish vision Steele dreamed up for that 

installment of Smart Affairs.) In this way, the Beige Beauts, along with the Modern Harlem 

Girls, acted as a constant presence and firm foundation for the show. 
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The Beige Beauts did not specialize in any single movement style.87 Tap formed the basis 

of much chorus-dancing vocabulary, especially in shows that featured hoofing talent (that is, tap 

specialists) or jazz musicians. Though many Beige Beauts were accomplished tap dancers, many 

learned choreography in an ad-hoc way, having received little to no formal dance training before 

joining the revue. The vocabulary, while filtered through the specifics of theatrical tap and jazz 

dancing, would have resonated with many of black vernacular dance’s enduring attributes: 

rhythmic footwork, often including stomping or tapping; kicking, twisting, and flapping of 

limbs; the use of clapping, snapping, or slapping as accents; and an ongoing rhythmic dialogue 

with the music. This sort of dancing, usually executed in unison at high speeds, juxtaposed flying 

limbs, a grounded looseness (especially in the legs), and quick shifts in direction and balance. It 

generated the effect many critics described as “torrid,” and would have formed the basis of 

numbers that highlighted chorus dancers.88 When acting as support for other featured acts, 

chorus dancing vocabulary would have been simpler, hewing more toward walking and posing. 

In such cases, the choreography prioritized a constant unfolding of geometric formations like 

likes and staggered rows. Every so often, a dancer would receive an opportunity to appear as 

featured talent, either by themselves or in a small ensemble. Performance opportunities like 

these allowed dancers to show off their unique range of skills, and such routines might weave 

together ballet vocabulary, theatrical jazz dance, tap, ‘novelty’ forms like shake dancing, and 
 

87 I have culled the information in this paragraph from Atkins and Malone, Class Act, 226; Dixon-
Gottschild, Joan Myers Brown and the Audacity of the Black Ballerina (New York, NY: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012), 94-97; Takiyah Nur-Amin, “The African Roots of an American Art Form,” in Jazz 
Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, ed. Lindsay Guarino and Wendy Oliver (Gainesville, FL: 
University Press of Florida, 2014), 38-39; Philadelphia Folklore Project, Stepping in Time, Works in 
Progress 8, no. 2 (February 1994), 29-30; and “Duke University Professor Thomas F. DeFrantz: Buck, 
Wing and Jig,” Duke University, March 26, 2012, Video, 2:50, https://youtu.be/A34OD4eA17o. I am also 
grateful to Yvonne Walton, a former Beige Beaut, for explaining her experience of the show’s creative 
process with me. Yvonne Walton, phone call with the author, February 15, 2019. 
88 A lively example of such dancing feature in Oscar Micheaux’s 1938 film Swing!, which follows the 
production of a musical revue in a Harlem nightclub. Micheaux’s film may reflect the style of pre-World 
War II chorus dancing more than anything—that is, dancing more suited to big-band music—but photo 
documentation of Smart Affairs performances conveys many of the characteristics at work in Micheaux’s 
footage. No choreographer is credited with the creation of the dance in Swing!; neither are the dozen or so 
dancers who perform it. Swing!, directed by Oscar Micheaux (1938; New York, NY: Micheaux Film 
Corporation, 2011), https://archive.org/details/swing-1938. Jayna Brown analyzes the scene in chapter 6 
of Babylon Girls. Brown, Babylon Girls, 192-194. 

https://youtu.be/A34OD4eA17o
https://archive.org/details/swing-1938
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more. However, the Beige Beauts and Modern Harlem Girls most often figured as living 

backdrops for the show’s headlining talent. Their dancing presented their bodies for carefully 

tempered display, inviting an apprehension of them as objects more so than individual people. 

Ultimately, this framing helped draw the show together as an efficient, well-managed 

unit. Reviews of the show consistently praised the tricky balance Steele struck when producing 

and arranging each edition of Smart Affairs: he had a knack for curating “classy,” “unique,” and 

even “strange” talents, but critics rarely found the show uneven or erratic. In fact, they often felt 

the show sped by, despite its average running time of two hours. In large part, this evinced a 

masterful marshaling of the performance’s many components; action transitioned swiftly from 

one number to the next, with applause kept to a minimum. This and other such devices enacted 

a strict division of roles between performers and audiences, with neither allowed to come into 

direct contact with the other. Steele’s constant onstage presence not only authorized this 

division but enforced it as well. Within this context, then, Smart Affairs’ chorus line thus 

mediates this division. Like the velvet stanchions guarding the Club Harlem stage, the chorus 

encloses individual acts within a contextual barrier. It also stands as a generator of constant 

interest, helping maintain the show’s energetic flow with their allegedly “torrid” dancing (a 

favored descriptor of many of the show’s critics). Lastly, in production numbers, it brings the 

show’s guiding concepts overtly to the surface. Small wonder that several critics saw them as a 

living extension of Steele’s authorial control. As the Pittsburgh Courier’s theatrical editor once 

mused, the Beige Beauts, “[g]arbed in becoming costumes which fitted the mood of the 

room…appeared like twelve human expressions of a producer's idea."89 In this light, Smart 

Affairs’ constant description as a “clean” show takes on multiple meanings.  

The appearance of control, however, falters in light of the larger understandings of black 

fleshliness that shaped common understandings of Club Harlem’s social function. On one hand, 

 
89 Rowe, Billy. “Larry Steele’s Initial Revue Packs Entertaining Wallop in South Side Opening.” Pittsburgh 
Courier (Pittsburgh, PA), December 27, 1947. 
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Smart Affairs’ carefully tempered chorus dancing depersonalized, and therefore desexualized, 

the members of the “flesh line.” In this sense, the Smart Affairs dancers echo other chorus lines 

in their linking of commodities and eroticism: the overt sexuality of the disreputable jook joint is 

replaced with the ‘classy’ and respectable promise of sex-iness (a commodity obtained through 

the evening’s entry fee). On the other hand, the shadow of vice falls over the chorus line anew 

when we consider journalists’ unflagging preoccupation with the postwar revival of all-black 

“flesh lines.” That chorus dancers could be sex workers in highly revealing disguise is a concern 

influencing popular discourse surrounding Steele’s Smart Affairs, along with other concurrent 

‘revivals’ of the all-black chorus line. 

With a deep understanding of these social implications, Steele developed a range of 

practices to control the apprehension of Smart Affairs’ chorus dancers both on- and offstage. 

His process of selecting and arranging material for his shows began with the act of recruiting 

chorus dancers. Steele (along with his wife, Nana Steele) often scouted dancers from Smart 

Affairs audiences; as he stated to one journalist, he hoped to find dancers and models "who not 

only possessed looks but who could dance in the type of revue they had just witnessed.”90 In 

leveraging an (imagined) link between black communities and the performances that brought 

them together, Steele put himself on par with entrepreneurs—like bootleggers and gambling-

ring operators—who provided jobs, generated income, and subsidized the infrastructure of 

many black communities during the early twentieth century.91 Remarkably, this division of labor 

 
90 “Atlantic City is Now Entertainment Center.” Chicago Defender (Chicago, IL), June 7, 1947. 
91 As black people struggled to find gainful employment upon migrating to urban centers within and 
beyond the southeastern United States, those with entrepreneurial nerve often assisted needier members 
of their communities. Several histories concerning the formation of “chocolate cities” during the Great 
Migration point up the importance of ‘alternative’ or ‘informal’ economies—typically characterized as 
organized crime by municipal governments—to the generation and sustenance of black communal 
infrastructures. This proved especially true in entertainment or resort contexts. Like Leroy “Pop” Williams 
in Atlantic City or Arthur “Daddy” Braggs in the black resort town of Idlewild, Michigan, Steele figured as 
a job creator for hopeful young black people. By keeping his chorus line in regular turnover, he provided 
gainful employment to women who would have struggled in other lines of work, or would have otherwise 
gotten bored, wasted their talent, or gone astray. For more on the relationship between informal 
economies and black nightlife during the Great Migration, see Ronald J. Stephens, Idlewild: The Rise, 
Decline, and Rebirth of a Unique African American Resort Town (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2013); and Johnson, The Northside.  
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cleaves along gendered and sexual lines. It frames an enterprising Steele as a savior to women 

and youth who, unchecked, would wander into social disorder and sexual exploitation. 

Importantly, the feminized informal economy of sex work is subjugated to the presumed 

authority of more male forms of ‘entrepreneurship’ including gambling and bootlegging. The 

latter, at least, allow participants to become self-sufficient, properly oriented members of a 

community. In this arrangement of labor, we see how the control of black women’s sexuality 

becomes the foundation of a patriarchal black politics.92  

In this light, we see how onstage chorus dancing and offstage authority are held together 

by an understanding of Steele as both director and “father” of the Smart Affairs ‘family’ (as he is 

described in an Ebony profile of the revue).93 Danced uniformity figures as an apparent 

agreement to hold oneself in place, to participate in community by first consenting to perform 

its rigid demands of gendered and sexual roles. Upon joining the revue, dancers signed 

restrictive contracts that dictated everything from curfews to dress codes. They were expected to 

maintain certain physical standards, like a low weight and a shapely figure. Chorus members 

who had considerable looks but minimal dancing ability—not an uncommon circumstance—

received some rudimentary training from the chorus’ dance captain but were otherwise expected 

to learn material however they could. They, not Steele, were expected to devise routines and 

production numbers that fit with the show’s overarching theme for that season, though Steele 

reserved the right to alter or eliminate material that did not suit his fancy. And for all this work, 

dancers received little to no credit for their creative contributions. The dance captain or lead 

choreographer might receive a passing mention in a newspaper review, but the most valuable 

forms of accreditation were awarded in visually prominent ways, like marquee billing, featured 

 
92 In her article “Policing the Black Woman’s Body in an Urban Context,” black feminist literary theorist 
Hazel Carby argues that many racial-uplift projects (particularly within the context of the Great 
Migration) hinged on a ‘moral panic’ concerning black women’s allegedly errant sexuality. Many mutual-
aid and charitable organizations, she points out, were established in hopes of teaching black women to 
mold their sexualities around the dictates of heterosexual marriage, child-rearing, and other middle-class 
arrangements of gender and sexuality. Hazel Carby, “Policing the Black Woman’s Body in an Urban 
Context,” Critical Inquiry 18, no. 4 (Summer 1992): 738-755. 
93 “Beauties are His Business.” Ebony (February 1960), 84. 
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solo acts, and ensemble bows at the end of each performance. None of the Beige Beauts or 

Modern Harlem Girls received such attention unless they graduated to solo acts—which only 

happened at Steele’s discretion.94 In insisting on a continuous reach of authority, encompassing 

everything from dancers’ physical appearance to the intricacies of the routines they performed, 

the discourses constructing Steele-as-author stake his power on three central capacities: an 

understanding of feminized labor as ‘raw material,’ in need of masculine ordering; a 

commitment to transparency and visibility as tools for arranging this ‘material’; and the 

necessity of a singular authorial voice to make these arrangements viable. 

On some level, Steele’s authority unwittingly acknowledges the forces it tries to contain. 

For his power to have such a vast reach, it had to have something to reach for. Both Steele and 

his dancers understood how completely Smart Affairs’ success relied on the autonomous talent 

of its chorus dancers. To meet the revue’s imposing demands—numerous costume changes, 

memorizing several routines for one performance, performing for long stretches at a time, over 

several shows in the course of one night, bringing a wild range of creative visions to life—chorus 

members had to be versatile and adaptive, especially as far as dance styles and vocabularies 

were concerned. Former dancers with the revue recall having to master several dance forms, 

including tap, jazz, and vernacular dance; in many cases, especially for those dancers who 

performed as featured acts, classical and modern forms (both Western and Afro-diasporic) were 

desired skillsets. This is to say nothing of the peculiar gags, stunts, or talents a concept might 

require dancers to master on the fly. (One dancer recalls an edition of Smart Affairs that 

required “Robin Hood” antics—that is, learning to swing across the performance space, 

effectively yet safely, on sets of ropes.) As veteran revue dancer Libby Spencer bluntly states, 

 
94 I have culled details about Steele’s rehearsal and direction practices from Dixon Gottschild, Joan Myers 
Brown, 92-107; Philadelphia Folklore Project, Stepping in Time, 29-32; Plenty of Good Women Dancers, 
directed by Barry Dornfeld and Debora Kodish (2004: Philadelphia Folklore Project),  
https://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=293; and Mary Louise Williams, “An Interview with 
Mary Louise Williams,” interview by Claytee D. White, Boyer Early Las Vegas Oral History Project, Oral 
History Research Center at UNLV (Las Vegas, NV: University Libraries, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, 
1998), 20-28;  Yvonne Walton, phone call with the author. 

https://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=293
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“We did every type of dance.” That degree of artistic agency was an absolute necessity within the 

context of a show like Steele’s: “[M]ost of those producers were not good dancers. They had the 

ideas and then we had to bring out the ideas with their music….”95 

The ever-present agency of Smart Affairs’ chorus thus undermines Steele’s apparent 

control on both practical and representational levels. At root, this ambivalence is a question of 

how black flesh was rendered to produce presence in performance. Controversy erupted 

whenever the chorus’ black female dancers wielded this power to their own ends—ends which 

often clashed with Steele’s vision of ‘clean’ entertainment. As Smart Affairs won the acclaim of 

audiences and critics, black newspapers fielded a small discourse around the so-called ‘revival’ 

of black chorus dancing. Brief profiles and features offered readers a glimpse into the creative 

practices and private lives of famed dancers like Connie Hill, Lauren Cathrell, and Toby Winters. 

Backhanded in their appraisal of these women’s talent, such articles overshadow considerations 

of craft (like experiments with music selection or performance techniques) with commentary on 

the women’s physical attributes, or patronizing comments on their long-term professional 

aspirations. A profile of famed exotic dancer Sonia Milbourne, for instance, purports to survey 

her recent creations, but undercuts her prowess and experience by noting that Milbourne “never 

had a dancing lesson in her life.”96 Admittedly, this discourse frames chorus dancing as a craft 

with its own history and infrastructure. Yet, even as it acknowledges some of chorus dancing’s 

hidden labors, it curtails the extent of agency or self-narration allowed to its subjects. This 

discourse also treats the (re)appearance of black chorus dancers as a phenomenon to be both 

appreciated and questioned. Appreciated, because it marks the return of a publicly treasured 

period in black American performance history; namely, “the leg shows of a past era.”97 

Questioned, because claims for artistic autonomy inflect the conversation in ways that trouble 

an easy reception of chorus dancers as “flesh decorations.”  
 

95 Philadelphia Folklore Project, Stepping in Time, 31. 
96 “Is Exotic Dancing Art?” New York Amsterdam News (New York, NY), August 11, 1951. 
97 E.B. Rea, “Old Art Dressed Up in a New Look.” Baltimore Afro-American (Baltimore, MD), July 24, 
1948. 
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Discussion of chorus dancers’ methods and motives made a concerted effort to submerge 

the ways in which chorus dancing acted as a vehicle for black women’s agency. As the features 

often note, many chorus dancers pursued their work less out of a commitment to artistic 

excellence, and more as “a means to an end” (as chorus dancer Jean Worlds said of her own 

work with Archie Savage).98 Many members of the Beige Beauts joined Smart Affairs because 

they wanted to travel across the country and around the world; because they were proud of their 

good looks; because they enjoyed the attention of male suitors; and because they wanted to 

dabble in show business, only to find it was not a long-term interest. When Steele’s directorship 

proved too restrictive, chorus dancers often protested his habit of garnishing wages and delaying 

chorus dancer’s payments through lawsuits and attempts at unionization.99 Taken together, this 

chorus of movement stages the power of revue dancing to overflow the confines which would 

confine it. Further testimonies from Smart Affairs dancers reveal dancing as “a means to an 

end” as a vision, a relationship to dance, that recognizes chorus dancing not as a ‘legitimate’ 

livelihood, but as one activity among many a black woman might choose to pursue. These 

actualities expose the familial kinship of Smart Affairs as an easily unraveled fiction. Just as 

chorus dancers could not easily be kept in line by Steele, so their dancing labor could not be 

wholly contained by the dictates of professionalism. 

Constructing dance as a professional endeavor—one in which the final product 

demanded a total and unquestioning investment of performers’ resources—allowed to Steele to 

exploit chorus dancers. These dancers, however, assumed a markedly different attitude about 

their abilities. They recognized the extent to which their resourcefulness was valued, and also 

the inevitability that it would be pathologized were it not subjected to gendered, sexualized, 

classed, and (therefore) racialized forms of control. Yet many of them pursued their own visions 

anyway. Dancing was but one practice they leveraged to actualize themselves. What to say, then, 

 
98 “Editor’s Corner.” Baltimore Afro-American (Baltimore, MD), July 24, 1948. 
99 Rea, “Is Exotic Dancing Art?” 
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about dancers who pursued dance not just as a livelihood, but who also reveled in the discipline 

required to cultivate mastery in their form? Put differently, how did professionalization 

function within the purview of the Smart Affairs experience? How could a dancer leverage their 

skills not just to secure a livable wage, but also to ‘say something’ about themselves and their 

lived experience through dance? And what sort of skills were required to make oneself known as 

a professional dancer—a performer who could captivate and arouse audiences without either 

party becoming disorderly? Fontaine’s time in the Smart Affairs chorus shines light on these 

questions. 

 

BECOMING (SELF-)POSSESSED: LON FONTAINE 
 
“I’m getting too old to be just a chorus boy.”100 
 
 Fontaine’s early days with Smart Affairs are marked by a struggle to assert creative 

autonomy. As his phone call with Steele illustrates, Fontaine felt his depth and breath of 

experience warranted a level of prestige and material security beyond that of “be[ing] just a 

chorus boy.” Fontaine’s circumstances expose further rifts in the revue’s family structure. 

Fontaine not only imagines himself beyond the dead-end submissiveness of chorus dancing, but 

(as we will see) he also pursues creative autonomy at the expense of cordial relationship with 

Steele. In this sense, Fontaine’s position within the revue’s structure lands somewhere between 

the gendered poles of Steele’s (masculinized) authority and the Beige Beauts’ (feminized) 

sustenance of the revue. Though Fontaine narrates his struggle for autonomy as a series of 

brushes with Steele and fellow performers, his efforts are most dramatically illustrated and 

enacted by “The Man with the Golden Arm,” the production number he created for the 1958 

edition of Smart Affairs. This large-scale number brought together Steele, Fontaine, featured 

soloists, and chorus dancers, and Fontaine’s account of the number offers a glimpse into how 

 
100 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 114. 
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various practices for rendering black presence interacted with one another in the course of 

producing the revue.  

Thus, just as other members of Smart Affairs created their own strategies for rendering 

black presence, we should ask how Fontaine grappled with black fleshliness in his attempts to 

distinguish himself from an anonymized understanding of blackness. Most importantly, we 

should note how Fontaine’s strategies oriented him toward a unique goal. If Steele worked 

toward an image of black heteronormativity, and the Beige Beauts often leveraged dancing as a 

fugitive reclamation of agency, then Fontaine embraced the prospect of ‘saying something’ 

through dance. His was an individualist stance, one that set him against the collectivity of family 

and the elusiveness of enfleshed resistance. ‘Saying something’ becomes, for Fontaine, a sure 

way to distinguish his talents as a soloist and choreographer, a legitimate artist in his own right. 

This agenda posits corporeal arrangements that thinks ‘aesthetic’ conventions in relation to 

more ‘everyday’ ways of being. As Fontaine outlines his struggle for recognition, then, we begin 

to see not just how the body/flesh distinction affected dancers like him, but also how someone of 

Fontaine’s racial, gendered, and sexual positions might have negotiated that distinction. In 

other words, we might consider how Fontaine’s pursuit of professionalism (re)calibrated his 

understanding of the lines demarcating dancing from other arrangements of corporeal 

experience. 

Fontaine’s own account, and critical accounts of his early work, use two labels that point 

us toward the strategies that are intended to secure Fontaine’s professional status: “Afro-Cuban 

dance” and “interpretive dance.” Often traveling together, these descriptors dot many reviews of 

Smart Affairs performances (and Fontaine’s solo, duet, or small-group contributions to the 

revue in particular). While we might ask what particular aesthetics, training methods, or 

movement practices these labels represent, I consider these labels’ rhetorical circulation instead. 

I probe the concepts for the values they apparently conveyed to Fontaine as he learned how to 

do and make dance(s). The phrases dot Fontaine’s early path to professionalization. It appears 
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first and most explicitly in conjunction with his “boy-and-girl act,” Bibeau and Suarez. Together 

with high school classmate Mary Suarez, Fontaine built a small repertoire of quasi-Latinx songs 

and dance routines. The act enjoyed some popularity on the black nightclub circuit, particularly 

in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago; Ted Watson, theater reporter for the Pittsburgh 

Courier’s Chicago outpost, wrote a feature hailing them as the “most unique” act of their kind 

“in the Middlewest.”101 Watson identified Bibeau and Suarez as an interpretive dance act, as 

most entertainment writers of the day would have. The ‘interpretive’ function of their 

performances lay in adapting ‘folk’ cultural material—almost always from non-Euro-American 

cultures—for stage performance.102 Along these lines, Fontaine’s encounters with Afro-Cuban 

dance actually precede his work with Suarez (even if they were not identified explicitly as such). 

One of Fontaine’s first professional jobs was a stint with the Archie Savage Dancers, a group 

well-known for its quasi-ethnographic renderings of exotic and primitive themes (in loose 

keeping with the work of Savage’s former collaborator, mentor, and employer, Katherine 

Dunham). One critic even senses “Afro-Cuban tones” in “The Man with the Golden Arm,” the 

Smart Affairs production number that Fontaine identifies as his catapult to creative 

independence.103 At significant stages in Fontaine’s creative journey, Afro-Cuban dance appears 

in tandem with his growing ability not only to perform, but also to visualize and compose 

entertaining, well-crafted nightclub production numbers. 

Interest in Afro-diasporic dance circulated in various contexts during Fontaine’s time, 

though not as a discrete or unified entity. One major context sprang up around President 

Franklin Roosevelt’s passage of the Good Neighbor Policy in 1933, which solidified and 

enhanced economic cooperation between the United States and Cuba. In response to this policy, 

 
101 “Bibeau and Suarez, Interpretive Dancers, Most Unique in Middlewest.” Reproduced in Fontaine, Star 
Dancing, 45. 
102 A concise scholarly definition of interpretive dance can be found in Das, “Choreographing a New 
World: Katherine Dunham and the Politics of Dance,” pgs. 34-36. Anthony Shay outlines a history of the 
genre in Dancing Across Borders: The American Fascination with Exotic Dance Forms, particularly in 
the book’s second chapter. Shay, Dancing Across Borders: The American Fascination with Exotic Dance 
Forms (Jefferson, NC: MacFarland, 2008), 130. 
103 Stef. “Night Club Reviews: The Village. S. F.” Variety, April 3, 1957, 85. 
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Prohibition-era restrictions on alcohol, gambling, and other vices drove middle- and upper-class 

Americans to the Caribbean. During this time, many of the most widely circulated black 

newspapers ran thinly veiled advertisements extolling the virtues of Cuba and other Caribbean 

nations, largely in shameless attempts to drum up tourism.104 In this sense, political and 

economic projects articulated cultural consumption as a way to expand and protect the country’s 

imperialist interests. A wealth of movies, albums, and other commercial media inspired by 

Caribbean tropes (whether real or imagined) spring from this period.105 This trend arguably 

includes a simultaneous interest in putatively ethnographic displays of Caribbean folkways. 

During the latter portion of the 1930s, newspapers ran features about various “voodoo” or 

“yanyego” music and dance troupes, many of which made appearances at museums, fundraisers, 

and nightclubs—often in the same tours of the United States.106 While these two projects 

represent more mainstreamed, commercialized engagements with intercultural encounter, 

several concurrent Pan-Africanist political movements made efforts to forge material and 

imaginary links between international black communities earlier in the twentieth century. These 

efforts found support across social strata—though for widely varied reasons, and in many 

different forms (ranging from radical political campaigns to more bourgeois interests in the 

burgeoning civil-rights cause).107 In many instances, accounts of Cuba’s apparent embrace of 

 
104 See, e.g., Schwartz, Pleasure Island. 
105 Danielle Goldman briefly discusses mambo’s transnational development in relation to Good Neighbor 
cultural diplomacy in I Want to be Ready. Danielle Goldman, I Want to Be Ready: Improvisation as a 
Practice of Freedom (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 23-32. See also Rosalie 
Schwartz, Pleasure Island: Tourism and Temptation in Cuba (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 
1997), 117-118. 
106 One such group was the so-called Yanyego Voodoo Dancers; though the group appeared in a number of 
New York and Chicago clubs between 1937 and 1939, they initially came to the United States to perform in 
the context of ethnological or anthropological displays. A survey of newspaper coverage suggests the 
earliest of such performances occurred at the Chicago World’s Fair of 1933; others followed at the Texas 
Centennial in August 1936, and at Rockefeller Center’s Dance International exposition in December 1937. 
The latter event assumed an explicitly pedagogical function, as it presented audiences with lectures, 
exhibitions, and performances intended to sketch an evolutionary picture of world dance. See, e.g., Abel, 
“Vaude-Nite Clubs: Night Club Reviews – Voodoo Club, N.Y.,” Variety, October 6, 1937, 128; “‘Devil’ 
Dancers Shriek to Jungle Rhythms in International Show at Rainbow Room,” New York Times (New York 
NY), December 1, 1937; “Crowded Program at Dance Carnival,” New York Times (New York, NY), 
November 30, 1937. 
107 See Robin Kelley, Freedom Dreams; Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism. 
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black people—either those who lived within the country, or those who visited as tourists or 

military personnel—framed the island as an example for those who sought inspiration for lives 

beyond the pale of segregation and economic exploitation.  

In all of these instances, Cuba exemplifies changing relationships between race, cultural 

politics, and the politics of culture. None of these spheres of activity are the sole or primary 

reason for ‘Afro-Cuban dance’s’ increased presence and circulation in the United States between 

the World Wars. However, they are all contexts wherein black people figure as political actors, 

and historical import is registered in their cultural production. These divergent (and 

occasionally convergent) contexts all represent efforts to expose the making of black life, 

generally, and Afro-diasporic culture more specifically. From another perspective, these 

phenomena demonstrate blackness—as the ‘primitive’—becoming ‘modern.’108 In contrast to its 

relative isolation from other forms of popular performance, the ‘savage’ consciously becomes 

fodder for performance. We might understand the work of Katherine Dunham and Pearl Primus 

(among others) in this way; as trained anthropologists and seasoned performers, both women 

explicitly framed their academic and artistic research as self-conscious narrations of black 

diaspora. They could (and did) temper the degree to which they turned ethnographic 

observations into lecture-demonstration, feel-good entertainment, or a combination of the two. 

Dance (as) pedagogy became an important aspect of this project, since it implicated the ways in 

which dancers and audiences learned to use, watch, and understand dance as a vehicle for a 

construction of cultural identity. To be sure, audiences did not always pick up on these lessons; 

nonetheless, accounts of such performances frame their encounters with Afro-diasporic dance 

as interpretations of diasporic folk culture for entertainment purposes—hence the label of 

interpretive dance. Thus, in contrast to the ‘flesh line’ of chorus dancing, wherein dancers’ 
 

108 For more information about primitivism in theatrical dance, see Stephanie Leigh Batiste, Darkening 
Mirrors. See also Vévé A. Clark, “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance,” in 
Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham, ed. Vévé A. Clark and Sarah E. Johnson (Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 320-340; and Susan Manning, “Watching Dunham’s Dances, 1937-
1945,” in Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham, ed. Vévé A. Clark and Sarah E. Johnson 
(Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 256-266. 
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bodies become the focus of the performance, interpretive dance promises some opportunity 

(however scant) for black dancers to portray characters, or to offer imaginative takes on ‘ancient’ 

or ‘savage’ performance forms—in short, to exert some degree of craft and authorship over their 

representation. 

This creative approach is a core part of Fontaine’s self-realization as a dancer, and it 

implicates an ensemble of strategies for making and performing dance. Importantly, it alerts 

Fontaine to the particular demands of professional dancing. Until meeting the Savage Dancers 

in 1944, Fontaine learned and practiced dance (primarily “hoofing,” as he calls it) on the job and 

in social settings, like many of his peers. Fontaine wryly recounts the close relationship between 

dancing and more ‘everyday’ corporealities in Star Dancing’s first pages. Breaching an exclusive 

working relationship with his first dancing partner Marie Davis, Fontaine meets and learns from 

two older tap dancers who trade steps on the front porch of their home. The trio quickly become 

a new act. On the way home from a rehearsal, Fontaine is ambushed by Marie’s two brothers; 

Marie has apparently caught wind of Fontaine’s betrayal and wants to hurt him in revenge. But 

“somehow being a dancer now,” Fontaine manages to break free of the attack with his “arms 

bec[oming] like windmills on each side of [him].” With this mutual reinforcement of skills 

particular to dance and to street fighting, Fontaine supposes “I guess that’s how I learned to use 

my arms so fast in my dancing…”.109  

By contrast, his initiation into “that new kind of dancing, like Katherine Dunham [does]” 

corrals his dancing into a distinct repertoire of bodily techniques. Fontaine’s first experience 

with the Savage Dancers is, interestingly, a ballet class. As he narrates it, Fontaine’s first ballet 

class bears three kinds of significance. First, he watches and learns from “the very talented and 

beautiful, Janet Collins” (who would eventually become the Metropolitan Opera’s first black 

principal dancer). Second, he hears the word “choreograph” for the first time. The first two 

points intersect in the third: ballet training becomes a gateway to Fontaine’s understanding of 

 
109 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 6. 
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dance as discipline, in all senses of the word. At first Fontaine assumes that ballet is “easy,” and 

that he can learn the form by visual mimicry (as he had tap). But he overestimates his 

competence as he executes his version of a plie, “slowly go[ing] down, with [his] butt stuck out a 

mile.” Collins calls out Fontaine’s laxness: “Lon, this is a dance movement. You are not getting 

ready to sit on a toilet stool.” Collins’ remark, together with the challenge of “learn[ing] many 

new names, of dance movements, that the French had named when they perfected the dance, 

known as ballet,” signals Fontaine’s accession to dance as a discrete movement form. It cannot 

be approached in the same spirit as other forms of movement. It demands its own awareness of 

bodily use, as well as a deliberate organization of attention.110 

Distinguishing dance from everyday life eventually becomes another of Fontaine’s most 

fiercely held values as an artist. From his first rehearsal with the Savage Dancers, “eight of the 

greatest dancers [he] had ever seen,” Fontaine attempts to build a robust dance practice for 

himself. He begins “working on a new type of dance” blending “ballet (which I now loved) and 

jazz.” While developing this practice, Fontaine describes feeling isolated, even alienated from his 

fellow cast members; solo creative experimentation occupied the time others spent drinking, 

using drugs, or getting entangled in romantic drama. By 1952, personal disagreements and 

professional conflicts led Fontaine to part ways with both Donald Fontaine (the other Fontaine 

Brother) and Mary Suarez. Nonetheless, word quietly spreads about Fontaine’s independent 

study, and he is eventually hired to choreograph and direct prominent revues with impresarios 

Pete Nugent and, eventually, Larry Steele.111 

Professionalization has striking effects on Fontaine’s negotiations of gender and 

sexuality while on the road. He presages Suarez and Donald Fontaine’s compromised stage 

performances while describing one of the highlights of his Bibeau and Suarez act. “Your Time 

Has Come,” one of a handful of original songs Fontaine wrote to perform, dramatizes the 

 
110 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 18. 
111 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 48. 
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blurring of boundaries between performance and everyday life, as well as those between 

compromise and violence. As he narrates it, the performance foreshadows the conflict that will 

eventually ruin Fontaine’s collaboration with Suarez. True to the immersive context of nightlife 

entertainment then popular in smaller black nightclubs, Suarez kicks off the number by 

mingling among the tables; she enters the space “switching and flirting with all the men, in the 

audience.” Fontaine storms into the space, “snatch[ing] her by the arm” to chide her (in song) 

for violating the relational—and spatial—boundaries of their partnership. His words soon turn to 

violent, coercive action, in keeping with the demands of the apache dance form. 112 Of course, 

Fontaine distinguishes between ‘real’ and ‘theatrical’ violence—as with the injuries an 

intoxicated Suarez receives during one performance of “Your Time Has Come.” But in the gap 

between those two contexts lies the ability to manage and restrain one’s sensual capacities. 

Fontaine dissolves the boy-and-girl act when he encounters Suarez doing drugs with a bevy of 

her “new-found male friends.” For him, in this moment, the discipline of strict individual 

control contrasts starkly with the rush of unorganized group activity—especially activity that 

betrays an ‘excessive’ or ‘disordered’ sexuality. 

The latter part cannot be overstated: Fontaine frequently states that he formulated his 

identity as a dancer and choreographer in the thick of his teenage years. Learning to distinguish 

among dance forms and practices often occurred alongside his recognition of gendered and 

sexual difference. Such instances occur most vividly in the passages recounting Fontaine’s days 

 
112 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 46-47. Fontaine explains that “Your Time Has Come” was an “apache” 
number, a partner-dance form which originally circulated transnationally in tandem with tango during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The form easily found a home in an 
exoticist/interpretive dance context, as it dramatized a violent—and fatal—quarrel between an ethnically 
marked underclass pimp and his prostitute/love interest. We might imagine that after Fontaine grabbed 
Suarez by her arm, a repertoire of violent entanglements ensued: he dragging her by her hair onto the 
stage; he slapping her across the face; she struggling to break free from an aggressive embrace; he 
hoisting her upside-down into the air, sending her legs flying; and, finally, he eventually ‘killing’ her. I 
have culled descriptions of the apache from Colleen Kelly, “Apache: The Original Dangerous Game,” Fight 
Master 13, no. 1 (Winter 1990): 10-15; Julie Malnig, Dancing Till Dawn: A Century of Exhibition 
Ballroom Dance (New York, NY: New York University Press, 1992), pgs. 24-25; Marta Savigliano, Tango 
and the Political Economy of Passion (New York, NY: Routledge, 1995), pgs. 110-112; and Gaylyn Studlar, 
“Valentino, ‘Optic Intoxication,’ and Dance Madness,” in Screening the Male: Exploring Masculinites in 
Hollywood Cinema, ed. Steven Cohan and Ina Rae Hark (New York, NY: Routledge, 1993), pg. 26. 
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as a chorus dancer in the 1949 musical Carmen Jones. Fontaine strongly implies that the show 

induced his first sustained encounter with queer styles of socializing. He is “eager to learn” 

about the circumstances, but also finds himself out of his depth when faced with evidence of gay 

sociality and sexuality. “I hadn’t given sex that much thought. If a girl was in my bed and the 

flesh moved, I did what was expected. I never gave it a name.”113 In fact, how “the flesh move[s]” 

becomes one of his most trusted tells for how trustworthy or secure his existence as an 

ostensibly straight male may be in a given social situation. For example, he openly flaunts his 

disdain at the bewilderment caused by noting his peers’ excitement at meeting a famous “female 

impersonator,” an announcement met by joyous “high kicks and spins.” Their ebullient offstage 

dancing is of a piece with (what he deems as) their mannered ways of speaking, their 

preoccupation with fashion, and their general lechery toward Fontaine—who depicts himself as 

an oblivious teenage newcomer to the world of showbusiness. He roots the unfamiliarity of both 

gay male camp and female sociality in its corporeal manifestations. How his peers look, act, 

speak, move, and otherwise occupy space often strikes him as unnatural, unhealthy, and 

undisciplined. Fontaine’s desire for heteronormatively ordered uses of the body thus becomes 

more than a metaphor. His dancing lonerism facilitated a felt need to find ‘order’ among the 

repertoire of physically excessive social and sexual practices which apparently comprised his life 

as a chorus dancer.  

Tellingly, Fontaine harbors considerable respect for those dancers—and especially those 

male dancers—who maintain a clear separation between their on- and offstage corporealities. 

These are dancers who, in Fontaine’s estimation, can be physically expressive without losing a 

requisite sense of who they ‘naturally’ are as people. It is this ability which, in 1952, attracts 

Fontaine to a young Alvin Ailey in San Francisco. Fontaine eventually decides to hire Ailey for 

his Champagne Supper Club revue114 both for his ability to learn choreography quickly and for 

 
113 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 23. 
114 The Champagne Supper Club revue is the first for which Fontaine served as dancer, choreographer, 
and director. Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 81. 
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his “very masculine” way of moving.115 Fontaine’s narration tracks his increasing success at 

cultivating this distinction for himself. In fact, it is this distinction which facilitates his eventual 

appreciation for ballet. Over the course of the book’s first hundred pages, Fontaine goes from 

regarding ballet as a dance form for ‘sissies,’ to wandering into an audition for Antony Tudor—

the lone man in street clothes among a studio filled with “twenty male dancers in ballet tights”—

to fusing classical dance with jazz in his solo experiments. In the end, ballet becomes a form 

which Fontaine “loves,” not least because he comes to understand it apart from whatever 

gendered or sexual currency it might have. Ultimately, Fontaine uses dance as an opportunity to 

produce stunning entertainment, however necessary. From the outset of his career in nightclub 

choreography, he made dances which staged spectacular representations of heterosexual 

union—often, with the male dancers glistening, painted, or “look[ing] like thunder gods.”116 But 

these numbers, like Fontaine’s broader journey into professional competence, hinged on a strict 

partition between dance and other forms of bodily use. Beyond the themes or movement 

vocabularies exhibited by any of his productions, Fontaine staked a claim in his field by 

constructing dance as a means of transforming the ‘raw material’ of lived difference into 

performance. In this way, Fontaine’s dance research enables him to become a proponent of “that 

new kind of dancing.” 

 
115 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 92, 98. In keeping with black/queer studies practice, I do not consider the fact 
of Ailey’s sexuality per se. As Fontaine tells it, Ailey’s (homo)sexuality was a non-issue (and, indeed, an 
apparent unknown). What mattered most was the relationship between Ailey’s corporeal expressions of 
gender and sexuality both as a dancer and in his life more broadly. That such a division exists in 
Fontaine’s understanding of dance practice accords with the choreographies of closeting to which Ailey 
enacted during his career—as did Archie Savage, James Truitt, and countless others of the black male 
dancers with whom Fontaine collaborated. See Thomas DeFrantz, Dancing Revelations: Alvin Ailey’s 
Embodiment of African American Culture (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 188-192; and 
Susan Manning, “Watching Dunham’s Dances,” 263-264. Susan Foster theorizes the phenomenon of 
choreographic closeting in her article “Closets Full of Dances,” tracing a geneaology that begins with “the 
earliest modern strategically position[ing] their dances as far from the sexual as possible.” Indeed, Foster 
argues the pursuit of “chaste dancing” helped position early modern-dance experiments as aesthetic 
(rather than carnal) endeavors. Susan Leigh Foster, “Closets Full of Dances: Modern Dance’s Performance 
of Masculinity and Sexuality,” in Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On and Off the Stage, ed. 
Jane Desmond (New York, NY: Routledge, 2001), 149-150. 
116 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 51. 
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Further, these practices enable Fontaine to resist the homogenizing demands of revue 

performance. Fontaine recounts the amount of work he contributed to the show’s success: he 

choreographed multiple routines for each installment of Smart Affairs, helped less 

accomplished performers bolster their dance skills, and occasionally performed feature roles in 

small-group numbers. Despite this outpouring of effort for Steele’s show, Fontaine spends the 

first few years receiving the standard chorus-boy pay rate, and (like his peers in the chorus) is 

not given adequate public credit for his contributions. But Fontaine assures readers that these 

issues, though upsetting, are the least of his worries. Ever the dedicated performer, Fontaine 

claims: “Money was never the thing with me. The recognition of my talent was.”117 He barely 

contains his jealousy while noting the successes some of his peers enjoy because of their work on 

Smart Affairs, rising from the chorus to featured and solo acts in the show, catching the eye of 

booking agents and managers, and eventually (in some cases) finding national and international 

acclaim as star performers in their own right. Fontaine narrates his first years with Smart 

Affairs as a small-scale battle with invisiblization—one in which he works tirelessly to turn out 

good ideas and solid dancers but is not given the pride of place to match his efforts. Ample 

credit, fair pay, career advancement, and a chance to find acclaim “without Larry’s help” were 

the goals that marked Fontaine’s passage into professionalism (and into virtual adulthood as 

well).118 As Fontaine narrates, he made a few rogue attempts to claim the spotlight for himself 

during feature moments in Smart Affairs productions, often through eye-catching costume 

choices—a white tuxedo when his peers wore all black, for instance—or flashy self-

choreographed solos. Importantly, such moments are more than fleeting attempts to win respect 

or prestige. Feeling and showing himself as an individual is, for Fontaine, an attempt to present 

himself as a self-possessed artist.  

 
117 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 120 (emphasis in original). 
118 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 122. 
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I suggest that, for Fontaine, the act or process of possession is more than metaphorical, 

and in fact constitutes one of his most significant articulations of an ‘Afro-Cuban’ dancemaking 

practice. It functions as a form of metakinesis: possession is not a discrete dancemaking practice 

in itself, but is an arrangement of the performer-audience relationship produced by a particular 

bundle of dancemaking practices.119 To be clear, I am not making any claims about the spiritual 

import of Fontaine’s work, nor does any of my evidence suggest that religious ritual formed a 

significant part of his dancemaking practice. Yet, in the same ways that other “Afro-Cuban 

tones” are woven into the development of his artistry, the devices that allowed early concert-

dance choreographers of black diaspora to stage religious and/or spiritual ceremony survive in 

Fontaine’s work. On a conceptual and structural, rather than representational level, “Golden 

Arm” enacts possession as an extraordinary reclamation of bodily and choreographic agency. It 

mobilizes resources within the revue format, but steers them toward ends that (in Fontaine’s 

hopes) would exhort, even compel performers and audiences to practice new forms of encounter 

with black male dancing bodies. 

Works by Ramsay Burt and Mark Franko help me develop a framework for 

understanding “Golden Arm” as a performance of possession. Both authors discuss the social 

and cultural effects of ritual and spirituality as devices for organizing movement. Burt looks to 

Katherine Dunham’s functionalist120 approach to both anthropological field research and stage 

 
119 Originally coined by dance critic John Martin in the 1930s to describe the poetics of Martha Graham’s 
work, metakinesis posits that movement “conveys” thought—that the emotional intention of a movement 
can be deduced both rationally and viscerally by its viewers. Martin’s concept has been critiqued at length 
in more recent dance-studies scholarship, not least because it universalizes the processes by which 
meaning is produced through dance. I reference it here precisely because it resonates with choreographic 
agendas pursued within the network of practice now commonly called “second-generation American 
modern dance.” For more information about Martin’s theorization of metakinesis, see chapter 3 of Foster, 
Choreographing Empathy: Kinesthesia in Performance (London: Routledge, 2011); and Mark Franko, 
“History/Theory – Criticism/Practice,” in Corporealities: Dancing Knowledge, Culture, and Power, ed. 
Susan Leigh Foster (New York, NY: Routledge, 1996), 25-52. 
120 As Burt explains, a functionalist approach to anthropology “seek[s] to explain social phenomena in 
terms of imperatives to fulfil biological and psychological needs.” Ramsay Burt, Alien Bodies: 
Representations of Modernity, ‘Race’ and Nation in Early Modern Dance (London: Routledge, 1998), 
149-150. Describing the yonvalou dance of Haiti’s Rada-Dahomey cult, for instance, Dunham identifies 
the dance’s function as one of “release from emotional conflict by an establishment of contact with some 
superior being.” The dance’s function manifests through its movement: “The movement of the ‘yonvalou’ 
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choreography, considering the conceptual and practiced relations that hold the two together. He 

distinguishes Dunham’s investment in ritual from those of other, roughly contemporaneous 

modernist choreographers, like Mary Wigman and Martha Graham. Burt argues that, with a 

perspective that blended functionalist and psychoanalytic concerns, Dunham approached 

religious and/or ritual dance with an interest in movement’s capacity to facilitate (and perhaps 

catalyze) spiritual encounter. Further, this approach strives to convey something of the 

movement’s ‘original’ function to audiences, in spite of (and sometimes, by way of) the many 

circumstances differentiating a dance’s originating context from the concert stage.121 

Looking to one of Dunham’s predecessors, Franko considers the reception of Asadata 

Dafora’s work Kykunkor as a primitivist ballet that ultimately signaled a degree of cultural 

‘authenticity’ and import for viewers of varying racial, ethnic, and class affiliations. For Franko, 

Kykunkor “recalls” and “exceeds” the expressive effects of modernist and radical concert dance 

in its staging of spiritual possession. Where these other subgenres interpellated audiences 

through affective and emotional appeals, respectively, possession offered black choreographers 

a vehicle for ‘self-expression’ and a politically oriented generation of emotion, but in ways that 

arguably put audiences at the mercy of the piece’s effects. Both studies understand possession—

as culled, or imagined, from Africanist sources by black choreographers—as a unique strategy 

for choreographing affiliation across the divisions of self/other, Western/non-Western, and 

performer/audience. Possession lays bare the process of getting ‘caught up’ in a dance, as what it 

engages is, in the words of Houston A. Baker, Jr., “the immediately mediating appearance…of a 

second and secondary self.”122 

 
is fluid, involving spine, base of head, chest and solar plexus. The effect is complete relaxation…a constant 
circular flow which has acted as a mental narcotic, and figuratively speaking, physical purgative.” 
Katherine Dunham, “Form and Function in Primitive Dance,” quoted in Burt, Alien Bodies, 149; and 
Katherine Dunham, “Form and Function in Primitive Dance,” in Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine 
Dunham, ed. Vévé A. Clark and Sarah E. Johnson (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 
505. 
121 Clark, “Memory of Difference,” 327-328. 
122 Houston A. Baker, “Caliban’s Triple Play,” quoted in Franko, The Work of Dance, 82. 
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Fontaine depicts this convergence of contrasts in his own description of “The Man with 

the Golden Arm,” particularly in those passages where he describes being “filled with powerful 

movements,” or “dancing up the walls, flying through the air, [and] being tossed from one end of 

the stage to the other.” Fontaine hoped his vivid rendering of the source material—through his 

choreography and performance alike—would catch audiences’ attention, even if “none of this 

was in Larry’s script.” Yet, for all this drama, we do not get to taste the icing on the cake (to 

borrow Fontaine’s phrasing) until the latter moments of the piece. When the junkie’s antics 

leave him limp and near-lifeless, the dealers scramble to clear him from the scene under threat 

of an imminent police raid. They stuff his body into a trashcan as stillness (save for the beams of 

police lights) falls over the bar. After a while, the protagonist revives, inching from his hiding 

place into a spotlight piercing through the darkness. He trembles, “screaming for the help of 

God,” and almost as an answer to his cries, “a fabulous, masculine body, painted all over in gold, 

with only a naked bikini covering his ‘Fruit Basket’” materializes behind him.  

This was Lionel Beckels, a Smart Affairs mainstay whose nearly-nude dance numbers 

rarely failed to earn a mention in reviews of the show. How Beckels danced is, in this moment, of 

little concern to Fontaine; what matters is that his appearance marks “The Man with the Golden 

Arm” as a fanciful intrusion into life as usual in the show. Fontaine hopes to harness the effect of 

Beckels’ inclusion to his own ends—as a striking creative choice that highlights his ingenuity as a 

dancemaker. One glimpses this desire in Fontaine’s recollection of the Smart Affairs cast 

gathering at the edges of the rehearsal space, captivated with his powerful choreography 

(despite Steele’s protestations). They lavish praise onto his dance, effectively forcing Steele to 

keep the number in the show’s lineup despite its radical departures from his agenda. Fontaine 

marks this moment as the point at which his career—much like a glowing Beckels—lurches out 

of relative obscurity into remarkable prominence. However, Beckels’ spectacular appearance 

comes to outstrip whatever value it afforded to Fontaine’s work. For, even as Fontaine’s 

admiration attests, Beckels’ strategies for rendering his own presence engaged black fleshliness 
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in ways that did not simply accept or reject Smart Affairs’ family structure, but seemed to evade 

them altogether. In this way, Beckels exposes the limits of Fontaine’s aspirations, even while 

appearing to work within them. 

 

“HIS OWN CREATING”: SIR LIONEL BECKELS, THE “MAN WITH THE GOLDEN ARM” 

If I was the cake in this number, he was surely the icing.123 

What spirit took hold of, emerged from, Fontaine, his dance, and his dancing? What I 

can say about him is limited in scope. Lionel Beckels’ presence marks nearly every review of the 

production number that I’ve found, but the specifics of his work seem to elude critics. His 

appearance is enough to catch their attention, and to label his performance work as “weird,” 

“strange,” or “out of this world.” What are these writers seeing? Collating reviews, editorial 

photos, and snatches of trivia from gossip columns, I can limn a small yet vivid portrait of 

Beckels, whose act as the “body beautiful” and “the Man in Gold” carried him through several 

installments of Smart Affairs, and into numerous performance veunes around the world. As 

“Golden Arm’s” vehicle of possession, his chosen creative practices contribute significantly to 

the dance’s metakinetic effect. 

In the context of “Golden Arm,” Beckels appears as the manifestation of some ineffable 

quality. Some saw him as the soul of Fontaine’s crumpled body; others as his conscience; others 

still as the expression of some “outer world,” emotional state, or spiritual release. He not only 

stood for deep personal expression, but also seemed to dance it. We might imagine that, in 

contrast to Fontaine’s more mimetic theatrics—marked by the miming of pain, exhaustion, or 

violence—Beckels’ corporeality emanates references and affects from a markedly different 

movement style. Note his “mask-like” face, as likely to remain stoic and composed as it is to 

twist into outsized, toothy smiles or grimaces. His arms carry this tense muscular energy as well, 

folding into sharp angles to frame his face, or radiating from his torso in long, pointed vectors. 

 
123 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 115. 
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His hands send this electricity shooting into the space around him, whether his fingers are 

splayed (exposing his pale palms in a brilliant flash), or bound in a tight blade, or warping into 

an embellishment of familiar gesture. A hand to his heart. A fist pressed against his forehead. 

Arms defiantly akimbo. Beckels imbues portrayals of emotion with a taut electricity, feeling fully 

and broadcasting that feeling beyond his body into the space around him. This is perhaps how 

people know him to be a “modernistic” or “interpretative” dancer, in his efforts to abstract 

emotion into more ‘objective’ forms of movement. 

But other forces motivate his urgent muscularity as well. The “muscle control, torso-

twist[ing,] and spin[ning]” that emerge as his choreography’s most prominent attributes suggest 

a body caught between display and an escape from it. In one studio portrait, Beckels sits atop a 

throne, enacting a position that suggests interiority, contemplation: his head rests against his 

right fist, which is propped up by his raised right knee. His gaze points away from the camera, 

apparently fixed to a spot on the ground at some distance from him. His torso curves gently 

inward. And yet, even as the pose suggests inward retreat or sheltering, his sloping back and 

inner right leg lay open to view. (Even here, his left arm slants down from shoulder to left knee 

in a straight line—a barrier slashing down to block what we can see.) Most of Beckels’ photos, 

particularly those capturing glimpses from “Golden Arm” and other Smart Affairs 

performances, register a tension that sends the surfaces of his body stretching and buckling 

toward and away from one another. Sometimes he stands in a twisted contrapposto, with legs 

crossed and bare chest stuck out. At other moments, dramatically flexed arms and hands 

suggest an intensity that remains concealed by Beckels’ facing away from the audience. Perhaps 

the most dramatic expression of this tension is his barefoot toe-stand in which, with knees bent 

and torso carefully poised, Beckels hoists the weight of his entire body onto the tips of his 

unprotected toes. Rather than offering emotional portrayal as something to be taken in easily, 

Beckles invites audiences to become entangled in the tricky act of apprehending his body-in-
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motion. This is arguably conveyed most directly by his signature “Revlon skin suit”124—a full-

body coat of gold, silver, or bronze paint. It epitomizes what these smaller coordinations 

suggest: an invitation to look that also sends some viewers turning away for relief from Beckels’ 

palpably visceral presence. 

Where Steele would maintain a strict division between the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of 

dancing, and where Fontaine would hope to bend the latter toward the former, Beckels hovers in 

the space where the one blends into the other. And just as he manipulates the display of his own 

body to encourage an apprehension of surface and depth simultaneously, Beckels used sociality 

as a medium in similarly entangled ways. At first glance, he appears as a curious outsider—a 

marginal hanger-on—among Brooklyn’s black middle class. Beckels’ bizarre antics won him gigs 

at several fundraisers, fashion shows, and social events among Harlem society.125 Yet, even 

though Beckels seems to have enjoyed social relationships with his peers on a personal level, his 

unique performance practice seems to have cemented and even enriched those connections. 

Indeed, when society or gossip columns make note of Beckels’ performances, they oven describe 

them as lively “interpretations” or “abstractions” of the themes and causes bringing celebrants 

together. In this way, dance is both a vehicle that moves Beckels through his social circles, and a 

window onto that sociality. With Beckels’ chosen movement vocabulary, representational 

strategies, and contextual situation, then, we could say that his work exposes dance as a medium 

for drawing people together—a function which not only portrays, but enacts and projects, the 

‘spirit’ of the situations in which he performs. This would put his dancing in line, at least 

partially, with the definitions of possession and chorus dancing described above. 

With more information, we see that Beckels’ dancing goes beyond embodying an 

“immediately mediating second self.” Two brief journalistic profiles of Beckels portray his 

 
124 Prim, “Night Club Reviews: Eden Roe, Miami Beach,” Variety, May 7, 1969. 
125 See, e.g., “Entertainment Highlights.” New York Amsterdam News (New York, NY), February 23, 1952. 
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enactments of performance and/as sociality as porous and fluidly configured.126 They praise his 

talents as a variously gifted artist, noting his training as a ballet dancer, his accomplishments as 

a painter, and his interest in interior and costume design. Further, they understand this prolific 

overflow of creativity as a transcendence of medium, and of the divide between Beckels’ artistry 

and broader life as well. In one profile, Beckels (who, in the author’s words, “does his own 

creating” as a dancer) alleges that a dance of his—drawing on the movement patterns of “a 

habitual drunkard”—drove him to “spen[d] house in bars studying their ways and actions.” As 

he narrates it, Beckels’ creative impulse is potentially as unsettled as it is unsettling. 

Confounding the codes by which he and his work might normally be engaged, Beckels makes 

work in ways that ask audiences to join him on a wide-ranging journey through creative and 

compositional strategies. On his part, some of these strategies require him to give his energy and 

attention over to lives other than his own—a strategy at marked odds with Fontaine’s intensely 

private, medium-specific approach to dancemaking. 

Taken together, the aesthetic, choreographic, and social aspects of Beckels’ disciplinary 

flirtations suggest a life that, like his dancing, articulates excessive and improper arrangements 

of a number of categories. One profile points up this fact when stating that Beckels “told 

reporters he has dedicated his life to his dancing and never gives a thought to marriage, in fact 

he ‘does not intend to marry,’” Beckle [sic] declares…”. The author’s gossipy profile peddles 

speculation about Beckles’ sexuality. Yet, even with no solid evidence of his sexual orientation, 

we can track how the development of his performance practice carries him ever further past the 

bounds of normative self-arrangement. The profile of Beckels-as-confirmed-bachelor catches 

him at the apparent outset of his professional performance career; in his twenty-fourth year, he 

had just landed a role as the lead dancer in a production number featured in Clarence 

Robinson’s revue at Club Ebony in Chicago. This early role showed off Beckels’ talent as a 

 
126 “Lionel Beckels, Unique Dancer in 1957 ‘Smart Affairs’ Cast,” Chicago Defender (Chicago, IL), March 
12, 1957; Francis Cauthorn, “The Night Shift...,” Philadelphia Tribune (Philadelphia, PA), November 10, 
1951. 
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pedigreed ballet dancer. Soon after joining Smart Affairs, he begins to withdraw from practicing 

respected choreographies. Beckels takes up a fling with a well-known Washington, D.C. 

socialite; around the same time, he enters the revue with Estelle Price as his female partner in 

“modernistic,” “interpretative dancing.” But before long, something shifts: Price disappears 

from Beckels’ side, though the full-body silver paint costume remains. (Paynter leaves the 

picture as well.) What has accumulated, though, is an ostensibly greater synthesis of Beckels’ 

disparate creative practices. Beckels transitions from being a dancer who sometimes paints, to 

an artist who arguably presents himself as a dancing painting.127 Movement and the body from 

which it emanates remain inescapably braided to one another. It remains implicit, and 

sometimes is stated overtly, that Beckels claims and generates performative power with his own 

skills, on his own terms. His development as a solo artist therefore challenges a number of 

arrangements: it pressures the presentation of nightclub dance as an optic or dramatic 

phenomenon, and it upsets an easy division between dance and the other artistic genres which 

inform and constitute it. This (self-)possession informs the way the dance is made, and is also 

on full display as such. 

But in so doing, it also leaves open the question of whether Beckels’ dancing is properly 

gendered. Critics implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) liken Beckels to an erotic dancer in his 

combination of strategic nudity and flashy stage presence.128 But I argue that this is more than a 

passing correspondence. As the grounds and core substance of “Man with the Golden Arm,” it 

 
127 The Chicago Defender profile on Beckels profile joins the two practices in noting that “Sir Lionel, who 
dances with his body painted with a secret gold paint formula, is an active painter who studied at New 
York’s Modern Museum of Art [sic].” “Lionel Beckels, Unique Dancer.” Meanwhile, Backchy’s portrait of 
Beckels presents a painterly version of his “Revlon skin suit”; in it, the gold paint mottles his body in a 
collection of dabs and strokes, rather than the solid coating in which he usually appears. Boris Backchy, 
Sir Lionel Beckels, Dancer, Entertainer, photograph, 10” x 8”, New York, NY. 
128 For instance, a photograph captures Beckels performing at a private social event in 1966. The picture’s 
caption accords with commonplace descriptions of Beckels, describing him as a “guilded [sic] omen.” Yet, 
in making Beckels the literal center of attention, the photograph and its caption suggest a queer 
incongruence between the “guilded omen…whose real name is Sir Lionel Beckels” and the “shapely” 
female dancers “frolicking…in bat girl costumes” who form the surrounding ensemble. I use the word 
‘queer’ in both its colloquial and theoretical senses; the nod to Beckels’ “real name” is, to me, an attempt 
to neutralize the otherwise “camp” affect of the photo. “Photo Standalone 8—No Title [Bats Are Camp],” 
New York Amsterdam News (New York, NY), March 19, 1966. See also Prim, “Eden Roe, Miami Beach.” 
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becomes the expressive resource which Fontaine harnesses to his own ends. He hopes to capture 

this putatively ‘raw’ material for bodily expression—conventionally confined to those 

performance practices coded as ‘black’ and ‘female’—and render it into an enactment of his own 

creative genius. Yet, Fontaine is ultimately disappointed by that attempt. As he notes, Beckels 

eventually goes on to win acclaim as the revue’s “Man with the Golden Arm,” while Fontaine 

remains relegated to the backstage work of training dancers and choreographing routines. To be 

sure, we should not overestimate the degree to which Beckels’ performance practices recovers 

the latent queer (that is, blackened, feminized, and overtly sexualized) content and conditions of 

Smart Affairs. The narratives depicting Beckels’ life and work promote an understanding of him 

as a singular genius, even if their compliments disparage his apparent sexual and social 

nonconformity in the process. But we can laud his work to the extent that it reveals aspects of 

all-black revue performance that Fontaine attempted to suppress in his work. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Though Fontaine treated “Golden Arm” as a vehicle for his own talents, “[he] never did 

to do [a solo act] in [Smart Affairs].”129 Some of Fontaine’s peers, including Beckels, received 

pay raises and featured spots in the revue, presumably on account of their rising acclaim as 

performers. Fontaine, meanwhile, remained a member of the chorus and a teacher for the 

revue’s less-experienced dancers.130 These circumstances soberly demonstrate that a ‘properly’ 

ordered approach to dancing ensured a limited degree of creative surety and material security, 

particularly within the purview of nightlife entertainment. To understand why that might be, we 

should consider how a creative strategy configures “the relationship between mimesis and 

figuration”131—and similarly, for rendering black presence—within a given context. Fontaine’s 

 
129 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 119. 
130 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 119-120. 
131 Vévé A. Clark centers this relationship in her analysis of Dunham’s “research-to-performance” 
methodology. Clark, “Memory of Difference,” 327. 
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own encounters with differential expressions of race, gender, class, sexuality, and nationality 

yield a unique understanding of performance, one Fontaine defines as ‘professionalism.’  

Fontaine’s struggle for expressive autonomy exposes one of black dancing history’s 

fundamental ambivalences: to strive for legible subjecthood is to contend with the stakes of both 

embodiment and enfleshment in a given context. Smart Affairs’ various artists assumed 

different relationships to these stakes based on their social positions and creative histories. 

Some, like Fontaine and Steele, leveraged their professional status to escape the conflation of 

black being, sexual and social aberration, and the body’s physical materiality. Others, like 

Beckels and many of the Beige Beauts, dove right into that conflation—largely because they were 

less likely to transcend it than their straight, male, and/or middle-class peers. All parties 

pursued their intended goals with varying degrees of self-awareness, and to varying degrees of 

success. On one hand, Fontaine’s work articulates a crucial means by which black performance 

practice is recognized and incorporated within canonical histories of American concert dance. 

His professionalism centers a modernist conceptualization of authorship, one which stems from 

a largely Afro-diasporic genealogy of dance practice. Yet, on the other hand, Fontaine’s claims to 

authorship did not generate the recognition or self-possession he sought. When we situate 

Fontaine’s practice among the ensemble of creative strategies that yielded Smart Affairs, then, 

we encounter the truth of dancing’s contingent, even indeterminate relationship to the larger 

task of ‘doing’ embodiment more generally. We are asked to consider how artists produce 

boundaries between dancing, or genres are dance, and countless other modes of performance 

and/or living. 

These considerations take on different urgencies as questions of black personhood, and 

even black subjecthood, occupy more space within a ‘collective’ American imaginary. What 

happens when the primary unit of social belonging shifts from the nuclear family to the nation? 

Accordingly, how does the question of black presence change shape as the space of one 

neighborhood stretches into the space of a city, a state, or a country (or all of those at once)? 
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Those questions inform Fontaine’s work as he moves beyond Smart Affairs into collaborations 

with other artists and organizations. Roughly five years after the premiere of “Golden Arm,” 

Fontaine will lend his choreography to an NAACP event that, in fact, directly confronts these 

questions at the peak of the so-called Civil Rights Movement. 
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Chapter 2 
 

“I Wonder Why Some People Don’t Like Me”: The NAACP’s Freedom Spectacular 
and Black Presence in the Shadow of Brown v. Board of Education 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In May of 1964, the NAACP mounted its biggest fundraising effort to date. The Freedom 

Spectacular, a star-studded variety show filmed and broadcast to movie theaters, sports arenas, 

and civic centers across the United States, aimed to raise $1 million for the Association in a 

single night. The money was intended to fund the Association’s ongoing efforts to bail anti-

segregation protestors out of jail, and to cover court costs for those sent to trial. More 

prominently, though, the show also acted as a commemoration of the Brown v. Board of 

Education decision’s tenth anniversary. These two events framed the Association’s overall status 

at the peak of the Civil Rights movement—that is, shortly before the passage of the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964. While the Association had played a prominent role in bringing the Brown cases to 

the Supreme Court, the court’s commitment to implementing the new law “with all deliberate 

speed” dampened the organization’s hope for a rapid, widespread end to segregation. Ten years 

after the fact, the Freedom Spectacular was not so much meant to celebrate the Court’s decision 

as it was meant to remind Americans that its work was still unfinished.132 The Spectacular 

aimed to remind audiences of this fact through skits, dramatic readings, and brief speeches 

illuminating the effects of segregation on “the hearts and minds of children”—a domain which 

served as the event’s central focus. It also encapsulates many of the tensions the Associations 

struggled to resolve as it navigated the period between two pieces of landmark civil rights 

legislation. For, even though the NAACP had work tirelessly to present American citizens and 

lawmakers with the very evidence it rehashed in the Spectacular, the show’s central question 

 
132 See e.g., Roy Wilkins, untitled speech, May 14, 1964, The New School for Social Research (New York, 
NY), audio, 33:33, 
https://digitalarchives.library.newschool.edu/index.php/Detail/objects/NS070204_ARC_Wilkins. 

https://digitalarchives.library.newschool.edu/index.php/Detail/objects/NS070204_ARC_Wilkins
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pressured the extent to which the organization’s chosen methods succeeded in winning freedom 

and equality for black people. 

Treating the Spectacular as an entry point into the Association’s state of affairs between 

1954 and 1965, one notices a series of splits in the organization’s operation. The most immediate 

one emerges in the show’s production. As a bicoastal event, the Spectacular pulled together 

crews from New York City and Los Angeles, each addressing the subject matter in its own way 

(and without much consultation with the other team). The New York crew, spearheaded by 

director Bill Foster, took a dramatic approach, using statistics, first-person interviews, and 

journalistic exposés as its source material. Meanwhile, the Los Angeles team, spearheaded by 

rising television producer Steve Binder, grouped songs, humorous skits, and stand-up comedy 

around a loose narrative following a young black girl on a journey through her favorite sights, 

sounds, and experiences. These tonal variations have come to mark the Spectacular’s archival 

presence; not only is the Los Angeles portion the only one surviving on film133, but its 

lighthearted tone raised several doubts—even within the Association itself—as to the special’s 

effectiveness in sparking public concern and action. Critics reviewing the Spectacular noted an 

uneasy relationship between the show’s “hard” and “soft-sell” strategies, and wondered which of 

the two was the more effective approach for winning new champions for the civil-rights cause. 

This point, in turn, represents a larger anxiety plaguing the Association at the peak of the 

Civil Rights Movement. The Spectacular represented a large-scale attempt to make NAACP 

activity publicly visible. In contrast to its legislatively oriented work, which largely took place in 

courtrooms and offices, the Association felt mounting pressure to take its political activities into 

more ‘public’ areas. They felt, as did many American citizens and media outlets, that black 

politics was increasingly associated with highly visible direct-action tactics; those groups who 
 

133 Binder claims that his DVD of “Some People,” which I watched with him, may be the only surviving 
copy of the show. He had not seen or heard of any surviving copies of “Freedom is the Word,” the 
Spectacular’s New York portion. “Some People,” dir. Steve Binder, NAACP Freedom Spectacular (1964; 
Los Angeles, CA: Freedom Network, 1964), DVD (personal recording); Steve Binder, conversation with 
the author, September 26, 2019. 
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took more gradualist approaches found themselves relegated to the background in the unfolding 

civil-rights drama. Indeed, internal correspondence captures Association leaders rapt with 

worry that younger, more visibly active groups were “running rings around [them]” by the 

middle of the decade.134 These activities—and the Association’s anxiety over them—shifted the 

grounds on which black politics was visible as such, privileging urban space and its disruption 

by masses of black people over the protection of individual black people’s private ‘rights.’ On 

another level, this represented a conflict between two agendas for black politics within the civil-

rights framework: one in which black people sought integration with American society at large, 

and one at which black communities determined their own paths forward, often at odds with 

American society. 

Lon Fontaine emerges as an important figure in this tangle of events. His work as a 

choreographer, director, and talent scout for several important black American social and 

cultural institutions made him a go-to for the Spectacular. Fontaine’s increasing prominence 

itself embodied the challenges of black commercial entertainment in the moment of increased 

desegregation.  Though he had honed his talents in establishments like the Club Harlem, 

Fontaine did not resist the material advantages afforded him by collaborating with more stable 

(read: white) performers and institutions. From this perspective, Fontaine’s own working 

conditions mirrored the question faced by the Association (though from a different angle): How 

were class-ascendant black people to balance collective, race-based claims with the individualist 

aspirations of liberal civil rights legislation? How did a collective—or at least group-oriented—

vision of black culture and politics help or hinder an integrationist project? These questions are 

set in motion at the climax of the Spectacular’s Los Angeles portion (near the end of the two-

hour event), where Fontaine’s choreography takes center stage in a five-minute production 

 
134 Roy Wilkins, memo to Henry Moon (February 1963). Group III-A, Box 253. NAACP Collection, Library 
of Congress. Quoted in Dulcie M. Straughan, “‘Lift Every Voice and Sing’: The Public Relations Effort of 
the NAACP, 1960-1965,” Public Relations Review 30, no. 1 (March 2004): 54. 
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number titled “Two-Way Street.”135 Within the context of the special, it is as close to direct-

action as the Association officially allows itself to get; the dance’s action unfolds in a street 

splitting an imaginary town into two halves. Through the power of dance and the intrigue of 

(vague) romance, a divided populace finds common ground. 

In the first chapter, I considered how Fontaine constructed a creative practice, and how 

that practice’s apprehension of blackness leveraged specific relationships between body and 

flesh. Even in the context of Smart Affairs, Fontaine’s work articulated agendas that were not 

wholly his own. This only becomes truer as Fontaine lends his creative talents to projects 

helmed by other organizations, projects in which Fontaine’s role as contributor took precedence 

over his status as an artist in his own right. “The Man with the Golden Arm” demonstrated the 

fact that, even despite his best efforts, Fontaine’s choreographic process marshalled an array of 

practices, talents, and conceptualizations of body/flesh. The available array of influences only 

expands as Fontaine collaborates with an organization as large—and as controversial—as the 

NAACP. In this chapter, the boundaries of my analysis extend beyond the contours of the 

performance event proper as I probe the distributed (or composited, to borrow a term from 

Randy Martin) aspects of Fontaine’s choreographic practice. While he may be the point of entry 

into this current discussion of choreography, my analysis emphasizes the degree to which 

Fontaine acted as one agent in a network of performers, performances, and discourses 

articulating multiple understandings of blackness and the body/flesh relationship.  

As historian Jacqueline Dowd Hall notes, neither spatial segregation nor racism’s effects 

on individual black people became central to popular understanding of civil-rights politics until 

the first Brown decision became a common topic of consideration.136 This conceptual shift took 

 
135 While the credits for “Some People” simply call the dance “Two-Way Street,” the shooting script bills 
the dance as “Two-Way Street: Evil versus Good.” It also notes that the dance is set to a piece of music 
called “Paradox” (which is not attributed to any composer). Both of these facts lend generative interest to 
my analysis in the final section of this chapter. Rick Mittelman (head writer), “Some People,” 1964, 
shooting script. Box 14, Folder 3, Steve Binder Collection of Scripts And Production Material For 
Television, 1962-1976. Arts Special Collections, University of California, Los Angeles. 
136 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1251-1252. 
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its most prominent form in the defense developed by the NAACP legal team which helmed the 

Brown defense. It also informed the social significance of race as articulated by a wide range of 

groups and interests in the period following Brown’s passage. Considered together, these 

discourses proposed an arrangement of sense and embodiment that I call the integrationist 

body: they theorized various relationships between race, the occupation of shared social space, 

and the individual’s capacity to cultivate ‘awareness’ in order to mobilize the best possible 

response to potential social conflict. In tracking the function of the integrationist body, I ask 

how it is assembled and distributed across media and contexts. Hence, my discussion of “Two-

Way Street” will range far beyond the dance itself; it will highlight those forms of attention, 

understandings of embodiment, and proposed corporealities—those tools used to render black 

presence—which subsequently find life in Fontaine’s production number. This approach accords 

with the fact that, in the moment the Spectacular goes live, bodily mobilization is often 

informed by considerations of social relation, ‘public’ space, and collective action. These are all 

modes of action that expressly frame the individual body as part of several larger networks of 

activity.  

In my discussion of “Two-Way Street,” then, I am less interested in what Fontaine’s 

dance ‘does’ (in the semiotically oriented sense proposed by Austin and Butler), and more in 

what it mobilizes—that is, in how it demonstrates and embodies a given mode of social and 

political agency. ‘The dance proper’ acts as a touchstone, but not the primary center of gravity in 

this chapter. For that reason, I firmly embed analysis of “Two-Way Street” within a broader 

consideration of “Some People,” the Los Angeles portion of the Spectacular; further, I weave 

discussion of the Spectacular into an overview of social, political, and legislative circumstances 

that collectively proposed body/flesh configurations as they concerned the potential for racial 

integration following the Supreme Court’s second Brown v. Board decision. I lend this array of 

information some coherence by dividing the chapter into four thematic sections, each of which 

delineates a key aspect of the social kinesthetic generated within the network of activity 
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surrounding “Two-Way Street.” In so doing, I consider how Fontaine’s production number 

harnesses several disparate strands of bodily knowledge in a demonstration of how—in the 

words of the Spectacular—racial integration implicated the “all of us” of American society at the 

apparent end of the Civil Rights era. Before delving into this body’s attributes and mobilization 

in “Two-Way Street,” however, I present a brief description of the production number. 

* 

“Two-Way Street” is the climax of “Some People,” the Los Angeles-produced segment of 

the Freedom Spectacular. It unfolds on a soundstage decorated to look like a small town. One 

The facades of boutiques, fancy restaurants, and salons line the left side of the space; seedy bars 

and pool halls cluster to the right. The neighborhoods stand separated by a large two-lane road 

which occupies most of the stage space. As the piece’s frenetic jazz-tinged orchestral score 

begins, we are met with the sight of people scurrying out of buildings on both sides of the street. 

Men in shirtsleeves and women in pants and skirts slink out of the jook joints, while people on 

the other side of town rush through stone arcades in tuxedoes and sumptuous dresses. A jook-

joint dancer skids some distance across the floor to catch up with a group of friends, while a 

socialite waves to a far-off neighbor; the city comes to life for the day. Yet, whatever fellow 

feeling these citizens might have is colored by a tense, halting energy. Their quick walking 

gradually explodes into tossed-off pirouettes or small space-filling leaps. Their locomotion is 

interrupted by sudden, standoffish pauses—angular, hunched, eyes glaring slightly but the 

hands spread and taut—that quickly dissolve back into flight. Wherever any person is headed, 

they mostly traverse the field’s depth. The town’s energy seethes in its respective halves and 

plateaus at the line dividing the street, which no one dares cross. 

Through the uproar, one gradually notices the qualities distinguishing one group of 

dancers from the other. Beyond their spatial separation, the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ use different 

movement vocabulary; the former flaunt the lines, pointed feet, and carriage of classical dance, 

while the latter sport the jutting hips, weighted release, and cool demeanor of theatrical jazz. 
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They are united, though, by the anxiety which propels them through space. Soon, as the music 

rushes into its main theme, the dancers are sharing space too; everyone gathers in the middle of 

the space, spilling over the line in the street and arraying themselves across the entire space. 

Their unison phrasework exhibits a collection of stylistic differences which jostle and spark off 

one another: the balletic line and carriage of the east-siders twists into the rhythmic footwork, 

jutting hips, and bent knees of the west-siders. These tensions resolve in corkscrew pivots and 

explosive X-jumps. Palms and splayed fingers flash brightly. Whatever conflict is here, it only 

sparks; it never resolves. 

Just as the phrase reaches its climax, a fresh-faced young woman emerges into view. She 

seems to appear from nowhere, running with the skirts of her dress hastily gathered in her 

clutched hand. With the group’s frazzled unison dying down, this young woman saunters over to 

the seedy side of the street. She takes on the relaxed gait and weighted glide of the jazz dancers. 

Compared to the other women here, whose sweaters and snug capris blend with the men’s slacks 

and turtlenecks, she stands out as more distinctly ‘feminine.’ She settles into an embrace with 

one of the men, until an intrusion from the east side causes her to break free of his grasp, taking 

the other man’s hand instead. Ushered to the other side, she is demurely partnered in a series of 

balletic lifts and supports. Eventually, the entire group joins the dance, both male and female 

dancers assuming the same grace the young woman had just moments before. Over the course 

of her dancing tourism—group choreography veering into pas de deux, in one case, the reverse 

happening in the other—the outlines of a love-triangle plot are sketched. The young woman’s 

dancing prowess intimates one possible direction for her new-found relationships: her skill and 

adaptability could lead to a unification, or ‘marriage,’ of the town’s warring factions. 

Soon, the slinky slow drag and balletic waltz give way to the dance’s frenetic main theme. 

The young woman’s excursions lend a new perspective to the phrasework which appeared earlier 

in the dance; a ballet dancer, we might notice, can take on the jutting hips and quick turns of the 

jazz dancer, while the latter has no trouble with the pointed toes and extended lines of the 
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former. What was once merely common space begins to resonate as shared space—space 

constituted as much by geographic boundaries as by the action mobilized within it. This fact 

finds dramatic emphasis as, in a swift punctuation of the phrase material, both groups cut across 

the wide street, not only switching sides of the stage (and the town) but erasing the invisible 

boundary that separated them. The young woman runs gingerly down the dividing line again, 

but only to catch a cue at the very front of the pack. As she leads them through the final 

moments of their unison dancing, leading them into a final pose, “Two-Way Street” drives home 

its danced lesson in racial integration. Whatever differences may have seemed to define the 

group at the beginning of the piece, a shared realization of their commonalities brings them 

together. 

 

“I AM THAT CHILD, AND SO ARE YOU” 

“Two-Way Street” is the apex of a journey through the sights, thoughts, and feelings of a 

young black child. Its proposal of integration emblematizes the NAACP’s understanding of 

American racial politics, especially during the decade-long Brown v. Board battle. Importantly, 

empathetic identification is more than a coincidental vehicle for this message. As we begin to 

understand how integration emerged as a strategic priority for the Association—it had not 

always been so—and as we begin surveying its role in shaping a particular social kinesthetic, we 

run headfirst into interiority and empathy as devices for navigating ‘race relations.’ To this end, 

we might look to the NAACP’s strategy in the Brown case to understand the integrationist 

body’s stakes and import.  

As is now well-known, the Association argued that segregation was evil due to the threat 

of "psychological stigma" that posed a threat to black people's livelihood. Then-recent literature 

in childhood psychology became the bulk of the Association's trial evidence. It was used to argue 

that negative social experiences in a child's earlier years would eventually hamper the degree to 
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which they could become productive members of American society.137 The Brown team’s legal 

strategy leveraged psychological and sociological studies that grounded racism in a “damage”-

oriented framework. Racism should be combatted, it went, because it adversely and severely 

affected the well-being of racialized subjects.138 Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s infamous “doll 

tests”139 still stand as a dramatization of this phenomenon. Michelle Wallace, in particular, 

points out that these doll tests have an afterlife reaching well beyond the Brown cases; she wrote 

about them in a moment (during the early 1990s) when they had been recently recreated a 

handful of times as ‘proof’ of white supremacy’s lingering effects on young minds.140 Though the 

methodology and conclusions of these tests have long since been complicated, their survival as a 

(psychological and theatrical?) scene is useful to note here. They frame racism and its 

outworking as a highly charged moment of encounter, one in which a black subject either 

affirms or rejects a reflection of their own image. As we will see, thee rendering of racial 

encounter as a self-contained scene becomes foundational to a common-sensing of the civil 

rights effort as it proliferates through the early 1960s. 

This strategy veered sharply from the path laid by earlier civil rights litigation. Especially 

during the 1940s, civil rights cases addressed the Supreme Court in defense of an ensemble of 

possible assaults summarized as "the right to the security of the person."141 In this moment, 

segregation in educational contexts was but one issue that—along with lynching, police brutality, 

restrictive housing covenants, and questions concerning the right to work—defined the main 

focus of civil rights legislation. Early civil-rights litigators, including those affiliated with the 

Association, used economic security as the vehicle for most of this litigation, a strategy that 

 
137 Risa Goluboff, The Lost Promise of Civil Rights (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 
245. 
138 Gwen Bergner, “Black Children, White Preference: Brown v. Board, the Doll Tests, and the Politics of 
Self-Esteem,” American Quarterly 61, no. 2 (June 2009): 299-332. 
139 Often attributed solely to Kenneth Clark, sociologists Mitchell Duneier notes that this now-legendary 
research was initiated and developed by his spouse, Mamie Clark. Duneier, Ghetto: The Invention of a 
Place, the History of an Idea (New York, NY: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2016), 88. 
140 Michele Wallace, “Modernism, Postmodernism and the Problem of the Visual in Afro-American 
Culture,” in Dark Designs and Visual Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 39-42. 
141 Goluboff, Lost Promise, 266. 
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seemed especially advantageous (and broad) as they sought to reap the benefits of the New Deal 

and increased hiring in the US military during the Second World War, among other things. 

When Brown reached the Supreme Court, Association lawyers had all but divorced their case 

from economic questions. Their psychologically oriented argument refashioned civil rights 

litigation strategy in at least three notable ways. First, by isolating segregation from a broader 

network of socio-economic factors, they reframed the practice as one of discrimination. The 

Court eventually reasoned that legal decision-making inflected through race in any way was 

suspect.142 Second, civil rights litigation's class politics took a sharp turn as right-to-work 

interests disappeared from the agenda. A more general concern for individual psychology would 

implicitly benefit all black people but would reap far fewer benefits for those whose racialized 

experiences included acute material insecurity. Third, the plaintiffs’ argument centered federally 

mandated instances of segregation. While earlier, economically focused strategies tried to hold 

both public and private actors accountable for their joint complicity in disenfranchisement, 

Brown’s strategy deliberately avoided holding private actors responsible for their decision to 

segregate businesses, housing, and employment opportunities.  

The last point's implications represent one of Brown's most notable effects on race’s 

significance in an American legal context. If public schools were incubators for American 

democracy, and if—as the scientific research had shown—children suffered the effects of 

segregation in the arena of an indispensable public institution, it was ultimately the 

government's responsibility to undo this stigmatization. The Association's strategy thus 

constructed black personhood along two related axes: (1) black people suffered long-lasting 

"psychological wounds" which (2) were best redressed by a federal response to the problem.143 

Moreover, if segregation per se was to blame for this state of affairs, it was likely best to abandon 

legislation premised on the recognition of race. As a class, then, black people became beholden 

 
142 For more on colorblind legislation, see the Introduction to Race Law Stories, ed. Devon Carbado and 
Rachel Moran (New York, NY: Foundation Press, 2008), 20. 
143 Goluboff, Lost Promise, 239. 
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to the state only insofar as they could be held accountable as individuals. The conflation of 

racism's effects with psychology interiorized this relationship, moving it out of the social sphere 

and into the 'personal' domain. But this move did more than relegate racism to the realm of 

personal responsibility. It became grounds for the interpellation of black people into an 

American civic framework. Indeed, this new approach to understanding civil rights legislation 

dovetailed with the Department of Justice's postwar attempt to reframe civil rights as 

“protection of the people by”—rather than against—“the government.”144 The United States 

Department of Justice treated the NAACP's increasingly successful litigation work as prime 

opportunity for what legal scholar Derrick Bell calls interest convergence: once the government 

recognized the Association's goals accorded with theirs, their support of the latter coopted a 

possibly disruptive political project.145 Thus, in a drastic rethinking of the Supreme Court’s 

Plessy v. Ferguson decision, the concept of “separate but equal” took on a meaning that 

exceeded its role as a descriptor of Jim Crow spatial-segregationist practices. Instead, it came to 

represent a barrier to integration—a social state which, according to the Association’s defense, 

was both a necessary good and an inevitability. 

This shift poses a dramatic challenge to the repertoire of concepts that had 

conventionally defined black being in an American context. To be sure, it was not an entirely 

new strategy to articulate ‘progressive’ racial visions through appeals to the inherent humanity 

of black people. What is striking here, though, is an articulation of that humanity through an 

appeal to black childhood. Within the purview of the Spectacular, that childhood is gendered as 

female, as evidenced by the unnamed young girl whose first-person experience acts as the 

vehicle for the show. (The same is arguably true, though more implicitly, for the Clarks’ doll 

 
144 Goluboff, Lost Promise, 247. 
145 See chapter 6 of Bell, Silent Covenants: Brown v. Board of Education and the Unfulfilled Hopes for 
Racial Reform (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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tests.146) Recall that, according to theorists like Kara Keeling and Hortense Spillers, womanhood 

did not “accru[e] to black female bodies” due to both the histories of ungendering that Spillers 

describes, and to the subsequent barring of black women from those material arrangements that 

secure ‘womanhood’ as the purview of middle- and upper-class status. Though black girls were 

scarcely protected from the “denigrated femininity” assigned to black women, we should 

consider how black girlhood mobilizes a specific construction of humanity in this context. As the 

evidence marshaled by NAACP lawyers demonstrates, the civil-rights question became most 

legible to the Supreme Court when framed as a matter of the United States’ future—that is, as a 

matter of how a ‘new’ generation of people would or would not bridge a perceived gap between 

different ethnic or racial groups. Even the Moynihan report (so often understood as a 

patronizing response to black political action during the mid-twentieth century) has much in 

common with NAACP’s defense strategy throughout the Brown ordeal; both efforts articulate 

racial struggle by way of child psychology and experience. If common-sense pervades 

adulthood—if it is so deeply rooted as to seem intractable—childhood is constructed as a domain 

where untrammeled sensory experience seems available. This is certainly how “Some People” 

frames its young female protagonist, treating her journey through the world not just as its 

subject matter, but as a vehicle for viewers to go on their own empathetic journeys. In “Some 

People,” the (male) narrator’s voiceover confirms this fact early on: “Whatever a child sees, I 

see… whatever a child feels, I feel… and whenever a child speaks, I speak—for as God shaped my 

soul—I am that child… and so are you!”147  

In addition to being helpless and curious, the protagonist of “Some People” is both eager 

and hopeful for the promise of racial integration. Her youth and optimism invoke the concept of 

a future—the idea that what matters most is the generations of black people (and Americans 

 
146 Regarding the legacy of the Clarks’ doll tests, visual-studies scholar Michele Wallace wonders: “I don’t 
know how many of [the test subjects] were girls or if anyone thought about the fact that only girls 
generally play with dolls[.]” Wallace, “The Problem of the Visual,” 39. 
147 Mittelman, “Some People” script, 1-2. 
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more generally) that will come after.148 What space will be open for them? The question stands 

as a question. Indeed, in the final scene of “Some People,” the young protagonist slowly makes 

her way toward the camera, growing larger in the frame until her entire face fills the screen. All 

the while, the narrator hearkens back to the program’s opening sentiments, but punctuates them 

with a crucial question: “I like to run and jump… laugh and cry! I like the sky below… the earth 

above… and God. (Pause.) I wonder why some people don’t like me…”149 The moment is one of 

dramatic irony, as audience members—presumably having lived lives in a segregated world—

would know the answer to the protagonist’s question. But if the audience is expected to identify 

with the protagonist, we must also consider that the child’s ignorance of racial prejudice’s causes 

are also the viewer’s. Audience members are thus suspended in a state between innocence and 

knowingness: understanding just enough about the world to be able to experience it deeply, yet 

not enough to grasp how racism operates, or even that it exists. 

Here, then, are arrangements of sense and attention that undergird racialized experience 

as proposed by “Some People,” and by the Association more broadly. Racialized experience, 

having been ‘privatized’ (that is, relocated from a social ‘commons’ to the interior of oneself, or 

one’s home), is not readily solved by recourse to government intervention. Its solutions lie 

somewhere in a vague place beyond the present moment. In fact, the current moment comes to 

represent an ever-present threat to the promise of integration. The protagonist of “Some People” 

may offer viewers a sensual reverie against idyllic backdrops of woods and beaches, but she can 

only embark on this journey by wandering away from her “man-made junkyard of a city.”150 The 

 
148 As Tavia Nyong’o and Jared Sexton argue, normative strains of American racial politics attend to 
(racial) difference insofar as it is thought to enable a world that has moved ‘beyond’ race—more 
specifically, a world in which social, political, sexual, and genetic separation between various racial groups 
has been obliterated. Both authors note that these narratives and fantasies often proceed in opposition to 
the goals of radical black politics; where the latter grounds racial multiplicity in an explicitly anti-racist 
framework, the former sets itself against the ‘separatist’ claims of ‘identity politics.’ See Nyong’o, The 
Amalgamation Waltz: Race, Performance, and the Ruses of Memory (Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2009); and Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes: Antiblackness and the Critique of 
Multiculturalism (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2008). 
149 Mittelman, “Some People” script, 40. 
150 Mittelman, “Some People” script, 1. 
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faculty of curious, wide-ranging perception is thus a double-edged sword (or, more aptly, a two-

way street). On one hand, this openness enables empathy across boundaries of difference; yet, 

on the other hand, it cannot overcome or eradicate those boundaries. Moreover, no 

responsibility is assigned or assumed for the social, political, or economic production of those 

boundaries. What’s meant to be worked out about racial identification and relation is chalked up 

to personal misgiving, soul-searching. Bergner links the ongoing impact the Clarks’ doll tests to 

precisely this “romance of American psychology”; it is a scene of crisis that persists on a 

tumultuous, irresolvable interior experience, the horizon of integration’s imminence.151  

 

“MAKING HER WAY THROUGH A MAN-MADE JUNKYARD OF A CITY” 

The interiorization of racialized experience is but one ensemble of kinesthetic 

information mobilized by the integrationist body. Grappling with this experience is, both within 

and beyond “Some People,” a matter of experiencing it on the fly—in relation to other people 

and events. The special’s young protagonist comes to know and question herself by voyaging out 

of her blighted urban home and into “the vastness of nature.”152 More generally, “Some People” 

represents encounters with difference as stops on a journey through space; each of the show’s 

various acts feature as pauses for observation along the young girl’s path. This journey is, per the 

integrationist body’s sensitivity to difference, characterized by an array of juxtapositions 

between various forms of social categorization. Some of these clashes marked contrasts between 

age groups or social capital, as when four actors deliver a mockingly serious recitation of the 

pop-rock song “Surf City, USA.” Others, like Bill Cosby’s brief stand-up set, poked fun at the 

foibles of socializing across racial lines. One especially focused crystallization of this device is 

“Two-Way Street,” which fuses direct and indirect allusions to social difference (and racial 

difference, in particular) in its staged showdown between theatrical jazz and classical dance. 

 
151 Bergener, “Black Children, White Preference,” 323. 
152 Mittelman, “Some People” script, 1. 
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“Two-Way Street,” and “Some People” overall, raises the question of what happens when 

racial conflict—that is, a confrontation between two differently-racialized parties alleged to be 

on equal footing with one another—transpires in ‘public’ spaces, spaces presumed to be shared 

by a common populace. Those spaces might be neighborhood schools or the geopolitical 

boundaries of the United States. At any rate, “the street” acts as shorthand for those public 

spaces where the fragile interior ventures out into unsure terrain, liable to be ambushed at any 

moment. The street becomes a place where one must be on guard. In many ways and for various 

reasons, various constituencies’ responses to Brown's aftermath invoked a shared anxiety over 

the meaning of (urban) geographic space, black people's occupation of those spaces, and the 

potential for mobilizing responses to that occupation. Each of these discourses articulated their 

own theories about physical bodies, their capacities to feel and move, and strategies for training 

or honing that capacity. At a moment when Americans of all races evaluated the inevitability of 

‘sharing’ spaces thought to be segregated, the physical body emerged as a medium for 

understanding and navigating local, national, and global shifts in economics and politics. 

Understanding the varied constructions of this integrationist body helps us understand how and 

why dance, generally, but a dance like Fontaine's in particular, generated meaning as the 

NAACP struggled to make sense of its role following Brown. 

As Brown reframed racism and its effects as a private issue, lawmakers across the United 

States contended with their roles in upholding civil-rights legislation. The problem was a 

paradox: individual interactions formed the apparent base of ‘race relations,’ but were also 

somehow subject to the government’s authority. The need for a solution was dire, especially as 

the United States escalated its face-off with Soviet Communism’s spreading influence. To thwart 

its influence, the United States (so it went) had to model and export the tenets of liberal 

democracy in its social, cultural, and economic capacities. News of white backlash to the Brown 

decision gained the attention of national and international media outlets, though, and both 

government officials and cultural workers shared an anxious desire to hide this nasty aspect of 
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the country’s image. One of the most prominent solutions to this dilemma was the pursuit of 

consolidation and consensus in broadcast media. Media companies—particularly television 

companies, with their growing power and prominence—found themselves in an apt position to 

lead the charge. Their technologies were rapidly becoming a watermark for trade, 

communication, and the status of ‘up-to-date’ social and cultural life (both in- and outside of the 

States); yet, their news programs and documentaries held the power to subject unsavory parties 

to the court of public opinion. The promise of joining a broadcast network thus put local 

communities and state authorities under considerable pressure to conform with the new, 

diplomatically informed ‘consensus’ about race.153 In this geopolitical sense, the country’s 

internal disagreements about racism assumed a spatial dimension. Cultural production and 

commercial interests threatened to replace a ‘states’-rights’ understanding of race relations into 

one in which states were required to understand themselves and act in accordance with a larger 

geographically-bounded entity. 

An understanding of racism’s spatial attributes circulated widely in this moment, to 

varying political ends. For some, corporate broadcast interests represented one version of this 

connection. For others, especially black political organizers and thinkers, the United States’ 

military assault in Vietnam represented another. Figures including Dr. King and sociologist 

Kenneth Clark—whose research on racial identity and self-esteem among schoolchildren 

eventually helmed the Brown defense—highlighted continuities between America’s domestic 

racism and global imperialism. Clark was most explicit about this connection when, in a 1965 

news interview, he assessed the damage and military force wreaked in Los Angeles’ Watts 

 
153 For information about the rise of national television broadcasting in the United States, and its 
intersection with Cold War policy, see Maurice Berger, For All the World to See: Visual Culture and the 
Struggle for Civil Rights (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010); Aniko Bodroghkozy, Equal Time: 
Television and the Civil Rights Movement (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2012); Michael Curtin, 
Redeeming the Wasteland: Television Documentary and Cold War Politics (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 1995); and Sasha Torres, Black, White, and in Color: Television and Black Civil Rights 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003). 
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neighborhood: “This is America’s Vietnam within our own cities.”154 Vietnam emerged as a focal 

point in hegemonic discourses as well; as the ultimate showdown between Communist and 

‘democratic’ nations, the war dramatized the stakes of Soviet takeover. Whether critiquing or 

upholding American hegemony, these disparate discourses suggested that American cities and 

global theaters were subject to what was ultimately the same strain of political unrest. In the 

hegemonic view constructed in Brown’s wake, building “a community of the free world” became 

the strategy of choice for organizing dissenting voices into a consensus.155  

By implication, an American citizen was also a global citizen. Cold War politics and the 

proliferation of broadcast journalism co-created a network of discourses in which the values of 

‘awareness’ and ‘alertness’ emerged as primary goals for the American consumer. Strikingly, 

when the Kennedy administration articulated this agenda explicitly in the early 1960s, it 

pressured the corporeal as an important site for this activity. This feeling and feeling-for (a 

national) Self and Other reverberated through Newton Minow’s testimony before a special 

Senate subcommittee in May 1961. Newly appointed by President Kennedy as chairman of the 

Federal Communications Commission, Minow exhorted the congressional gathering to embrace 

the mandate of “broadcasting in the public interest.” Between the “Communist tyranny on [the 

nation’s] doorstep” and “relentless pressure on [its] Atlantic alliance,” not to mention the “social 

and economic problems at home of the gravest nature,” American audiences would find 

themselves ill-equipped to respond to these threats given the “vast wasteland” of “old 

complacent, unbalanced fare of action-adventure and situation comedies” broadcasters 

currently offered them.156 With the threat of license revocation in tow, Minow urged 

broadcasters to offer more educational content—shows that would not simply “cater to the 

nation’s whims” or guarantee ratings. He acknowledged that stations were liable to lose viewers 

 
154 Duneier, Ghetto, 124-127. See also Herbert Aptheker, "Vietnam, Racism, and Martin Luther King, Jr.," 
in Afro-American History: The Modern Era (New York, NY: Citadel Press, 1971). 
155 See chapter 3 of Curtin, Redeeming the Wasteland. 
156 Minow, Newton M. “Television and the Public Interest,” American Rhetoric: Online Speech Bank, May 
12, 2019. https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/newtonminow.htm. 
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to such stern programming. But what most befitted the “powerful voice” and “inescapable duty” 

of the television industry, he charged, was the cultivation of mental acuity: television was 

intended “to make [the American] people aware of their world.” 

President Kennedy himself articulated the relationship between mental alertness and its 

physical manifestations. In a Sports Illustrated editorial published in December 1960, Kennedy 

also deemed “[t]he television set, the movies and the myriad conveniences and distractions of 

modern life” as integral to the emergence of what he dubs “The Soft American.”157 As its title and 

venue of publication suggest, Kennedy hones in on physical fitness, strength, and vigor as 

markers of America’s civic and political health more generally. However, he does not simply 

blame leisure activities for luring young citizens away from exercise. Kennedy echoes Minow in 

considering how television has reconstituted the practices which constitute civic life; its growing 

popularity indexes the ensemble of changes which have befallen American society in “the age of 

leisure.” Kennedy assures his readers that his anxiety over “soft bodies” has less to do with 

Americans’ apparent readiness for armed combat, and more with “our capacity for thought, for 

work, and for the use of those skills vital to an expanding and complex America.” In other words, 

Kennedy’s investment in physical fitness implicates the makeup of the American body politic—

and how an increasingly passive middle-class figures into its transformation. Where Minow 

sketches the outer contours of the body politic in international political terms—a showdown 

between Soviet Communism and American democracy—Kennedy ultimately delineates it in 

domestic terms. Yet, both men seek to reform national culture in such a way that, whether the 

body is an explicit focus or not, corporeal awareness and readiness become important 

conditions for American citizenship.  

We might understand the concepts of “expansion” and “complexity,” frequently 

referenced in this discourse, as euphemisms for the commercial and diplomatic interests 

 
157 Kennedy, John F. “Sport at the New Frontier: The Soft American,” in Sports Illustrated 13, no. 26 (December 26, 
1960): 14-17. 
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described above. However, these words also take on especial social and geographic immediacy in 

commercial media’s attempts to document the saga of desegregation. The phenomenon is by 

now a well-known archive for the liberal narrative Dowd critiques in her work. It includes the 

local, regional, and national photojournalistic coverage of school desegregation campaigns in 

the late 1950s; the serial newspaper and radio reports of sit-in activity during the early 1960s; 

and broadcast-news footage of public protests captured in the mid-60s. As news outlets turned 

their attention from a civil-rights politic to more radical movements, several television 

documentaries (produced in the mid- to late-60s) detailed the social, economic, and emotional 

plight of black families in the wake of desegregation and deindustrialization. Despite the 

diversity of media, range of historical contexts, and variety of political agendas at play in this 

archive, all these sources articulate racial politics as a spatial question. They all depict moments 

at which interracial conflict erupts in and over the use of specific buildings, streets, parks, and 

other public areas. Expansion enters this narrative as the negotiation of public spaces formerly 

shaped by segregationist policy: to what extent would the federal government’s influence 

transgress the borders drawn by school districts, real estate companies, businesses, and police? 

The uncertain answer to this question represents its complexity. (In print and broadcast media 

alike, journalists were sure to represent opposing perspectives on desegregation—though their 

narratives generally sympathized with the lone black individuals who dramatized it.) Thus, 

before the threat of Communist invasion, white Americans faced the ongoing question of racial 

integration in their own neighborhoods. Even for those who did not face this possibility in their 

own lives, part of their media ‘education’ hinged on an ability to observe, interpret, and 

understand social phenomena like that of de/segregation.158 In either case, public space and its 

occupation became grounds for articulating a racial politic. 

 
158 Chapter 7 of Curtin’s Redeeming the Wasteland outlines the discourses of “objectivity” and 
“interpretation” woven into public-interest documentary. Curtin, Redeeming the Wasteland. Torres’ 
argument in Black, White, and In Color compliments Curtin’s ideas, examining how the construction of 
‘informed citizenship’ conditioned black activists’ collaborations with broadcast-news crews. Torres, 
Black, White, and In Color. 
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At stake in this politic were the meanings assigned to spectacular black presence in 

public space, as well as the contexts and strategies informing that presence (be it that of 

protestors or seemingly aimless youth). More importantly, however, the techniques and 

strategies used to render black presence in public spaces became a hotly contested issue, 

especially as protest became a primary lens for apprehending relationships between racial 

politics and the meanings of public space. Following the first Brown decision, the narrative of 

that politic presumed that black communities wanted, and would benefit from, desegregation. 

But as the decision’s implementation floundered, this network of discourses began to question 

the extent to which Black people wanted to participate in an integrationist project. As various 

constituencies tracked Brown’s plodding rollout, they wondered at possible causes for the 

legislation’s apparent setbacks and failures. Were state governments to blame, with their 

inability to provide black families with adequate resources? Or did black communities resist 

these efforts, choosing instead to maintain established ways of life?  

Academics, policymakers, and mainstream journalism framed the question as one of 

social pathology. Whether because of choice or bureaucratic failure, those taking a social-policy 

approach to the issue discerned the phenomenon as part of a larger question about ethnic and 

racial assimilation. Noting that ‘whitening’ ethnic enclaves159 proved racialized populations’ 

ability to assimilate into American social and economic structures, such analyses concluded that 

black communities were either unable or unwilling to participate in these larger structures. 

These conclusions were only exacerbated as, in the early 1960s, protest and resistance efforts 

gained momentum in major black enclaves such as Watts (near Los Angeles) and Harlem. With 

 
159 The lifeways of Italian, Irish, and Russian emigres and their descendants became a standard 
framework for ‘immigrant’ discourses in sociology [rephrase]. As critical race scholars have noted 
(particularly those with a focus on critical whiteness studies), these populations gained access to 
employment opportunities, political enfranchisement, etc., only as they formulated successful claims to 
what Cheryl Harris identifies as a conceptualization of whiteness as property. Harris, “Whiteness as 
Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (June 1993). As subsequent generations of immigrant 
populations continued accumulating some of the resources gathered by their forbears, a steady distancing 
from (or abandoning of) ethnically marked cultural practices came to confirm the success of an 
assimilationist project. For more, see, e.g., Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: 
Routledge, 1995). 
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Brown’s integrationist vision languishing, on one hand, and black nationalism consolidating 

and gaining popular momentum, on the other, many mainstream discourses articulated 

blackness by way of politicized public presence. black public presence came to index shifting 

social and infrastructural conditions of urban life, whether it was that of unemployed ‘loiterers’ 

or of protestors. 

In the latter case, strategies for rendering black presence become hotly, publicly 

contested. Importantly, disparate populations come to leverage (and exploit) the techniques and 

attendant meanings of black protest to divergent, yet noteworthy ends. To understand an 

organization’s understanding of protest, one must first grasp the organization’s particular 

relationship to the longer arc of black freedom, resistance, and liberation movements. As noted, 

the project called the Civil Rights movement grew from efforts in motion since the advent of 

chattel enslavement.160 Such efforts flourished only in tandem with the moral and material 

support of black institutions like the church and mutual-aid organizations. Without a solid 

source of legal representation, black communities established church-based organizational 

networks to meet the challenge of redress in their own way. Across cities like Baton Rouge, 

Tallahassee, and (most famously) Montgomery, black organizers shared tested strategies for 

organizing mass demonstrations. Importantly, these protests bore the imprint of priorities once 

promoted by organizations like the NAACP. Protests like these were intended to address a 

"tripartate system of domination" comprised of economic exploitation, political 

disenfranchisement, and personal denigration.161 To this end, the mass-movement efforts of the 

mid-to-late 1950s centered issues most pertinent to working-class black people. Bus boycotts, 

strikes, and voting drives formed the bulk of these organizations' work—and importantly, they 

 
160 See e.g., Robin D.G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York, 
NY: Free Press, 1994), and Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston, MA: Beacon 
Press, 2002); Aisha Finch, Rethinking Slave Rebellion in Cuba: La Escalera and the Insurgencies of 
1841-1844 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2015); and Aldon Morris, The Origins of 
the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change (New York, NY: Free Press, 
1986), among several other titles. Many of these works point both to the transnational roots of black 
liberation projects, and to the several scales and modes of activity that constitute said projects. 
161 Morris, Origins, 1. 
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preceded the Brown decisions. Desegregation efforts followed the passage of the Brown 

decisions, but still occupied relatively little attention in these networks. They formed but one 

tactical arm for most direct-action organizations emerging in the southeastern United States 

between 1953 and 1960.162 

But as the Brown decisions sparked various forms of backlash and resistance to it, black 

activists and organizers fielded ongoing debates over which protest strategies were most 

effective and expedient. Many of these clashes transpired over differences of opinion regarding 

the centrality of class, gender, and nationality to a racial project. The NAACP, for instance, 

famously forwarded a litigation-based strategy that, by the passage of the second Brown 

decision, made social and economic integration its primary goal.163 As the decision’s “deliberate 

speed” of implementation made clear, though, systemic processes rarely effected the change 

most black people—especially those in the working class—needed to become more economically 

secure. Despite the Association’s official condemnations of challenges to its litigation-based 

approach, regional, state, and local members frequently organized their own direct-action 

confrontations with government officials and civilian terrorists alike. In fact, such activity 

became one of the only reliable ways for black people to hold state governments to the decrees 

issued by Brown. 

However divergent such efforts might appear to be, they share a common (and crucial) 

concern: that of nonviolence, and its broader role in black organizing strategy. In his history of 

the Civil Rights movement, Aldon Morris explains that nonviolence formed an indispensable 

 
162 Morris, Origins, 70. See also Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing 
Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle, 2nd edition (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2007), 428-433. 
163 William Hastie, an early architect of this agenda, summarizes its development in his article “Toward an 
Equalitarian Legal Order,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 407 (May 
1973): 18-31. It is surveyed in greater detailed by historian Genna Rae McNeil in her book Groundwork: 
Charles Hamilton Houston and the Struggle for Civil Rights (Philadelphia, PA: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1983); and legal scholar Mark Tushnet in The NAACP's Legal Strategy Against 
Segregated Education, 1925-1950, 2nd edition (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2012). Conflict over the role of litigation in black liberation struggle subtends much of Payne’s 
Bibliographic Essay in I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi 
Freedom Struggle, 2nd edition (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007).   
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part of direct-action’s success as a protest strategy. However, his analysis makes clear that 

various movement leaders, groups, and actors valued and used the concept to different ends. A 

major distinction existed between those who understood nonviolence as a tactic—a way of 

organizing confrontation in a specific context—and those who understood it as a way of life—a 

blanket approach intended to inform all direct-action strategizing.164 By extension, movement 

organizers and trainers circulated the idea of nonviolence differently depending on their own 

agendas. This distinction pressures a related yet slightly different one. Some, like Tallahassee's 

Rev. C.K. Steele, used nonviolence as a means of holding protest actions together. As Steele 

attests, "I don't know what would have happened [with the city's boycott efforts] had we not had 

the background of this philosophy of love and nonviolence...".165 For others, like the Congress of 

Racial Equality (CORE), nonviolence was a mode of protest in its own right. Indeed, Morris 

identifies a moment at which CORE's expansion into the Southeast from Chicago, King and 

other figures' embrace of nonviolence (via writings by Gandhi and other political philosophers), 

along with shifts in movement strategy, precipitated the creation of "a new 'nonviolent 

black'...for protest purposes." Talk of "applying nonviolence to [one's] own heart" began to 

supersede its use as a general precaution.166  

 
164 Morris, Origins, 129-130; 158-161. Payne argues that nonviolence, especially the sort promoted by King 
and his adherents, was not especially popular among most grassroots organizers. It only proved useful to 
most of them insofar as it did not compromise their safety: “Many movement participants saw little 
tension between nonviolence as they understood it and self-defense.” Payne, I’ve Got the Light of 
Freedom, xvi-xvii. As noted throughout the book Minds Stayed on Freedom: The Civil Rights Struggle in 
the Rural South: An Oral History, questions concerning the function of nonviolence in organizing 
strategy shaped grassroots efforts further removed from the ‘official’ activities of organizations like SNCC 
and SCLC. Many of the book’s interviewees, who organized antiracist efforts in rural Mississippi during 
the mid-twentieth century, emphasize the fact that a consistent lack of access to resources—money, time, 
person-power—staked much struggle on an ad-hoc response to present circumstance. This meant that—in 
the words of one organizer—even if “[the movement] was nonviolent…I was gon’ hit back” to defend self 
and others. Interview with Mr. Jodie ‘Preacher’ Saffold, in Minds Stayed on Freedom: The Civil Rights 
Struggle in the Rural South: An Oral History (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1991), 64.  
165 Morris, Origins, 67 (emphasis added). 
166 Morris, Origins, 158-162. Morris highlights the connection between CORE's pacifist orientation and 
the social situation of its membership, which was largely middle-class, highly educated, and white. He 
praises the Congress' intellectual contributions to the movement but notes the “paternalistic” bent of their 
agenda; under their purview, nonviolence circulated so widely as an independent concept because its 
membership believed it supplanted most methods developed by activists born, raised, and based in the 
Southeast. Importantly for Morris, this fact is not separable from the proliferation of the sit-in as a protest 
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Not coincidentally, nonviolence’s appeal as a protest strategy (for both organizations and 

onlookers) gained in popularity as the Civil Rights movement found greater degrees of 

convergence with dominant social and economic interests. Since Brown had all but eliminated 

questions concerning racialized economic exploitation from its agenda, desegregation rose to 

the surface as the movement's abiding priority. Together with the individualist view of 

discrimination which emerged from the case, media coverage highlighted the defense of “rights,” 

“respect,” and “dignity” as the basis for sit-in protests. That this liberalist understanding of 

personhood unfolds in commercial settings is more than a coincidence—especially since, in the 

estimation of historian Lizbeth Cohen, it treated consumerist recognition as an index of 

enfranchisement.167 Inclusion and participation, rather than “overthrowing domination,” thus 

came to inform the ensemble of values afforded to nonviolent direct action by the American 

mainstream beginning in the early 1960s. In this context, nonviolence became a way to 

dramatize the stakes of engagement in society.168 Should this evaluation seem exaggerated, we 

 
strategy between 1960 and 1963. Though the sit-in, like other direct-action strategies, began as one 
element of a multi-pronged attack on racial domination, it quickly became an opportunity for young black 
protestors and their white allies to take up protest in a relatively controlled environment. Morris, Origins, 
129-130. Payne details the implications of CORE’s integration into ongoing grassroots desegregation 
efforts in I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 95-100. Many southern organizers understood CORE’s growing 
influence as an imposition on their own efforts. In her study of the life and work of southern black activist 
Ella Baker, Barbara Ransby notes that Baker offered indispensable guidance to activists across the rural 
southeast; she often urged such activists to center analyses of their own experience—over and above the 
strategy of groups like CORE—in grassroots organizing, as they had the most immediate understanding of 
antiblackness’ specific manifestations in their everyday experience. Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black 
Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 
2003), 278-279. 
167 For more on this phenomenon, see Christopher W. Schmidt, The Sit-Ins: Protest and Legal Change in 
the Civil Rights Era. 
168 Much critical dance studies writing on choreographies of protest in the United States uses the 
Greensboro sit-ins as a guiding case study. These writings reach conclusions similar to the one presented 
here. In “Choreographies of Protest,” Susan Leigh Foster notes that, “[s]ince [protestors] were allowed to 
shop in all parts of the dime stores, they should also be allowed to eat at a single counter rather than at 
one specified for ‘coloreds.’ […T]he lunch counter sit-ins performed the function of the very action they 
were protesting, and this reflexive status of their actions must have contributed to their appeal.” Susan 
Leigh Foster, “Choreographies of Protest,” Theatre Journal 55, no. 3 (2003), 398-399. Likewise, in “Staging 
the Greensboro Sit-Ins,” Rebekah Kowal argues, “Protesters’ acts of defiance were tantamount to the 
enactment of an alternative reality in which black and white patrons were entitled to the same services 
and free to commingle in all public spaces.” Rebekah Kowal, “Staging the Greensboro Sit-Ins,” TDR: The 
Drama Review 48, no. 4 (Winter 2004), 150. See also the Introduction and chapters 6 and 7 of Rebekah 
Kowal, How to Do Things with Dance: Performing Change in Postwar America. Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2010. 
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might note that legendary Civil Rights organizer Bayard Rustin identified nonviolent direct 

action as helping create the “political dimension” afforded to the southern struggle after 

Brown.169 No longer a matter of isolated incidents, Rustin claims that clashes between black and 

white parties now figured as a representation of federal efforts to turn law into practice. This 

dimension is also ‘political’' because (as noted above) common-sense understandings of the 

Brown decision held that black people were now beneficiaries of the state and its laws, no longer 

its antagonists. On several levels, then, black protestors became the troubling presence that 

questioned the degree to which a segregated state could claim to be a 'legitimate' part of the 

United States, if it insisted on violating its laws. That black protestors are figured and valued for 

a comportment of passivity—sitting silently, declaring one's rights and dignity as bare facts, 

hovering above the fray while also remaining still within it—rather than one of direct 

confrontation implicates questions as to how the state could, would, or should protect its new 

wards. If black protestors didn't raise hands or voices to retaliate, what would happen? Would 

they be injured? Would they be arrested, or lose their lives? Would business owners yield to 

their demands? 

Through this deliberately theatrical approach to protest, sit-ins held such questions open 

as questions. In the spirit of “Some People’s” questioning protagonist, an emphasis on racial 

oppression becomes a dramatic observation of ‘race relations’ as nonviolence transforms the 

sight of black persons in protest from "a crisis of social disruption" to one in which a social 

'question' demanded an urgent answer.170 Rather than understanding protest as an articulation 

of exclusion, it became a sign of inclusion's incompleteness. This became all the more true as 

southern states' most visible "public accommodations"—especially broadcast media like 

television, which reached an increasingly broad national audience—and the systems that 

subtended them, became the target of public adjudication and inter/national trade 

 
169 Bayard Rustin, Strategies for Freedom: The Changing Patterns of Black Protest (New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press, 1976), 43-46. 
170 Morris, Origins, 84. 
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opportunities alike.171 The question as to whether southern states could 'legitimately' be 

incorporated into the new spaces of the American nation, whether mediated by legislation or TV 

towers, hinged on the degree to which black people could be figured as fully welcomed citizens 

in those spaces. In each of these instances, black subjectivity is articulated through the lens of 

visibility. As several historians have noted, civil rights protest’s convergence with the expansion 

of television journalism proved valuable for both entities; local news outlets found spectacular 

stories to cover, while protestors found a platform for their cause.172 Moments of conflict, 

charismatic personas (like Martin Luther King, Jr.), and a good-versus-evil narrative thus came 

to overshadow what once persisted as a network of disparate grassroots efforts. Further, as it is 

articulated through and on the United States’ rapidly homogenizing geopolitical landscape, this 

portrayal of nonviolence pressures and quickens the integrationist body’s sense for the constant 

presence of difference—a difference which, in turn, treats race as a symbol of American politics 

both domestically and globally.  

In the early 1960s, perhaps no group suffered the clashing aims and impacts of direct-

action protest more acutely than the NAACP. Its younger members had agitated for more direct 

(if not radical) approaches to securing rights for black communities, and by the summer of 1963 

the Association’s central leadership found itself unable to ignore these challenges.173 Aware of 

 
171 Schmidt, The Sit-Ins, 5. 
172 Sasha Torres makes this argument in her study Black, White, and In Color: Television and Black Civil 
Rights. See also Morris, Origins, 56-74. 
173 Gloster Current, who acted as the NAACP’s National Director of Branches in the early 1960s, described 
the Association’s 1963 National Convention “the most militant” of its kind. At the convention, the 
Association’s college-age members raised questions as to what stance the organization would officially 
take on direct-action protest in the wake of Brown’s delayed implementation (and following the 
assassination of Medgar Evers, NAACP field secretary to Mississippi and fervent direct-action organizer). 
They argued that bureaucratic procedure—which required groups to receive official Association approval 
before engaging in direct-action protests—constrained the Association’s ability to mobilize against white 
backlash, especially in the southeastern US. Association leadership claimed their caution was a way to 
defend branches against public attack and dwindling membership numbers in the wake of white backlash; 
however, forward-thinking demonstrators and more staid Association members tendered a compromise 
during the convention. Delegates resolved that direct-action was a legitimate form of response in many 
situations but, “where such direct action…is resisted or hindered by any NAACP unit, proposals for 
immediate corrective action should be requested of the committee on branches and youth work of the 
national board of directors and acted upon promptly by the board.” See Current, “The Marching 
Convention—the 54th.” Crisis (August/September 1963), pg. 389. For an earlier account of organizational 
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litigation’s limited efficacy, yet unwilling to encourage direct-action initiatives explicitly, 

Association leaders cast about for a way to refurbish the meaning and strategies of direct-action 

protest to suit its own aims. More accurately, perhaps, the Association understood the 

integrationist body’s social kinesthetic—with its emphasis on empathetic identification, 

heightened socio-spatial awareness, and spectacular confrontation—had remade common-sense 

understandings of black protest. John Morsell, then Assistant to the NAACP’s Executive 

Secretary, remarked in an official report that the organization languished in “an era of multiple 

mass communication,” one in which “it is easy for projects of great merit to be lost in the shuffle 

of the sensational.”174 Likewise, Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins remarked that “[t]he more 

daring and maneuverable new organizations are running rings around us while we stand rooted, 

organizationally, to our institutional floor.”175 That stillness may as well have been invisibility, as 

far as Wilkins was concerned. While excitement generated by direct-action protest turned the 

Association into “a major resource agency for data and advice on what Negro America wants,” 

the organization did not emerge from the fray as a distinct unit of widespread public interest.176 

In the early 1960s, then, national Association leaders searched for a way to resolve their own 

incomplete project toward inclusivity; they needed a way to solidify the group’s own aims, and to 

make those aims manifest on the American social and geographic landscape. In pursuing more 

proactive public-relations initiatives, Wilkins wanted to convey the Association’s juridical 

approach as a strategy as equally effective and vigorous as direct action, if not more so. To make 

that vigor evident, it had to assume tangible, physicalized form in the communities served by the 

Association. Perhaps more importantly, it had to win the attention and commitment of the 

American public more broadly.  

 
rifts between litigational and direct-action strategies, see Louis E. Lomax, “The Negro Revolt Against ‘The 
Negro Leaders’,” Harper's Magazine (Jun 1, 1960), 41-63. 
174 John A. Morsell, “Status, Problems and Functions of Negro Leadership,” Crisis (November 1962), 528-
530. 
175 Wilkins, memo to Moon, quoted in Straughan, “‘Lift Every Voice,’” 54. 
176 NAACP Annual Report, 1960. NAACP Collection, Library of Congress. Quoted in Straughan, “‘Lift 
Every Voice,’” 51. 
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These demands became a primary impetus for the development of the Freedom 

Spectacular. The fundraiser would continue an established (if scant) tradition of assembling a 

fundraiser organized around a showcase of celebrity talent. Unlike these earlier efforts, the 

Spectacular would take the form of a closed-circuit broadcast. Its reach would be national in 

scope, beaming directly into movie theaters, auditoriums, and stadiums in dozens of cities 

across the United States. It would also pursue an ambitious fundraising goal, aiming to bring in 

$1 million in a single night. The scale of the Association’s fundraising ambitions was as much a 

matter of publicity as of need. All the monies raised by the Spectacular were intended to 

supplement the organization’s expensive practice of posting bail for jailed protestors, and of 

covering their legal fees. Thus, as the Spectacular advertised the NAACP’s presence and causes 

to a broader audience, it would also be functional proof of the organization’s continued 

commitment to protest as a civil-rights strategy. In March 1964, some months after the heated 

Chicago convention, the Association’s national leadership announced the Spectacular, 

highlighting its connection to the Brown decision’s unfulfilled promises.177 The show was to air 

that May, coinciding with the tenth anniversary of the second Brown decision—but it would be 

less a celebration than a reminder of the remaining work still at stake in the civil rights struggle.  

A substantial archive of memos, letters, manuals, receipts, and journalistic 

documentation reveals the degree to which the Spectacular was intended to harness an 

understanding of black politics as spatial intervention. By pursuing the closed-circuit broadcast 

medium, the Association put itself on par with other organizations who used television to render 

their presence in national, as distinct from regional or local, terms. At the same time, it wanted 

 
177 The Spectacular’s symbolic value (as a commemoration of the Brown decision) may be more accidental 
than is initially obvious. As Association memos indicate, national leadership had flirted with the 
possibility of closed-circuit broadcast advertising since at least 1962. NAACP director of publicity Henry 
Moon first presented the possibility to top-ranking officials that October; while his plan was ultimately 
considered too expensive, it remained in discussion in the following months. In keeping with earlier 
concerns, Association leadership expressed excitement about boosting the organization’s public image. 
They said nothing about the Brown decision’s tenth anniversary until the early months of 1964. See, e.g., 
“‘Freedom TV Spectacular’ closed-circuit telecast proposal,” October 31, 1962, Part 24, Series B, Papers of 
the NAACP. 
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current and potential members to feel as though their participation could make the Association’s 

goals a tangible reality in their own neighborhoods. The Association’s national offices 

distributed how-to kits to its regional and local branches, each including detailed instructions 

for courting local media outlets, retailers, and civic institutions so as to “make people in [their] 

community as excited over this major event as if it were actually taking place locally…”.178 Local 

branches were to establish ongoing relationships with their city’s newspaper editors, ensuring 

that a steady stream of developments would occupy the daily news current. They were to 

collaborate on ticket sales with local businesses, who “[saw] ‘good business’” in supporting the 

progressive cause of integration. They were especially encouraged to reach out to students at 

high schools, colleges, and universities, who would not only give the program “maximum ‘talk 

about’,” but were also likely to persuade their parents to attend the show.179 By projecting itself 

into people’s daily media consumption and spending habits, then, the Spectacular stood a much 

stronger chance of becoming a ‘current event.’ Consumer support and a sense of civic awareness 

became the means of mobilizing oneself—and ultimately, local communities—in service of the 

Association’s cause. 

 

EVIL VERSUS GOOD / PARADOX 

Though the aforementioned capacities shaped the Freedom Spectacular on several 

levels, we should consider how dancing mobilizes them to specific ends. When “Some People’s” 

journey finally drops us in the imaginary city of “Two-Way Street,” we witness a dance that 

reflects these intractable tensions on both narrative and choreographic levels. Narratively, what 

seems like a romantic plot only barely coheres as such. The dance’s female lead initially emerges 

from the crowd without emphatic framing from the ensemble, the music, or the camera. She 

only ‘becomes’ the central figure as she partners with male soloists from either side of the town, 

 
178 “‘Freedom TV Spectacular’ closed-circuit telecast publicity,” n.p., n.d., Part 24, Series B, Papers of the 
NAACP; emphasized in original. 
179 “Closed-Circuit Telecast Publicity,” n.p., n.d. 
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first the jazz dancers, then the ballet dancers. Considering the dance’s compressed timeframe 

and remarkably thin narrative, a full tale of romantic jealousy and conflict does not develop. 

Rather, whatever might count as ‘romance’ is ultimately a commitment to one dance form or 

another—an attempt to resolve the town’s long-standing difference. This articulation of (racial) 

difference through dance vocabulary is a crucial aspect of “Two-Way Street’s” conception of the 

integrationist body. Ultimately, despite her flirtations, the lead dancer is not incorporated into 

either group. As her second duet with the ballet soloist (which becomes a duet between her and 

the ballet dancers as a unit) melds back into the sharp, percussive movement theme which 

opened the dance, we glimpse a truth not readily acknowledged by the narrative of the dance: 

any separation between the two groups is an artificial one. The ease with which the entire group 

swoops across the space at the piece’s climax, swiftly trading places while dancing a ‘hybrid’ 

movement vocabulary, speaks to a negotiation of difference that understands its constitutive 

elements on a deeper, seemingly inscrutable level. Any dancer might be at home on either side 

of the line because their movement languages share common antecedents and can be accessed 

equally by any cast member. This is not colorblind integrationism, which denies social 

difference. Staging the convergences and divergences between ballet and jazz reveals not only 

that difference exists, but that it is embodied by every dancer in the piece. In so doing, it locates 

the dance’s ‘conflict’ in the tension between race’s arbitrariness, on one hand, and its 

inescapability as a social category, on the other.  

This understanding of race poses a huge potential challenge to more established 

meanings of the integrationist body. In “Two-Way Street,” ballet and jazz, together with a 

vaguely romantic plot, function as the terms through which questions of segregation, 

miscegenation, conflict, and resolution are worked out. Perhaps uncoincidentally, “Two-Way 

Street” overtly depicts and extends Fontaine’s experiments in creating a hybrid dance 

vocabulary. The piece apparently leverages the ballet/jazz hybrid Fontaine developed while 

dancing in Smart Affairs: balletic line and carriage are frequently punctuated by explosive 
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jumps, jutting angularity, and twisting pivots. At first glance, we might understand Fontaine’s 

dance as a gentle, approachable rendering of the sensational battles over public space enacted 

on the nightly news by Black activists and white reactionaries. I argue, though, that it also hints 

at the ways in which race, together with gender and sexuality, work together to create fictional 

(if powerful) distinctions between people. While mainstream-friendly black activists, reactionary 

white demonstrators, and Kennedy’s ideal American citizen may have understood race as a 

‘given’ which could either be escaped, ignored, or upheld, “Two-Way Street” presents a 

possibility for imagining what might happen if understanding racialization became a shared 

social project. Other articulations of the integrationist body assign the working-out of 

oppression and de/segregation to black bodies alone. In contrast, Fontaine’s dance arguably 

portrays the integrationist body as the very site of interracial contact, and not a reaction to it. 180  

This possibility points us toward de/segregation’s deeper implications. Even as liberalist 

discourses about integration made urban development, local and global politics, and civic 

engagement its central terms, we might also ask how race and racism continued to persist 

despite efforts to negate them. What faculties does the integrationist body rely on, or cultivate? 

Does it ask a greater tolerance of difference, or something else? These questions become 

pressing just by glancing at the cast of “Two-Way Street”: only three of the piece’s twenty-two 

dancers are black. Speculation about hiring practices for “Two-Way Street” would likely reveal 

important tensions between the politics the Spectacular represents onstage and those it 

 
180 My argument in this chapter is informed by Sharon Patricia Holland’s book The Erotic Life of Racism, 
which contributes to a growing body of literature interested in the intersections between black studies and 
queer theory. In the book’s introduction Holland writes:  

…[D]esegregation, abolition, and protest marches conjure black bodies so very readily; it is almost 
as if we think of those events as belonging to ‘the black experience’—and in many ways they do. 
What I want to open up here is the possibility that these events might not only signal black 
physical and political forms, but also mark a profound revision of the place we have come to know 
and call home. What if these histories no longer belonged to a people but instead comprised what 
we mean when we say the word ‘American’? I want to argue that when we see and say ‘race,’ 
regardless of how much we intend to understand race as being had by everyone, our examples of 
racial being and racist targets are often grounded in black matter(s). In this instance, the black 
body is the quintessential sign for subjection, for a particular experience that it must inhabit and 
own all by itself. 

Holland, The Erotic Life of Racism, 4 (emphasis in original). 
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mobilizes behind the scenes, but we need only consider the dance in relation to wider trends 

related to race and commercial dance. The production number triggers important connections 

with other contemporaneous pop-cultural material. Take, for instance, Fontaine’s very 

involvement with the Spectacular. He was recommended to director Steve Binder by David 

Winters, a dancer and choreographer who would help Binder stage his infamous T.A.M.I. 

Show—a lineup of both black and white artists performing in what is generally understood as the 

first rock-concert ‘documentary’—a few months after completing the Spectacular.181 More 

importantly, though, Winters, along with a few of the dancers featured in “Two-Way Street,” had 

gained access to Hollywood production circles because of his work on the 1961 film version of 

Broadway musical West Side Story.182 The film (co-directed by the show’s choreographer, 

Jerome Robbins) popularized Leonard Bernstein’s urban adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, 

transposing the feud between the lovers’ families into a conflict between street gangs—one Irish, 

one Puerto Rican. As both Robbins and critics understood dance as one of the film’s central 

expressive vehicles, West Side Story stood as a prominent case of dance mobilizing the question 

of integration at the height of the Civil Rights movement. It is not clear whether Winters, or any 

of the cast members associated with West Side Story, influenced Fontaine’s creative process 

directly; I do not intend to prove such. Rather, placing “Two-Way Street” in conversation with 

West Side Story helps understand Fontaine’s work as more than a isolated novelty. It provides 

one framework for understanding the significance of “Two-Way Street’s” stylistic and thematic 

hallmarks as part of a larger network of choreographic thought. 

By the time he began remounting his dances for the screen, Robbins had been building a 

repertoire of jazz-inflected ballets for about a decade and a half. His trademark movement 

language cut classical vocabulary with “arms akimbo, knees bent, hips fluid, fingers snapping in 
 

181 The T.A.M.I. Show brought together black and white musicians in one of the first, most visible attempts 
to consolidate so-called ‘rock music’ into a coherent entity. Winters’ choreography served as the music’s 
analogue; it relied heavily on a near-constant backdrop of ensemble numbers influenced by stage jazz and 
black vernacular dances. The T.A.M.I. Show (Teenage Music Awards International), directed by Steve 
Binder (1964; Los Angeles, CA: Shout! Factory, 2010), DVD. 
182 Steve Binder, conversation with the author. 
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time.”183 While more racially-conscious critics would understand these features as evidence of 

‘American’ ballet’s Africanist heritage184, most literature on West Side Story’s choreography 

addresses them as part of Robbins’ abiding interest in “formalized familiarity.”185 From this 

perspective, these qualities infuse ballet with a sense of ‘everydayness’; gesture and vernacular 

dance help lend individual characters an idiosyncratic flair, even as these vocabularies draw on 

movement likely to be familiar and arguably more ‘accessible’ to its audiences. As with the 

journalistic media described earlier, here is an instance in which the socio-cultural surround is 

thoroughly (though not explicitly) informed by racial difference.  

This is not exclusively true for the critics who reflect on Robbins’ work in the present 

day. When the film version of West Side Story premiered in 1961, film-literate audiences 

understood it as a self-conscious ‘prestige’ project; it was, as one critic described it, “a piece of 

cinematic technology” which knowingly challenged standing conventions for the movie musical 

by addressing “pressing subject matter” and shooting on-location, among other devices.186 We 

might think of this technology as a machine designed not only to question aesthetic norms, but 

also to facilitate ‘questioning’ through the very act of redrawing boundaries between ‘life’ and 

‘art.’ On one level, Robbins used his dual role as choreographer and director to maximize 

dance’s potential to generate kinesthetic empathy in a filmic context.187 But, on another level, 

Robbins’ dances called attention (perhaps inadvertently) to disjuncture between the film’s 
 

183 Siobhan Phillips, “Robbins in New York,” Yale Review 97, no. 1 (January 2009): 138. 
184 Brenda Dixon Gottschild parses similar influences at work in the ballets of Robbins’ contemporary and 
co-worker, George Balanchine. Dixon Gottschild, Digging the Africanist Presence in American 
Performance: Dance and Other Contexts. 1996. Westport, CT: Praeger. 
185 Phillips, “Robbins in New York,” 138. 
186 Quoted in Martha Shearer, “A New Way of Living: West Side Story, Street Dance and the New York 
Musical.” Screen 56, no. 4 (Winter 2015): 459. Shearer notes that, while the decades following World War 
II saw a steady increase in films about urban life, most studios did not pursue the ‘realism’ of location 
shooting—that is, filming on actual city streets, in actual city buildings, etc., rather than on sound stages—
until the early 1960s. 
187 Julia Foulkes notes that Robbins’ obsessive attention to the filming of West Side Story’s choreography 
forced the movie’s cinematographers to relinquish conventions for shooting dance sequences in movie 
musicals. He quibbled with co-director Robert Mirsch over the use of wide-angle shots, which he believed 
threatened “the ‘tense action of plot and story’ by diminishing the rivalry of the gangs into ‘general dance 
enthusiasm.’” Protracted disagreements over the kinetic relationship between camera and choreography 
eventually led the film’s executive team to fire Robbins from the project. Julia Foulkes, “Seeing the City: 
The Filming of West Side Story,” Journal of Urban History 41, no. 6 (2015): 1041-1044. 
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dances and their ‘real-life’ setting. The realism of location shots—whose scale and texture clearly 

diverged from that of sound-stage filming—pressured an easy belief in spontaneous dance 

numbers, which audiences understood as essentially unrealistic. At the same time, dances like 

the film’s Prologue echoed West Side Story’s overarching mission by utilizing a ‘fine art’ idiom 

to tell its story. Even if Robbins’ movement vocabulary drew on quotidian and/or racialized 

influences, they functioned as details in a larger weave of classically oriented material.188 

The literature about West Side Story’s choreography ultimately represents this clash of 

influences as an impasse, a difficulty inherent to the attempt to reconcile competing 

representations of urban life in the movie-musical context. But, as these authors also point out, 

the aesthetic conflict resonates with larger discourses about city planning (specifically within 

New York City during the mid-20th century) and—I would add—racialized populations’ fate in 

these projects. The movie’s ability to treat ‘urban’ subject matter on overtly aestheticized terms 

bore witness to the conceptual and literal distances between (white) moviegoers and densely 

populated inner cities by the beginning of the 1960s.189 But it also exposed the contingency of 

both ‘urban planning’ initiatives and racial integration. As city-planning initiatives of the 

moment made clear, working-class Black and brown populations did not and often would not 

participate in these projects willingly. They did not yield their presence easily—yet, contrary to 

the projections of the urban sociologists mentioned earlier, neither did they acquiesce to the 

social and cultural imposition represented by these projects. Thus, whether from the vantage 

point of developers (like the infamous Robert Moses) or more liberal urbanists like Jane Jacobs, 

urban life figured as an uneasy relationship between coexistence and conflict, between tolerance 

and domination. Indeed, even Jacobs argues that this tense relationship generates an 

environment in which city dwellers remained “aware, reactive, [and] assertive” in their 

 
188 Foulkes and Shearer address this problem generally in their articles. 
189 Shearer, “A New Way of Living,” 470. 
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navigation of urban spaces.190 For Robbins, then, the 'hybridity' of a ballet-jazz vocabulary not 

only illustrates racial conflict, but mobilizes it as well; it strains against the controlling 

uniformity of a classical vocabulary, and even uses that strain as its motivating force.  

Thus, in mobilizing the integrationist body, “Two-Way Street” forcefully exposes the 

stakes of a racial politic rooted in psychologized interiority and contested public space as such. 

As the dance’s resolution suggests, perhaps the group’s differences barely existed at all; if jazz 

and ballet dancers can execute the same material equally well, a distinction between them is 

superficial at best. What, then, holds these apparent differences together? The answer to this 

question pressures the differences between the protagonist of “Two-Way Street” and that of 

“Some People” more broadly. Admittedly, both heroines share the task of mediating 

segregationist conflict. Their genders enable a more interiorized, privatized understanding of 

social conflict (over and against the apparent maleness of social struggle borne out in public191). 

However, as a young woman, the central figure of “Two-Way Street” leverages sexuality as a 

medium for intergroup contact. This, coupled with the main dancer’s appearance—she, along 

with the rest of the cast, is not apparently racialized, unlike the young girl of “Some People—

counteracts an understanding of ‘race work’ as a burden to be borne by overtly racialized people 

alone. By treating implied sexual encounter as an antidote to conflict, the dance nods toward the 

group’s recollection of a shared humanity. However, this is not to say that “Two-Way Street” 

proposes something so radical as intraracial, anti-racist coalition. In recalling the shared 

 
190 Jacobs goes so far as to metaphorize her experience of walkable urban neighborhoods as a dance. 
Under this sign, her navigation of city sidewalks is meant to align with her ideal vision of the city, one in 
which both people and buildings of various sorts share space. A “diverse,” “mixed-use” arrangement 
produces a community in which people ‘protect’ public space through constant presence, surveillance, or 
(indeed) through constant presence as surveillance. Against the easy dance of walkable city life, Jacobs 
posits that gang violence is proof of large-scale urban development’s danger—even as the two forces 
collaborate to make cities unsafe for their residents. She argues that both activities are defined by forceful 
claims for “turf,” a partitioning which prevents the fluid movement and eclectic encounter promised by a 
more ‘integrated’ city. See esp., chapters 3, 4, and 7 of Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1961).  
191 Keeling discusses the gendered elements of protest forms in chapter 4 of The Witch’s Flight. Kara 
Keeling, The Witch’s Flight: The Cinematic, the Black Femme, and the Image of Common Sense. 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007. 
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movement material, and in recalling that material’s emergence from the dance’s opening 

moments, we might realize that the dancers of “Two-Way Street” share more than a given 

geographic space or movement style. They also share a disposition toward anxiety—a constant 

awareness of the other charged with hesitance and fear. And if commonality is framed as a 

‘natural,’ even ‘universal’ form of social arrangement, perhaps anxiety figures as a state that 

manifests from deep within one’s body. It is a default; halting poses, tense musculature, and 

frenetic dashes through space feature in all the dancers’ movement, regardless of the side of 

town they represent. 

We might thus question the grounds of the “evil versus good” distinction raised by the 

dance’s subtitle. The conflict may only superficially implicate segregation and integration. If 

segregation is exposed as an artificial arrangement, the obstacle to be overcome is how one 

directs one’s social alertness (and not whether one possesses this alertness). As the dance’s 

reiteration of unison phrasework makes clear, changes emerge in the way such material is 

framed and subsequently perceived. When it is self-consciously contextualized as the explicit 

fusion of contrasting dance forms, the anxiety of difference suddenly figures as excitement, 

momentum that carries the dance into its climactic rearrangement of stage space. In this way, 

neither “Two-Way Street” nor its predecessors seek to resolve the tension between their 

attendant modes of difference. They do not seek integration; rather, they nod toward its 

impossibility and, further, exploit that impossibility as a generator of choreographic interest. 

The dances’ movement languages, along with their geographic settings, its depicted characters, 

and the audiences watching them, only make sense together insofar as they are held 

distinguishably apart. Ultimately, both Robbins and Fontaine’s choreographic practices should 

lead us to consider the social kinesthetic articulated both through and around these dances. 

“Two-Way Street” articulates the integrationist body’s political stakes more fully (and 

harrowingly) than mainstream depictions of civil-rights politics do, not least because it centers 

the corporeal aspects of those politics. 
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CONCLUSION 

In the Spectacular, “Two-Way Street” is immediately followed by another depiction of 

racial politics transpiring in an urban context. In the sketch, a nameless client seeks out a group 

of advertising agents to help him sell Brotherhood to an audience. “If we can sell killers like 

cigarettes and booze,” one agent assures him, “we certainly can sell a simple little thing like 

Brotherhood!” The skit depicts a series of over-the-top attempts to push the product, many of 

which fall flat. By the end of the sketch, the client is satisfied. He wants the airwaves blanketed 

with his new commercial, and the ad man tells him not to worry; “this NAACP campaign is top 

priority!” But the client is not with the NAACP. He represents “one of the most persecuted, 

down-trodden, underprivileged, kicked and shoved about groups in the country”: the New York 

Mets. Beyond lampooning the Association’s publicity causes, this sketch indexes a larger tension 

running through “Some People.” If the show is largely intended to offset more ‘serious’ forms of 

black politics (as Binder explained), its acts express a deeply entrenched irony, both individually 

and in relation to one another.192  

Having witnessed and shared the young protagonist’s feelings for the past hour, the 

Spectacular’s audience might not count themselves among the “some people” referenced in the 

show’s title. The production articulates a stance on racial politics similar to that expressed in 

mainstream journalistic coverage of the broader Civil Rights Movement: individual 

responsibility for curtailing racism is continually deferred. The best one can do is cultivate a 

sense of awareness of one’s surroundings and the people in it. Yet, as “Two-Way Street” reminds 

us, this arrangement implicates an ensemble of practices which encourage the continued 

surveillance of black people, particularly those who resist social and economic incorporation as 

represented by urban ‘development’ projects. At the national level, the NAACP wrestled with the 

implications of a civil-rights agenda staked on interest convergence, and the Spectacular 

arguably represents the consequences of that agenda.  

 
192 Steve Binder, conversation with the author. 
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With the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 (and the Voting Rights Act the following 

year), the Association’s legalist strategy—agitating for full recognition and enfranchisement by 

the American government—accomplished its goal. This is not to say that black politics reached 

an end; indeed, the colorblind legal framework established by this legislation precipitated 

several more injustices against which people organized and mobilized. The Association could 

not lead the way in those efforts, however. By the mid-1960s, the Black Power had gained such 

public prominence that a legally oriented agenda appeared ineffectual by comparison.193 More 

pressingly, though, the Association could not recover its public image largely because the 

Spectacular depleted the resources needed to do so. The event grossed just under $250,000, 

less than one quarter of the intended goal. Much of this money went toward paying down 

expenses for the production, which proved more costly than projected in the show’s initial 

budgets. Local branches suffered the most in the situation, as most of the money for meeting 

these debts came from local ticket sales for the Spectacular (which were intended to replenish 

local accounts before national expenses). The already-precarious Association thus continued to 

hemorrhage money with legal defense funds, while also struggling to cover costs for the 

Spectacular. Together with local branches’ general unwillingness to cooperate with the payback 

effort, the Association had little money to spare for ongoing publicity projects. Hence, in the 

long run, the Spectacular ironically hindered the NAACP’s attempt to boost its public profile.194 

Even though “Two-Way Street” forms one small part of this massive project, we can 

understand it as an exceptional articulation of the corporeal practices that comprised the 

Association’s integrationist politic. Fontaine’s production number resonates with 

contemporaneous representations of black physical presence in urban space, and (as a dance) it 

 
193 Per Payne’s argument (outlined above), many black people believed litigation-based tactics for fighting 
antiblack discrimination held similar value to most approaches rooted in nonviolence—they were of little 
use if unaccompanied by more direct strategies, especially those that ensured the immediate safety and 
self-defense of black communities. This was true even at the height of the Brown ordeal. Payne, I’ve Got 
the Light of Freedom, xvi-xvii. 
194 The Spectacular’s aftermath is detailed in an extensive Summary Report dated December 12, 1964. 
“‘Freedom TV Spectacular’ closed-circuit telecast evaluation,” December 12, 1964, Part 24, Series B, 
Papers of the NAACP. 
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emphasizes the ways in which that presence complicates the legal, political, economic, and 

sociological rhetoric commonly used to produce its significance. I have not encountered any 

definitive statement of Fontaine’s ideas about integration; surprisingly, he does not mention the 

Spectacular in his autobiography, and none of my archival materials capture his ideas about the 

project. Yet, by the mid-1960s, Fontaine could not help but contend with the individualist 

paradigm constructed by civil rights legislation. Both for him and in his choreography, the 

conundrum of representing the specificity of black experience loomed large. How could one be 

‘just oneself’ and, at the same time, a black person? What did that tension mean? This question 

guides Fontaine’s work with the Temptations, who decide to mount a major comeback at the 

very moment when colorblind legal doctrine begins to wreak a new wave of havoc on black 

American communities. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Shaky Ground: The Temptations and (Fontaine’s) Pedagogies of Presence 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

“My life was one special occasion,” Dennis Edwards wheezes, “‘til your leaving dampened 

the situation.” His dismay is the focus of “Shakey [sic] Ground,” a song which finds the lead 

singer sifting through the wreckage of a failed relationship. The song was the final single from A 

Song for You, a 1974 album by the veteran rhythm-and-blues outfit The Temptations. Not 

entirely by accident, “Shakey Ground” (along with several other songs on A Song for You) 

divulges some of the group’s intimate knowledge of the precarious balance between success and 

failure, luck and hardship. They released the album at a time where personnel changes, shifting 

trends, and the desire for creative independence, threatened their status as music-industry 

mainstays. Their promotional material for the album foregrounds these circumstances, playing 

up the group’s commonalities with the largely black audience who formed their central 

consumer base. “There’s a great deal of uncertainty about the future,” producer Jeffrey Bowen 

told Ebony magazine in a feature covering the album’s release.195 Though, on the surface, A 

Song for You captured the highs and lows of interpersonal relationships, the album also 

resonated with larger anxieties about the destabilization of social, economic, and legal gains that 

black people had championed in the decade since the passage of the Civil Rights and Voting 

Rights Acts. Global recession, sociocultural backlash, and the persistence of white-supremacist 

and anti-black legislation exposed those apparent gains as nominal changes. 

As it happens, Lon Fontaine played a major role in steering A Song for You’s creative 

direction. The Temptations approached the album as a comeback project, and they sought 

Fontaine’s guidance because he had helped build and cement the group’s reputation as a well-

 
195 Louie Robinson, “The Temptations,” Ebony (July 1975): 116. 
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groomed song-and-dance unit since their earliest days at Motown. Fontaine reminds us of his 

lengthy tenure with the group throughout Star*Dancing, priding himself on the iconic 

achievements he helped the group develop. Of course, he also laments his omission from most 

records of those achievements. We might say that Fontaine’s own story is reflected in “Shakey 

Ground,” as it reveals a similarly tenuous relationship to success and demise. The resonances 

are not, however, wholly coincidental. Fontaine’s place within popular narratives of the 

Temptations’ history is all but nonexistent, though the group is celebrated for efforts he helped 

coordinate (and often led). The group may enjoy a constant level of success now, but the late 

1970s and early 1980s threatened to undo the reputation the band worked to cultivate through 

the 1960s. Even with a cursory glance at the Temps’ career, one recognizes that dance bolstered 

their reputation. We might wonder what factors precipitated Fontaine’s disappearance from the 

group’s official and popular histories. How did the ground beneath the choreographer’s feet 

become so shaky? 

That question is the focus of this chapter. I pursue answers to it by surveying three 

scenes in which the Temptations are learning to dance—often, though not exclusively, with 

Fontaine as their coach and choreographer. Moments of instruction prove especially rewarding 

when studying the group’s career trajectory because such scenes became charged sites of public 

interest in the group’s work. As we will see, depictions of the ensemble in print, in photographs, 

on film, and on television associate the Temptations’ success—and that of Motown more 

generally—with the hours they spent honing their craft in a dance studio. These scenes frame 

dance as work. For my purposes, they are a primary context for Fontaine’s work from the mid-

1960s through the 1970s. Yet, each of these scenes assumes a different function and implication 

for Fontaine and the Temps’ careers. Identifying three specific functions of learning-to-dance—

namely, automation, agility, and community—I argue that dance pedagogy’s practice and 

meaning implicates different models for identifying, consolidating, and engaging with black 

American culture (and, by extension, different models for rendering black presence).As I argue, 
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these shifts eventually eclipse Fontaine’s contributions to the Temps’ long-term survival and 

success, because they fail to accord with then-emergent conceptions of black cultural formation. 

This chapter furthers my investigation into the multi-layered, often contradictory ways that 

black dancing bodies are assigned meaning. I continue to resist a primarily discursive approach 

to understanding what happens in the moment of performance. Instead, I consider what 

circumstances make it possible for black flesh to be rendered as (a) black body—what creative 

and kinesthetic operations render black presence as simultaneously legible (as expression of a 

discrete subjectivity) and something other than legible. These questions are especially relevant 

in the paradoxical situation black Americans inhabited toward the end of the twentieth century 

when mainstream understandings of race and ethnicity made room for blackness as one strand 

in the country’s multicultural fabric, even as legal protections for black people receded. 

To understand the stakes of these developments, one must know about Motown’s origins 

and growth. The label’s establishments reflected the social, economic, and cultural shifts that (as 

described in chapter 1) effected the development of Smart Affairs. After World War II, popular 

music trends pivoted away from the big-band sound. In Detroit, as with other urban areas 

across the United States, jazz music’s popularity waned in favor of rock and doo-wop—two 

genres that, at the time, fell under the general designation of rhythm and blues (or R&B). Both 

genres flourished in the black neighborhoods of Detroit; scores of fledgling vocal groups vied for 

recording contracts, small labels cropped up to capitalize on the trend, and songwriters sold or 

leased songs to labels in hopes of gaining nationwide exposure. The latter goal was central to 

doo-wop’s proliferation in Detroit, as regionally popular artists strove to bring their work more 

prominence within a rapidly expanding music market.196 

 
196 This information in this and the following paragraph is culled from chapters 1 and 2 of Nelson George, 
Where Did Our Love Go: The Rise and Fall of the Motown Sound (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 
1985); chapter 1 of Mark Ribowski, Ain’t Too Proud to Beg: The Troubled Lives and Enduring Soul of the 
Temptations (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2010); the introduction to Suzanne K. Smith, Dancing in 
the Street: Motown and the Cultural Politics of Detroit (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1999); and chapters 1 and 2 of Gerald Early, One Nation under a Groove: Motown and American Culture 
(Hopewell, NJ: Ecco Press, 1995). 
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One such hopeful was Berry Gordy, Jr.197, a Korean War veteran who unsuccessfully tried 

his hand at several enterprises following his military service. He ran a record shop that 

specialized in jazz music, but its shuttering in the mid-1950s led Gordy down a path that 

eventually led to Motown’s establishment. Subsisting on factory work and money from his 

comfortably middle-class family, Gordy began writing songs for local vocal groups. By 

leveraging connections gained during his involvement in Detroit’s informal economy—as well as 

those established by his sisters Anna and Gwen, who worked as successful songwriters and label 

owners—Gordy gained an opportunity to write a collection of songs for R&B star Jackie Wilson, 

five of which became chart hits. Gordy’s modest successes urged him to gain more control over 

his creative property; his family’s entrepreneurial background gave him a close-range view of 

business management strategies. By the end of the 1950s, Gordy had assembled a group of 

singers and songwriters who offered their services to record labels across Detroit. This 

centralization of talent struck a contrast with the ad-hoc recording practices that defined much 

of the city’s R&B output during the 1950s. Gordy eventually formalized this arrangement by 

establishing Berry Gordy, Jr. Enterprises, which included a music publisher, a recording studio, 

talent management, and a record label called Tamla-Motown, later shortened to Motown. 

Gordy’s creative network included the five singers who would eventually come to be 

known as the Temptations. Elbridge “Al” Bryant, Melvin Franklin, Eddie Kendricks, Otis 

Williams, and Paul Williams (the latter of whom were not related) all hailed from the 

southeastern United States, eventually moving to Detroit in the 1950s for various reasons. 

Though Kendricks and Paul Williams grew up together in Mobile, AL, the quintet would not 

assemble until crossing paths in Detroit’s doo-wop scene. All five singers gained local popularity 

during their stints with various vocal groups—including the Distants, the Siberians, and the 

 
197 Berry Gordy III (b. 1929) dubbed himself “Berry Gordy, Jr.” for professional purposes. Music historian 
Mark Ribowsky quips that Gordy explicitly “preferred not to be called” Berry Gordy III, though the reason 
is unclear. Ribowsky, Ain't Too Proud to Beg, 22. 
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Primes198—but allegedly only assembled as the Temptations in 1961, at Otis Williams’ request. 

(The dissolution of his group, the Distants, and an invitation from Gordy urged Williams to 

assemble the group, who had also abandoned their previous musical projects.199) The group 

quickly proved among the most popular of Motown’s acts, especially in live performances, not 

least because of their fashion choices and polished choreography (created largely by Paul 

Williams in the group’s early days with Motown). In January 1963, the group achieved its first 

Billboard Top 20 hit with “The Way You Do the Things You Do,” thus furthering Gordy’s goal of 

making R&B music a nationwide enterprise. The group’s first Billboard Hot 100 number-one 

single, “My Girl,” followed in December of 1963. David Ruffin replaced Al Bryant the following 

year, thus establishing the group’s ‘classic five’ configuration. Over the course of their career, the 

Temptations would score three more Hot 100 number-ones would follow, and thirteen more 

number-ones on Billboard’s R&B chart. To this day, the Temptations’ constant combination of 

close-knit harmonies and intricate staging would become a trademark in itself, but also an 

emblem of the Motown ethos more generally. 

As Andrew Flory notes, “[Motown]’s artists used comportment, choreography, and 

image fabrication to depict an idealized black middle class.”200 This inhered largely in the 

fashion choices made for each act—designer and/or custom eveningwear became the standard 

for performances and public appearances—as well as in the finishing-school manners imparted 

by the label’s in-house talent management. Throughout the early 1960s, it also informed the 

production values and process for many of Motown’s R&B acts. Doo-wop harmonies and the 

call-and-response structure of blues and rock formed the music’s foundation, but orchestral 

flourishes and dulcet vocal timbres helped soften what producers felt constituted R&B’s rough 

edges. As I will explain below, these creative choices helped make Motown’s product more 
 

198 The Primes’ sister group, the Primettes, were a trio of singers who were eventually signed to Motown as 
The Supremes. Otis Williams and Patricia Romanowski, Temptations, updated edition (New York: Cooper 
Square Press, 2002), 30. 
199 Williams and Romanowski, Temptations, 41-42, 45-46. 
200 Andrew Flory, I Hear a Symphony: Motown and Crossover R&B (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 2017), 6. 



147 

appealing to a wider range of black listeners, and to gain the interest of white listeners as well. 

Gordy gradually standardized the production processed that generated the label’s most 

profitable content, and the company became infamous for its ‘assembly-line’ ethos (which is 

discussed below). The consistent production of songs with catchy melodies, danceability, lush 

instrumentation, was only supplemented by the public appearances of the artists who sang the 

songs. Known for their poise, charm, and fashion sensibilities, many of Motown’s artists—

including the Temptations—would be received as well-manicured embodiments of blackness. 

They represented an ethos that resonated with much of the imagery that defined mainstream 

understandings of the civil rights cause in the early 1960s.201 

More often than not, these stagings are attributed to Cholly Atkins, another Motown 

choreographer who deservedly enjoys his own significant dance-historical legacy. Thus, to 

distinguish and evaluate Fontaine's choreographic contributions at Motown, we must also 

reckon with Cholly Atkins' contributions. This is a tricky task, as various accounts offer 

ambiguous or competing impressions as to how and when each choreographer staged numbers 

for any of the artists on the Motown roster. For the most part, journalists, scholars, fans, and 

even the artists themselves have only attributed choreographic credits to either man 

retroactively. This happened at odds with the company's initial policy, which initially required 

artists to claim they did all their own choreography. (In some instances, journalists attributed 

choreographic duties to Gordy himself.) A few acts—especially those who, like the Temptations, 

had enjoyed musical careers well before their tenure at Motown—did contribute to their own 

staging, which only complicates the task at hand. Historiographically, choreographic labor has 

become an increasingly visible component of Motown's artist development process. However, 

without sustained attention to creative practices, stylistic characteristics, and 

historical/biographical timelines simultaneously, Fontaine's contributions remain obscure. 

 
201 Early emphasizes the latter point in Early, One Nation under a Groove, 6. 
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Fan interest and critical commentary have drawn increasing attention to Atkins' work. 

By and large, this discourse tracks Atkins' contributions through the identification and 

description of a signature style rooted in his history as a class-act rhythm tapper. Chief among 

these projects are Jacqui Malone's books Steppin' on the Blues and Class Act (the latter of which 

was co-authored with Atkins). While this literature highlights several key influences and 

characteristics at work in Atkins’ “vocal choreography” (to use a phrase coined by Atkins and 

Malone), it posits a stylistic consistency among Motown performances that gradually dissolves 

as one watches them in aggregate. These discrepancies are largely influenced by the 

circumstances under which such performances were produced, even within a single group's 

output. Some routines, like the iconic choreography for “My Girl,” remain consistent for years. 

Others, like “Beauty is Only Skin Deep,” are altered as time goes on. In both cases, choreography 

was liable to be edited further to fit the constraints of a stage or television studio. While such 

edits signal the stylistic idiosyncrasies of one choreographer's work or the other's, they do so 

inconsistently. Comparing Atkins and Fontaine's accounts of their time at Motown makes it 

clear that, while there may have been an official hierarchical relationship between Atkins and 

Fontaine, the two assumed staging duties on a more fluid basis. For instance, Fontaine notes 

spending more time with certain groups in the studio while Atkins was on tour with The 

Supremes, Gladys Knight and the Pips, or another of his favored acts. Yet, on a whim, Gordy 

might command one choreographer or the other to work with a group on a specific project. In 

this case, delineating choreographic labor along the lines of discrete ‘styles’ per se is a 

necessarily incomplete project. 

My attempt to locate Fontaine's specific ‘style’ is inductive and provisional. Unlike 

Atkins, discussion of Fontaine's work (including his self-published autobiography) places little 

value on the choreographic characteristics that distinguished his work from that of other artists. 

I have discerned Fontaine's contributions by working backwards through the Temptations' 

performance videography, taking his word for those few performances for which he claims overt 
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and primary creative credit. Noting their choreographic attributes, I tracked which of them are 

present in earlier routines, and whether Fontaine makes any mention of staging those songs. 

Even so, because neither he nor Atkins outline the creative decision-making process as it shaped 

specific routines, this effort is at best a series of well-informed guesses. I do hope it is clear that 

recuperating Fontaine's work with the help of a concept like ‘style,’ or of singular authorship 

more broadly, is not a goal I am pursuing. In large part, this chapter asks what enables (or 

inhibits) the very consolidation and circulation of a discursive entity called “Lon Fontaine's 

choreography”—or, for that matter, “Cholly Atkins’ choreography.” Pressuring the latter while 

attending to the former gets directly at some of the processes by which a dance worker in this 

milieu may or may not become legible as a ‘choreographer,’ with all of that label's attendant 

assumptions about, and orientations toward, the discursive capacity of dancing.  

Motown’s ascendancy, and Fontaine’s role in it, holds significant implications for the 

body/flesh distinction’s impact on racial politics. As civil-rights protest and legislation found 

wider audience in the early 1960s, mainstream constructions of racial politics made race 

‘everyone’s issue’ on a corporeal level. This involvement was, however, largely limited to an 

anxious ‘awareness’ of the issues at hand; it still left the actual doing of antiracism to black 

people. The construction of racial struggle as an exclusively ‘black’ issue persisted after the 

passage of the Civil Rights Act (in 1964) and Voting Rights Act (in 1965). In fact, it intensified as 

Black Power came to alter the contours of mainstream discourses on race in the United States. 

Were race and racism still ‘everyone’s issue’ if black people publicly claimed an identity and 

nationhood all their own? How was blackness to be understood if integration was no longer 

construed as a common goal?  

As we will see, the late 1960s saw the popularization of discourses concerning the nature 

of ‘authentic’ blackness—a black identity with histories and lifeways that separated it from all 

other categories of racial identity. Here, the body/flesh distinction undergoes a striking 

alteration. In many instances—especially with the journalistic coverage of radical black-activist 
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groups like the Black Panthers—black presence still manifested as a matter of public occupation, 

albeit with a more spectacular flair.202 Together with discourses about ‘authentic’ blackness, 

body and flesh came to speak for one another. One’s physical presence came to stand as the 

demonstration of a truth concerning their identity. Likewise, the same black body that was once 

rendered disposable might also become an emblem of its own liberation.203 In a moment where 

authenticity articulated mainstream understandings of race, Motown’s manicured restraint 

represented (to some) an inauthentic or conciliatory performance of blackness. As in previous 

chapters, I gather archival material to discern the ensemble of practices that shaped Fontaine’s 

strategies for rendering black presence. Such is the case for a New York Times journalist who, in 

1966, writes a feature about the label. He attends to the label’s social, cultural, and political 

import by focusing, first and foremost, on its dancing. 

 

DETROIT, 1966: “NOW WE CALL IT ‘CHOREOGRAPHED’” 

There is at Motown…something called an artists’ development department, whose function is to 
take rock and roll kids and convert them into a viable night club act. This “finishing school,” as it is known 
among the Motown performers, employs a galaxy of veteran showmen to train the kids to make the break 
from the sound studio to a live performance on stage. As one faculty member says: “Rock ‘n’ roll shows us 
the plum. Our job is to bring it in here and can it.” 

Canning it involves teaching that intricate Motown choreography and blocking, as well as 
broadening the repertoire so the businessman at the Copa will hear something like “There’s No Business 
Like Show Business” as well as “Baby, Baby I Need You” with his $7.50 steak. […] There is also a charm 
school in which girl performers are taught how to sit, how to hold a fork, how to walk, how to speak. “They 
learn how to behave both on stage and off,” says Mrs. Ardenia Johnston, the smiling, maternal lady who 
teaches them, with something of a school marm’s glint in her eye.204 
 

Richard Lingeman’s 1966 New York Times Magazine feature on Motown takes 

audiences on a visit to the scene of Berry Gordy, Jr.’s ‘overnight success.’ The author cannot help 

but marvel at the company, both as an emblem of the soul-music fad sweeping the United 

 
202 Kara Keeling discusses the “cinematic images” of black revolutionary protest in chapter 4 of The 
Witch’s Flight. Kara Keeling, The Witch’s Flight: The Cinematic, the Black Femme, and the Image of 
Common Sense. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007. 
203 Performance studies scholar Sampada Aranke affirms this conflation in her research, which explores 
relations between “political renegotiation and black corporeal visibility” within the context of Black Power 
politics. Sampada Aranke, “Black Power/Black Death: The Visual Culture of Death and Dying in Black 
Radical Politics” (PhD diss., University of California, Davis, 2013), 28. 
204 Richard H. Lingeman, “The Big, Happy, Beating Heart of the Detroit Sound,” New York Times 
Magazine, (November 27, 1966), 168 (emphasis in original). 
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States, and as a corporate entity. Lingeman’s article strikes a consistently suspicious tone, 

celebratory and yet questioning what makes Motown a successful enterprise. Lingeman 

identifies that tension in a performance he sees at Detroit’s Ford Auditorium. On the evening he 

describes, Smokey Robinson and the Miracles (then one of Motown’s hottest groups) headline 

an event called the Soul Show. Lingeman opens his feature with a brief gloss of the term “soul,” 

describing it as “a vogue word among Negroes” encompassing everything from shared cultural 

connections rooted in Southern lifeways, to an overtly politicized cultural-nationalist identity, 

and the strains of pop music produced by “invariably Negro performers.”205 Varied in scope and 

specificity, these meanings of ‘soul’ (for Lingeman) all cohere around an expression, or at least a 

sense, of black cultural and social identity. But, he asks, how much soul is there, really, in the 

Soul Show? Sandwiched between the “reverse Dick Gregory jokes” of white comedian Dick 

Davey and the social commentary of Jackie “Moms” Mabley, the Motown quartet’s “crowd-

pleas[ing]” set impresses Lingeman for its overt craftedness. More impressive to him than 

Robinson’s “near-falsetto voice,” or the “catlike” group’s “bright red shirts with flowing sleeves,” 

are the “intricate, whirling figures of choreography” they perform. He registers their routine as 

more than an ornate contrast to the relatively coarser tone and feel of the jokes (and the 

audience’s responses throughout the evening); for him, the Miracles’ choreography “has 

something of the unintentional camp quality that those Negro shows at the old Kit Kat [Club] in 

[Greenwich] Village had—as though they had been choreographed by George Raft in the thirties 

and never changed since.”206 Lingeman places the Miracles’ work on par with spectacular 

imitations of black dance crafted by and for the consumption of white audiences.207 His arch 

 
205 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 48. 
206 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 162. 
207 The Kit Kat Club was a ‘Negro-policy’ nightclub that capitalized on the popularity of Harlem’s Cotton 
Club during the 1920s and 1930s. Like the Cotton Club, its ‘sepia revues’ comprised much of its appeal. 
George Raft (1924-1980) was a German-Jewish film actor who initially gained popularity as a dancer in 
Manhattan nightclubs and taxi-dance halls. Known both for his salacious dancing and his frequent 
appearances in mobster movies, Raft’s performance work and public persona leveraged a particular kind 
of racialization—one which often aligned him with black expressive forms or stereotypes. (For instance, 
Raft was celebrated for his alleged popularization of the Charleston and eccentric dancing among white 
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commentary thus assigns to the Miracles’ performance a marked artifice and, in so doing, marks 

it as commercialized and (therefore) questionably racialized. 

Lingeman’s expectations bear witness to some truths about the Miracles’ dancing. 

“Intricacy” manifested as a careful balance of qualities the Miracles, and many other Motown 

acts, would have navigated in their performances. Lingeman likely saw a routine that leveraged 

the specificities of both Cholly Atkins’ and Lon Fontaine’s specialties as dancers. Atkins’ 

expertise in the class-act variety of rhythm tap would have manifested as a contrapuntal 

relationship between the group’s dancing, their singing, and the accompanying music, each 

element flowing with and against the others to varying degrees.208 At times, that counterpoint 

would also have played out between each performer’s upper and lower bodies, with each 

expressing either the same or different rhythms, as music or lyrics dictated. Even as this 

movement would have illuminated the music on its most subtle levels, it would also move 

between two poles of visual display. Its surface would be smooth and continuous, including 

several “leaning pull-ups, casual slides, [and] gliding turns”; vernacular dance moves might give 

a routine breakout moments of verve, while ballet-influenced moves would inflect it with a staid 

delicacy.209 Above all, singers would be paying attention to ‘hitting their marks’ efficiently and 

on time.  

It is in this respect that Fontaine’s strengths would have come to the fore. His experience 

on nightclub stages lent him a sensitivity for stage pictures; even small groups would fill their 

performance stage with momentary poses arraying each group member across levels, arranged 

like sculpture. Where Atkins’ work stressed careful stepping and rhythmic subtlety, Fontaine’s 

jazz and ballet stylings would have contributed moments of gross motor movement—legs 

 
audiences, not least because he claimed to have learned these forms directly from black dancers with 
whom he had regular contact.) See “The Life Story of George Raft,” Picture Show 42 (October 7, 1939), 18; 
Scharper, Albert. “Negro Film Fans’ Tastes,” Variety (October 2, 1935); Lewis Yablonsky, George Raft 
(San Jose, CA: iUniverse, 2001). 
208 Atkins delineates the fundamentals of vocal choreography in chapter 11 (“The Way I Do the Things I 
Do”) of Class Act. Atkins and Malone, Class Act. 
209 Jacqui Malone, “‘Let the Punishment Fit the Crime’: The Vocal Choreography of Cholly Atkins,” Dance 
Research Journal 20, no. 1 (Summer 1988): 16. 
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kicking, straight and extended; hands and arms flying overhead or illustrating song lyrics. In 

such moments, physical shape would supersede close conversation with the music. Unison 

might be offset by spatial symmetry, with each performer mirroring moves across a central focal 

point. Most thrilling would have been the group’s transitions between verses, in which each 

member might glide past, spin around, and step between one another in a flourish, before 

arranging themselves behind their microphone stands once more. When managed successfully, 

this balance of rhythmic precision, spatial clarity, and casual confidence would likely have 

conveyed (and required) a sense of “precision…detached coolness, flawless execution, and 

dignity.”210  

An understanding of Motown performance as a shiny, impressive object comprised of 

several small, precisely made parts—as a machinic thing—accords with the many comparisons 

Lingeman draws between the Miracles’ stage show, Motown’s production process and Detroit, 

the “Motor City,” as a locus of automotive production. Lingeman’s evaluation of the Miracles 

posits two main claims about the Motown brand: its biggest acts are highly contrived, and that 

contrivance results from a scrupulous production process. As he notes, “Berry Gordy Jr., the 

one-time auto worker, has built himself something of a pop assembly line.”211 In answering the 

question of whether Motown’s music represents an authentic soul experience, the feature slides 

further and further into the negative; in Lingeman’s appraisal, the Motown sound itself is “an 

amalgam of gospel harmonies, a blues beat, symphonic effects, electronic gimmickry and a 

‘sweet’ kind of rock ‘n’ roll.”212 The statement speaks directly to the racial(izing) stakes of the 

feature’s investigation of Motown. Distinctively ‘black’ (gospel, blues) and ‘white’ musical 

 
210 Atkins and Malone, Class Act, 226. 
211 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 167. Both then and now, several writers have drawn parallels 
between Motown’s production processes and Detroit’s automotive industry. The label itself exploited this 
link as a marketing strategy; it was a cornerstone of the intensely regulated musical production process 
which yielded the so-called Motown sound (an appellation created by the label and, soon, widely taken up 
as a given ‘fact’). For more on the assembly line as both metaphor and blueprint for division of creative 
labor, see chapter 2 of Flory, I Hear a Symphony; and Robert Fink, “Goal-Directed Soul? Analyzing 
Rhythmic Teleology in African American Popular Music,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 
64, no. 1 (Spring 2011): 179-238. 
212 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 165. 
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traditions (symphonic music, rock ‘n’ roll) come together as a sonic “amalgam,” an aural 

integration of seemingly disparate lifeways. As a DJ and “long-time student of pop music” 

asserts to Lingeman, “R&B no longer has much meaning as either a term of classification or 

ethnic orientation. ‘These boundaries no longer mean a damn thing,’ he says.”213  

Lingeman’s feature evokes the phenomenon of “crossover music,” of which the Motown 

sound is thought to be an early example (and exemplar).214 It conceptualizes the music as 

marked by black cultural traditions, but not neatly aligned with them. This poses a problem for 

the author, as he understands soul to be a racially and culturally specific phenomenon. 

Lingeman draws a contrast between this new music, and the reception of racially discrete genres 

that preceded it. Notably, this distinction hinges not just on the racial designation of musical 

performers, but also the means by which that performance is mediated. 

 
Of course, ever since Elvis Presley began twitching his hips, R&B has been a major 

influence on teen-age music. […M]ass audiences would accept R&B only when filtered through 
white performers—including, recently, British performers, most of whom borrowed from Negro 
R&B performers. 

In today’s pop sound mix, the heavy reliance on electronic distortions has helped 
considerably to make the sources of pop music extremely eclectic.215 
 

And later: 
 

 
213 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 163. 
214 Broadly construed, crossover music combines elements from genres previously ‘assigned’ to a specific 
racial or ethnic classification (whether through cultural stereotype, market designation, or some 
combination of both). The resulting fusion is deemed to ‘cross over’ upon finding acceptance with a 
‘mainstream’ audience, which typically means middle-class, young or middle-aged white consumers. 
Despite the success of this music with its ‘new’ audiences, at stake is the presumption that racial 
categories have been diluted and, as a result, the new music is often thought to be an all-around 
compromise. It is not authentically ‘black,’ but not standard (i.e., ‘white’) pop either. In such instances, 
the music is celebrated as an unmarked catalyst for ‘innovation’ within the mainstream. A discourse 
concerning crossover music has developed in the past couple of decades (often focusing on Motown 
productions). Prominent works to theorize this phenomenon include Brackett, “The Politics and Practice 
of ‘Crossover’ in American Popular Music, 1963 to 1965,” Popular Music and Society 35, no. 2 (May 
2012): 169–185; Fitzgerald, “Motown Crossover Hits 1963-1966 and the Creative Process,” Popular Music 
14 (1995): 1-11; Flory, I Hear a Symphony; Harper, “Synesthesia, ‘Crossover,’ and Blacks in Popular 
Music,” Social Text 23 (Autumn-Winter 1989): 102-121; and Morris, The Persistence of Sentiment: 
Display and Feeling in Popular Music of the 1970s (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2013). 
The May 2012 issue of Popular Music and Society (35.2) includes multiple essays on the topic (in relation 
to Michael Jackson’s music). Suzanne K. Smith writes against the customary framing of Motown as 
crossover phenomenon in Dancing in the Street. Smith, Dancing in the Street, 7-13. 
215 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 163. 
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Today’s pop record is a palimpsest of noninstrumental sounds; even an old hand such as 
O’Brien [the aforementioned DJ], who plays the stuff for four hours every morning, confesses that 
he can no longer identify the instruments used because of the use of such sound techniques as 
reverb, overdub, and feedback.216 

 
Here is a black-owned label whose artists have amassed a fanbase of various ages, races, and 

cultural affiliations. Yet, this togetherness is not a simple meeting across difference; rather, it is 

an amalgamation in which difference threatens to be lost entirely, subsumed by mass 

production and consumer tastes. The paralleling of performers and production techniques—note 

how a singer is liable to become a “filter,” not unlike “reverb, overdub, and feedback”—further 

frustrates the hope that Motown’s records represent an authentic engagement with black 

cultural expression. The remainder of Lingeman’s feature reveals, ironically, that this artifice is 

not reducible to the overtly technologized production of Motown’s music. To the contrary, the 

label’s practices for rendering presence—preparing singers for appearances onstage and on TV, 

in concert and in interviews—become the fullest demonstration of this process’s implications for 

its constructions of race and, importantly, gender.  

Lingeman’s feature mobilizes another common trope found in Motown writing: it 

strongly associates, and even risks conflating, various aspects of the company’s Artist 

Development department. As this section’s opening scene reminds us, Artist Development is 

where fledgling rock become “a viable night club act."217 “Canning the plum,” as one AD 

employee puts it, involves learning “that intricate Motown choreography and blocking,” but it 

also entails etiquette coaching. This included instruction in many areas: posture, walking, table 

manners, hygiene, interview decorum, and so on. All these activities, dance-related or not, 

comprise what Lingeman dubs Motown’s “finishing school.” As Ardenia Johnson, one of the 

department’s employees, states in the feature: “They learn how to behave both onstage and 

off[.]” As a program for teaching and learning new kinds of physical comportment, Artist 

Development is an implicitly and explicitly gendered project. In the former case, the “finishing 

 
216 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 165. 
217 Lingeman, “Big, Happy, Beating Heart,” 168. 
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school” designation evokes a world of modeling, debutante balls, and society events (a social 

sphere with which the department’s leadership was affiliated).218 Male acts were not as 

pressured to complete etiquette training as their female counterparts. As Otis Williams, one of 

the original Temptations notes in his autobiography, “We weren’t in the so-called charm school 

learning about etiquette, dress, and makeup the way many of the young women there did, but 

some of the older guys…taught us about wardrobe, staging, how to carry yourself and speak in 

public as situations arose.”219 Further, many reflections about Motown’s ‘charm school’ come 

from female performers, who say relatively little about learning to dance. Female acts were not 

barred from dancing, but (as Atkins notes in Class Act) their choreography was oriented more 

toward a physical description of song lyrics, or the cultivation of a refined “body language”—

movement that, in most cases, did not resemble ‘dance’ as such.220 When considered as a 

continuum of activity, both dancing and ‘finishing school’ training teach performers’ bodies to 

move in new, overtly artificial ways. The all-encompassing nature of this training—its shaping of 

behavior “both onstage and off”—challenges claims to racial authenticity in ways that the music 

alone does not. For, while Motown’s records might threaten to erase meaningful differences 

between cultural traditions, the artifice of their accompanying performances enacted slippery, 

strategic engagements with race that troubled easy distinctions between ‘sameness’ and 

‘difference.’ 

 
218 For instance, Nelson George notes that Maxine Powell, Motown’s in-house ‘charm school’ instructor, 
ran a finishing school before transitioning to the label full-time. George, Where Did Our Love Go, 87. 
219 Williams and Romanowski, Temptations, 61. In Star*Dancing, Fontaine reflects on teaching 
Temptation David Ruffin about table manners on a casual, friendly basis; compare this to his interactions 
with the Supremes, which were closely monitored (by Motown management), hierarchized, and primarily 
pedagogical. Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 200, 208-210. 
220 As Cholly Atkins recounts in Class Act: “[…T]he biggest problem I had was getting the girls to change 
their approach because most of them wanted to dance like the guys. […] See, the girl groups had to be 
more concerned with what I call physical drama. Instead of trying to move like the guys, I wanted them to 
use the kind of body language that was associated with women—using your eyes, hands on the hips, and 
so forth, but not in a macho way.” Atkins and Malone, Class Act, 130-131, 193-194; see also chapter 3 of 
Jacqueline Warwick, Girl Groups, Girl Culture: Popular Music and Identity in the 1960s (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2007). 
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This distinction becomes a central aspect of Motown’s marketing strategy, with 

particular regard for practices of consumption. A burgeoning commercial music industry 

deliberately leveraged dancing as a strategy for gauging and maintaining the success of its 

product.221 These developments expanded the degree to which an ‘average’ (which, again, meant 

white, young, and middle-class) listener could identify with or become like their favorite black 

musician. As ‘rock ‘n’ roll’ congealed into a legible musical genre during the early 1950s, live 

performance events were key to consolidating local(ized) music economies into a national 

one.222 DJs needed reliable ways to track the interests of the listeners they sought to target; to 

that end, many disc jockeys hosted “record hops” to see and hear, in real time, which new singles 

teens found to be most danceable. (After all, records that “had a beat to dance to” were 

considered most successful.) Long before its appropriation as a marketing strategy, though, the 

practice of dancing to recorded music in public settings had a long-standing precedent in black 

communities. Some DJs also used these functions as a chance to consolidate a black teen 

audience as well, but as venues for neighborhood vocal groups to perform, dance parties for 

black youth largely served as platforms for the promotion of local talent.223 The record hop 

announced itself as a standardized form of musical engagement with the advent of TV shows like 

American Bandstand; this particular show was among the first to promote the sock hop as a 

teenage experience on a national level.224 As something of a fusion between the sock-hop and 

auditorium-concert formats—audience members would dance to both records and live 

performances by popular acts—the show stressed the belief that dancing was not only a prime 

mode of engagement with rock music, but that the music was (in many cases) literally made to 

 
221 George Ennis, Seventh Stream: The Emergence of Rocknroll in American Popular Music (Hanover, 
NH: University Press of New England, 1992), 153-156; William Graebner, Coming of Age in Buffalo: 
Youth and Authority in the Postwar Era (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1990), 34-43; Sarah 
Thornton, Club Cultures: Music, Media, and Subcultural Capital (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1996), 84-89. 
222 Ennis, Seventh Stream, 156; see also Matthew Delmont, The Nicest Kids in Town: American 
Bandstand, Rock 'n' Roll, and the Struggle for Civil Rights in 1950s Philadelphia (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2012), 128-132. 
223 Delmont, Nicest Kids in Town, 128-129. 
224 Delmont, Nicest Kids in Town, 170. 
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be danced to in certain ways. Indeed, dance instruction songs225 became a key tool for 

promoting and popularizing rock music during this period. In some cases, dances were expressly 

invented—or appropriated from black teen dance scenes—to market new rock singles. (Again, 

we should note that the “instructional dance song” was not created as a marketing strategy, but 

pre-existed the trend as a black musical format since the heyday of the blues tradition.226) Thus, 

as a market congealed around the new market designation known as ‘rock 'n' roll,’ dance became 

a vehicle for its commoditization. If sock hops (whether live or televised) encouraged audiences 

to engage with rock primarily as a form of dance music, the proliferation of codified dances only 

reinforced the expectation that dancing-with was a customary, even expected form of musical 

engagement.  

This approach to framing and filming musical performance continued into the 1960s, as 

the rock craze gave way to the rise of rhythm-and-blues. Watching videos of popular R&B acts 

from the decade’s early years, one notices how often the singers’ performances are wreathed, 

slashed, even crowded out by throngs of young, lithe, mostly white dancers. Their antics act as 

both mirror and bridge, offering up ebullient takes on the moment’s most popular social 

dances—filtered through the comportment of ballet and theatrical jazz dance—while also 

dramatizing the infectious energy supposed to be circulating endlessly between musicians and 

audience.227 This energy tends to short-circuit, though, when the singers in question are 

 
225 In their essay “From ‘Messin’ Around’ to ‘Funky Western Civilization’: The Rise and Fall of Dance 
Instruction Songs,” Sally Banes and John F. Szwed define the dance instruction song as “a form of dance 
‘notation’” that guides listeners through the choreography of a popular dance through a combination of 
music and song lyrics. This musical subgenre is worth careful consideration because, as the authors insist, 
it sheds light on “the mass distribution of dance and bodily knowledge…play[ing, as it has,] an important 
part in the democratization of social dancing…[and] creat[ing] a mass market for the work of black 
artists.” Sally Banes and John Szwed, “From ‘Messin’ Around’ to ‘Funky Western Civilization’: The Rise 
and Fall of Dance Instruction Songs,” in Dancing Many Drums: Excavations in African American Dance, 
ed. Thomas DeFrantz (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002), 170. 
226 Banes and Szwed, “Dance Instruction Songs,” 171. For information about the use of dances and dance 
instruction songs as a marketing strategy on American Bandstand—and the regular appropriation of said 
dance trends from black teenagers for white consumption—see Delmont, Nicest Kids in Town, 167-173. 
227 For more on the genealogy and uses of dance in filmic representations of rock music, see Norma 
Coates, “Excitement is Made, Not Born: Jack Good, Television, and Rock and Roll,” Journal of Popular 
Music Studies 25, no. 3 (September 2013): 301–325; Simon Frith, “Look! Hear! The Uneasy Relationship 
of Music and Television,” Popular Music 21, no. 3 (October 2002): 277–290; David E. James, “Rock ‘n’ 
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Motown acts—and especially for female groups like the Supremes and Martha and the 

Vandellas. These singers maintain a staid bearing, hewing close to their microphones (or, when 

not using microphones staying on their spots), maintaining eye contact with audience members, 

rarely extending a limb to its full reach, steadily tracking the arc of a song’s “physical drama.” 

Against the clapping, head-bobbing, or screaming of audience members, and in contrast to the 

high stepping, swinging arms, or constant migration of hired backup dancers, the choreography 

produced at Motown gave the music a staid visual compliment. As journalists like Lingeman 

described it, the effect was not unlike the chrome on those cars produced in Detroit: shiny and 

attractive, yet cold and hard.  

The gendered responses to Motown performance, focusing as they do on the acts’ relative 

‘inaccessibility,’ may seem like a willful misreading of Artist Development’s efforts. But from the 

department’s earliest days, Motown staff fostered clear expectations for the kinds of audience 

their work was designed to attract. Renowned AD staff member Maxine Powell is fondly 

remembered for reminding her charges that “the White House and Buckingham Palace” were 

the venues for which the label’s acts were ultimately being groomed. With choreography shaping 

the ways in which artists moved “both onstage and off,” that dictate informed Atkins and 

Fontaine’s creative work as well. Their guidance enhanced Motown artists’ lessons on public 

comportment. Further, while these choreographers used black vernacular dance as source 

material, the final product did not make specific popular dances a choreographic focal point. 

black viewers may have seen Motown routines as prime examples of black cool, while white 

audiences may have felt them to be an evasion of primitivist expectations. In either case, many 

viewers—including Lingeman—would have understood the Motown experience as distinct from 

that generated by most other rhythm and blues artists. 

 
Film: Generic Permutations in Three Feature Films from 1964,” Grey Room 49 (Fall 2012): 6-31; and 
Christopher P. Lehman, A Critical History of Soul Train on Television (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2008). 
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Motown singers’ ‘apartness’ from their audiences is not (merely) a performance of black 

respectability, or a kinesthetic argument for acceptance by a white mainstream. Viewers’ 

inability to dance-with Motown acts points to larger considerations about strategies for 

marketing and circulating the label’s music during the 1960s. Motown songwriters and 

producers cultivated a consistent ‘sound,’ which they consolidated with intertexual lyrical and 

thematic allusions; extending material between songs encouraged engagement with the music 

beyond the immediate popularity of a hit single, the format in which most white listeners 

engaged with rhythm and blues.228 Dance played a crucial role in this strategy: in a context 

where dance facilitated a consumerist engagement with black popular music, Gordy and his 

team constructed strategies for combating the treatment of black music as disposable, lasting 

only as long as listeners were willing to move to it. Importantly, dance matters beyond its 

insulating effects on white consumption. As Philip Brian Harper notes, Motown’s marketing 

strategy leveraged an Africanist mode of artistic engagement—one privileging multimodal, 

multisensory experience—in a consumerist context.229 The label urged audiences to buy albums 

(not just singles) in large part by stressing the music’s visual components, namely, the ‘look’ of 

the artists. Encouraging new listening habits set Motown’s records on a path that resisted 

familiar patterns of consumption; importantly, though, this strategy reinforces the aspirations 

set forth by the label’s Artist Development department. Professionalism, rather than broad 

middle-class acceptance, informed the label’s choreographic agenda. While record sales among 

a ‘mainstream’ market served as an important benchmark for any act’s success, middle-class 

engagement proved less of a priority than the ‘high-class’ audiences the label eventually hoped 

to reach. In curtailing the ability to dance-with, then, Artist Development reframes its charges as 

singers to be seen—not as an accident or matter of consequence, but as a primary mode of 

engagement. 
 

228 Fink, “Goal-Directed Soul,” 207-208; Flory, I Hear a Symphony, 49-52; Laurie, “Crossover Fatigue,” 
92, 97-99. 
229 Harper, “Synesthesia,” 106-110. Brackett extends Harper’s considerations in his discussion of 
crossover music; see Brackett, “Black or White?”. 
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Lingeman’s uneasy fascination with Motown’s production process points to the label’s 

ambivalent cultural orientation following the Civil Rights era. His feature attributes the label’s 

success to its efficient rendering of young singers into consummate artists. But the label fails to 

pay those rewards forward to the larger public, who might hope to learn new dances, new 

feelings, or (perhaps) new attitudes about race by listening to these records. The “intricate, 

whirling figures of choreography” Atkins and Fontaine crafted are, above all, matters of 

stagecraft. Otis Williams describes Atkins’ work as a science: “[T]o create dance that takes into 

consideration such things as the stage layout, the placement of microphones and cords, and how 

the hell you are going to move, sing, and still breathe takes a scientific approach and attention to 

detail.”230 Here is a dancemaking practice where movement exists with and as part of the 

broader machinery of commercial performance. When exploited to its fullest, this machinery 

has the potential to evade race as it is commonly understood (as evidenced by Lingeman’s 

comments about the label’s artifice). Namely, it grants black artists the ability to craft their 

presence—to do, make, and produce it consciously—rather than inhabit a given version of it. 

In a moment when integration loses its promise as an attractive political solution, 

mainstream American understandings of race reorganize a powerfully visible black-nationalist 

project. The expectation that people of different races will remain distinct, and perhaps 

separate, ironically becomes new grounds for cross-cultural consumption. But for Motown, 

racial separation inhibits, rather than facilitates, interracial engagement. And in so doing, it 

stages black performers as elements of a self-contained productive entity—one which, from 

behind-the-scenes infrastructure to stage performance, was black-owned. This is a black self-

ownership that, rather than promising some authentic offering of racialized experience, lends 

black actors the agency to render one’s presence according to whatever standards for self-

presentation are most appealing in the moment. In “automating” singers’ performances—in 

codifying their sound, standardizing their movement vocabulary, and weaving them into the 
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technical demands of staging—Atkins, Fontaine, and the Artist Development department crafted 

a moving image of blackness which, as Wendy Walters argues, “could represent…a state of 

cultural interchangeability.”231 This sense of artificiality trailed Motown’s most popular artists 

throughout the 1960s, and was most frequently attached to the Supremes as they rose to become 

the label’s best-selling act. In 1967, mere months after Lingeman published his feature, another 

Times reporter offered a snapshot of the Supremes in a brief article. The piece retraces 

Lingeman’s tropes, noting that the working-class singers “spent months” in Artist Development, 

where they were “polished and preened like a new car.” One result of that transformation? “We 

used to dance with our music,” Diana Ross notes; “now we call it ‘choreographed.’”232 Ironically, 

however ineffective this artifice may have appeared shortly after Brown, it comes to enable 

greater creative and cultural self-possession in the coming decade—as the Temptations contend 

with blackness’ shifting sociocultural implications more directly. 

 

LOS ANGELES, 1975: “BEING ABLE TO TAKE DIRECTION” 

Now, after ten years of stardom and dozens of imitators, the Temptations…are revamping their 
act. Explains [Melvin] Franklin: “What we’re doing is expanding our whole everything, the way we look, 
the area of the stage we use. All too often we bunch up in the middle of the stage. Now we’re stretching out 
so the people out there can get to see everybody clearly, thanks to the innovations of (choreographer) Lon 
Fontaine.” 

[…] Otis Williams sees one of the key factors in the group’s survival at the top as “being able to 
take direction. That’s one of the most important things for any artist. My theory is that you can have all 
the talent in the world, but if you don’t have some brains to coordinate with that talent to the point of 
taking directions, it doesn’t mean anything.” 

A good deal of the direction the Temptations are taking now is from choreographer Fontaine…. 
Explains bassist Franklin: “Over ten years ago when we became the most imitated group of our type, our 
format was set by the great Lon Fontaine, and he is here with us now. We all believe in Lon’s ability to be 
able to bring out the very best there is in us.”233 
 

With the dawn of the 1970s, media coverage of Motown assumed a morbid cast. 

Reporters, music critics, and gossip columnists regarded the once-youthful company with a 

burgeoning nostalgia. In part, the label’s output helped spur this mindset; 1971 saw the release 
 

231 Wendy S. Walters, “Blackness in Present Future Tense: Broadside Press, Motown Records, and Detroit 
Techno.” In New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement, ed. Lisa Gail Collins and Margo Natalie 
Crawford (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2006), 125. 
232 Goldstein, “The Super Supremes: Stop in the Name of Love.” 
233 Robinson, “Temptations,” 115, 120. 
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of a multi-volume compilation album, The Motown Story, that bundled best-selling singles, 

artist interviews, and documentary photos. By this point, the label had released compilation 

albums for some of its biggest acts, and would do so for more artists within the first few years of 

the new decade. Motown made its most prominent bid toward writing its own past when it 

licensed its music as the soundtrack for Cooley High, a 1975 film celebrated for its loving 

depiction of black urban teendom in the early 1960s. These events, and their accompanying 

discourse, circumscribe Motown’s lifespan in a notable way. The label itself was still a 

considerable force in the American popular music industry: its established acts spawned solo 

stars (as the Supremes did Diana Ross in 1969) or continued topping pop and R&B charts, and 

plenty of new acts joined the label to much acclaim. Yet black journalists voiced the concern that 

Motown had not, and perhaps would not, share its social or financial resources with the black 

communities that had made it successful.234 The company’s insulation from its surrounding 

support network only evidenced what long-term fans had sensed in recent years: the Motown 

family was slowly falling apart. For some, the disappointment was explained by Gordy’s hiring 

and promotion of white employees to prominent executive positions. For others, it manifested in 

the ways favored acts received unflagging support while others were left to flounder. The most 

disgruntled of Motown’s artists had been leaving the label since the late 1960s, often citing 

mismanagement as their prime motivation. Those who felt most neglected—and their numbers 

only increased into the 1970s—pointed to Artist Development’s steady decline as an example, if 

not the primary reason, for their departure. Gordy had directed his and his employees’ attention 

toward so few Motown artists that, by 1970, the company all but shut down its infamous Artist 

Development program.235 Thus, while Motown ‘itself’ survived, the interpersonal dynamics 

 
234 For instance, A 1972 Jet magazine included the Temptations in a brief piece about the previous year’s 
popular-musical highlights. The piece wistfully concluded: “With the achievements of 1971 behind them, 
Black artists…might even do more to control other aspects of the entertainment industry, guaranteeing or 
contributing to the economic liberation of Black people.” “Jet Picks the Best Bets for Stardom in 1972,” Jet 
(January 27, 1972), 61. See also Smith, Dancing in the Street, 205-208. 
235 George, Where Did Our Love Go, pgs. 155-157. See also Atkins and Malone, Class Act, 171. 
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which sustained it were weakening and, as a result, fans and critics increasingly understood it as 

a fading institution. 

If Artist Development was the means by which Motown acts appeared to own or 

maintain control of their labor—connecting, as it did, their on- and offstage performances—its 

dissolution pressures the question of how and where ‘institution’ is made and maintained. The 

Temptations arguably struggled with this question more publicly than any of their labelmates 

during the early 1970s. In 1971, founding member Paul Williams left the group in an attempt to 

resolve longstanding mental and physical health issues. The group had replaced personnel 

before, but Williams’ departure struck the group especially hard. Even while they were signed to 

Motown, Williams had overseen the creation of the group’s most defining attributes, including 

their fashions and, in particular, their choreography. As Otis Williams remembers, “He was our 

soul, our creative leader, and the thought of having to go on without him killed us all.”236 

Popular black publications noted that, until his passing in 1973, Paul Williams remained a close 

friend and confidante of the group. Williams’ many departures emphasize the degree to which 

the Temptations’ survival (and Motown’s endurance more broadly) were framed not as the mere 

existence of a brand, but as the sum of activity maintained and renewed by a close-knit group of 

individuals. As the band morphed in shape, size, and sound during the early 1970s, 

commentators narrated this transitional period as a moment charged by ambivalence. A great 

group managed to continue making entertaining music, but also found itself in the position of 

having to maintain and defend itself amid significant internal and external change.237 How 

would the group maintain its solvency? 

The Temps would address this question explicitly when, in 1974, they recruited Lon 

Fontaine to overhaul their stage show. (Their collaboration would mark one of the few noted 
 

236 Williams and Romanowski, Temptations, 155. 
237 Though an extreme example, a 1974 New York Amsterdam News opinion piece vividly represents this 
discourse: “Do you remember those days and the mighty Temps? Who would have thought that in less 
than a year after being acclaimed the top vocal act in the business, they would be floundering at the brink 
of extinction in search of singers who could ably carry the Temptations banner.” “Hobson’s Choice: The 
Temptations: Resistable [sic] with Age?”, New York Amsterdam News (June 1, 1974). 
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instances in which Fontaine enjoyed explicit recognition, and primary leadership, as director 

and choreographer.) “All too often we bunch up in the middle of the stage,” Melvin Franklin 

explains in a 1975 Ebony magazine feature on the group. As noted previously, groups like the 

Temps danced in place thanks largely to choreographic practices built around technological 

limitations, like the tangle of equipment wires and the need to stay close to a microphone. “Now 

we’re stretching out,” Franklin explains, “so the people out there can get to see everybody 

clearly, thanks to the innovations of (choreographer) Lon Fontaine.” Fontaine’s “innovations” 

accorded with the group’s desire to revamp its public image in the lead-up to their 1975 album A 

Song for You. The Temps leveraged dance to make constant action the literal basis of their 

reputation; their new show utilized cutting-edge cordless microphone technology that cleared 

room for the Temps to put their dancing ability on full display. This apparent freedom of 

movement both signifies and enacts the Temptations’ precarious embodiment of legacy in the 

mid-1970s. Without a microphone stand to orient their movement, the group’s choreography 

loses elements that once lent their work the look and feeling of automation.238 The Temps have 

little to no technological clutter to navigate, and can enjoy a more extended kinesphere; 

restraint recedes as a choreographic priority. In this way, absent the corporeal restrictions once 

imposed by Motown’s “finishing school of the dance,” Fontaine’s new staging gestures toward 

the Artist Development program’s dissolution. How Fontaine and the Temps fill this absence, 

though, is a crucial question. Now, as an institution unto themselves—one which cannot rely on 

Motown’s overarching leadership to protect it—the Temps must make provisions for its own 

longevity. As we will see, that project revisits and revises the gendered racialization that 

commentators like Lingeman attributed to Motown’s choreographic program at its height. 

 
238 The move away from ‘automation’ is especially pertinent to the Temptations’ work, as their unique 
four-headed microphone stand had become an emblem. Fontaine claims his alleged 1966 invention of the 
four-headed stand as one of his most important contributions to the group’s success. Indeed, he recounts 
the stand’s origin story (presenting it alongside a prototype sketch, signed by him) as an early attempt to 
make their dancing more visible. Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 193-194, 196-197. 
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We see the Temps negotiating these circumstances in their 1975 performance on TV 

music series Midnight Special.239 After a rousing introduction, the group’s transition into their 

first new formation nods toward their ‘old’ style of dancing. They traverse the stage with a series 

of grapevines and ball-changes, punctuating the flow with a couple of corkscrew spins. Soon, 

however, that familiar vocabulary recedes; Dennis Edwards finds his way to the downstage right 

corner, launching into the first chorus of “Glass House.” The group dances in pairs, moving 

between snippets of popular disco dances and jazz-inflected glides executed with straight legs, 

pointed feet, and flexed hands. Meeting Edwards’ delivery of the chorus—If you’re living in a 

glass house / don’t you throw no stones—the group dances the song’s warning in unison, 

whipping a hand overhead, winding up with a full-body twist, then tossing the arm as if to hurl a 

rock. Every move in the chorus lands squarely on the song’s beat, thereby highlighting the new 

set of musical priorities inflecting their latest record. The constant drive of thumping bass, 

guitar chops, and hi-hat cymbal unfold as a steady chug, giving the group a pulse with which to 

keep pace. Each member of the group seems locked into this musical grid,240 metrically but also 

functionally. Their movement unfolds as a through-choreographed ensemble sequence, sending 

the Temps through a series of formations that must be executed with spatial and temporal 

precision. Each of these new sections marks a new point in the performance’s theatrical arc, 

which maps directly onto the song structure at some points but just as often disregards 

structural cues or section breaks to develop an idea on its own terms.  

We witness the Temps hustling to keep up with the constantly shifting demands of 

Fontaine’s choreographed stage business. Sometimes, they kick, lunge, and ball-change their 

way through a nonstop fusion of jazz, ballet, and social dance; at other times, they illustrate song 

 
239 YouTube user whatiship73 uploaded excerpts from the Temptations’ Midnight Special performance as 
separate clips. See Temptations, “Temptations – Glasshouse,” whatiship73, March 22, 2008, video, 3:46, 
https://youtu.be/rZpWdTchU3A; Temptations, “Temptations – Shakey Ground,” whatiship73, August 15, 
2008, video, 2:59, https://youtu.be/eET1ye8gYmo.  
240 I borrow the concept of temporal (or rhythmic) grids from Fink, who uses it to analyze the function of 
groove and rhythmic flow as deployed across several of Motown’s most popular recordings. Fink, “Goal-
Directed Soul,” 199-200.  

https://youtu.be/rZpWdTchU3A
https://youtu.be/eET1ye8gYmo


167 

lyrics through pantomime; and in still other moments they drop dancing to trade bits of spoken 

banter. These scenes often disappear as soon as they crop up, sending the group charging into 

yet another staggered line, starburst pose, or set of duets. However, moments of resolve anchor 

the unfolding action. A grapevine explodes into a crouched kung-fu-style punch; a chain of step-

touches breaks into a relaxed freeze, each man’s weight settled into one hip as they swing their 

arms and snap their fingers; the group answers the driving beat with easy, strolling steps 

downstage. These are instances where markedly black ways of moving break the surface of the 

dance, alternately drawing on an Africanist quality of ‘the cool’ and linking popular social dances 

to both their black vernacular roots and the perceived energy of a black-nationalist self-

presentation. (The martial-arts references, for instance, resonate with the imagery of then-

popular blaxploitation films.241) Ultimately, all of these demands are framed as a theatrical 

experience. As the song ends, all five Temps repeat the rock toss together in silence; we hear 

glass shatter as the group scatters, fleeing the scene. 

Fontaine’s new work for the Temptations carries forward a few elements of the group’s 

more familiar stage presence, but departs from them in many important ways. Where before, 

dance facilitated the experience of listening to an accompanying song, it now unfolds more as a 

visual experience. Any corporeal influences we might attribute to Atkins are scarce, particularly 

an emphasis on the use and placement of feet. Further, Atkins’ work drew on the values 

imparted to him by a lifelong career in rhythm tap, trading on a rhythmic conversation between 

music and dance. An emphasis on gross motor movement and tensile use of the limbs speaks to 

Fontaine’s expertise in ballet, theatrical jazz, and modern dance styles, as does his focus on 

crafting spatial patterns and his preference for a metrical, rather than rhythmic, musical 

 
241 Amy Abugo Onigiri’s research on blaxploitation films confirms this observation. Her essay “Bruce Lee 
in the Ghetto Connection: Kung-Fu Theater and African Americans Reinventing Culture at the Margins” 
analyzes relationships between kung-fu films and blaxploitation during the early 1970s. Amy Abugo 
Onigiri, “Bruce Lee in the Ghetto Connection: Kung Fu Theater and African Americans Reinventing 
Culture at the Margins,” In East Main Street: Asian American Popular Culture, ed. Shilpa Dave, LeiLani 
Nishime and Tasha Oren (New York, USA: New York University Press, 2005), 249-261. 
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sense.242 Fontaine’s work moves even further beyond the dictates of musical form, leaning more 

toward an approach that develops movement independent of the song’s structure.243 Instead, 

the dance unfolds along its own theatrical arc. In this respect, Fontaine’s work also moves past 

the relative restraint of the group’s previous approach to physical drama. At times, it revels in 

the literalness Atkins rejected; more generally, though, with the widened gap between song 

lyrics and performers’ movement, the Temps negotiate a broader set of movement influences 

and vocabularies.244  

Taken altogether, these qualities frame the Temps’ performance in two ways. On one 

hand, the theatrical-dance influences exert such a heavy pull on the routine’s other source 

materials that all movement is folded into, and rendered as, theatrical dance. At the same time, 

the song’s structure imposes its own demands onto the dancing. With the Temps variously 

illustrating, dramatizing, and dancing to “Glass House,” we witness them deeply engaged in the 

work of moving between spatial formations, song sections, and modes of presentation. This 

choreographic approach proposes a vastly different vision for movement than the one churned 

out by Artist Development, not least because it remains emphatically connected to the onstage 

 
242 Atkins offers the following description of “the Cholly Atkins style”: “It’s all about different 
syncopations. […] When I came on the scene, nobody else was choreographing moves to the doodly doo 
wop [i.e., instrumental riffs]. They’d just stay in the pocket—choreograph to the tempo of the vocal line.” 
Atkins attributes this orientation toward music to his rhythm tap experience: “This is the thing that 
distinguishes the type of choreography that I do from the vocal dancing that you usually see. […B]eing a 
tap dancer has made it very easy for me to adhere to rhythmic patterns.” Atkins and Malone, Class Act, 
190-194. 
243 This approach runs counter to Atkins’, who explains: “[T]he vocal melodic lines—the general patterns 
of the songs themselves—are somewhat repetitious. In other words, the melody of each verse is the same, 
the melody of each channel is the same, and generally the rhythmic patterns are the same in those. So 
once you get one verse choreographed, one channel choreographed, you see what the pattern is 
throughout the song. […U]sually, when you set the choreography on the first verse, you do a channel and 
you’re going to do another verse after that. You revert to the choreography that you did on the first verse.” 
With the transition away from soul influences and toward funk in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the 
Temptations released a series of records whose song structures diverged sharply from those recorded 
during the heyday of the “Motown sound.” A Song for You marked a deliberate retreat from the sprawling 
funk productions that defined Temptations albums produced between 1969 and 1973 (the span of time in 
which they worked with producer Norman Whitfield). But, even though songs like “Glass House” hew 
closer to conventional pop-song structures, Fontaine’s choreography does not exhibit Atkins’ degree of 
musical fidelity. Atkins and Malone, Class Act, 191. 
244 Atkins describes physical drama as a demonstrative yet subtle use of gesture to describe song lyrics. 
Importantly, he notes, “You don’t want to be literal. […] You don’t stay in [a gesture], but you just imply it, 
then you immediately come out of it….” Atkins and Malone Class Act, 193-194. 
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realm (and decidedly separate from the offstage). Dance appears as a discrete, specialized form 

of labor. But, thanks to the unflagging effort the Temps exert during the performance, we come 

to see that labor as an active and ongoing production. Each member of the group commits and 

recommits to the effort of dancing throughout the song, revealing the fact that a skillful 

performance does not happen without hard work. If the Temptations reserve any hope of 

preserving a dancing legacy, then, it is only because they take on the challenge of (re)producing 

that legacy in the moment of performance. 

The group’s cover story in Ebony magazine’s June 1975 issue bears witness to this effort. 

Louie Robinson’s feature offers readers a glimpse into the group’s studios and rehearsal rooms, 

surveying the massive task they are undertaking following the release of their ‘comeback’ album, 

A Song for You. Splashed across the story’s central pages, among talk of the group’s personal 

lives, fond memories, and future ambitions, are two photos of the Temps in a dance rehearsal 

with Fontaine. They don sneakers, spandex, sweatbands, and athletic shorts. Sometimes their 

gazes are directed toward the front of the room, watching Lon demonstrate a move. At other 

times they are either fixed slightly upward—as though straining to remember choreography—or 

pointed in the direction of their next position onstage. In many instances they attend to their 

dancing partners, five women with whom each Temp is engaged in a pas de deux marked by 

lifts, falls, and supported poses.245 With the new expanse of stage space comes more dancers, 

and more theatrical dancing; the aforementioned group dancing alternates with more balletic 

production numbers. 

On its face, the Ebony feature seems to imply that Fontaine’s teaching provides the 

Temps with a dance education they never had, perhaps a more ‘legitimate’ or formal one. One of 

the captions accompanying a rehearsal photo reads, “Mastering the art of dancing, Temptations 

are discovering, requires long hours of hard work.” From this perspective, Fontaine figures in 

his usual role as representative of Artist Development, whipping a crew of untutored performers 

 
245 Fontaine provides more rehearsal and performance photos in Star*Dancing, 259-263. 
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into shape. Yet Fontaine makes clear that his involvement with the Temps was initiated as a 

collaboration: as recounted by him in Star*Dancing, the group seeks him out on their own 

terms, seeking help with their latest recording project at a time when Motown’s bureaucracy 

was, in the group’s opinion, alternately unable and unwilling to support the group as they sought 

a change of creative direction.246 In this context, dance figures more as a display of the group’s 

self-reliance and professional competence; by extension, it represents their own efforts more 

than the success of Motown’s corporate prowess. The fact that Fontaine is sought as a 

collaborator rather than an instructor—another Ebony photo caption claims to capture the 

Temps’ rehearsal as the process of “get[ting] advice on dancing”—frames the group’s 

engagement with dance as the acquisition or cultivation of a new skillset. As distinct from the 

Artist Development experience of learning choreography, this is not the process of being 

rendered into a commercial project. The feature stresses that the Temps already possess the will 

to perform, and that they are already well versed in a performance tradition of their own. 

Repeatedly describing the group as “agile,” Robinson frames the Temps’ energy for dancing as 

both emblem and embodiment of their “top professional group attitude”—the desire to maintain 

relevance and quality in their work.247 Dance, in this context, figures as a skill willfully gained 

and practiced, if it means keeping one’s reputation afloat. 

That the Temptations could harness dance in this way speaks to the gendered aspects of 

their career development. With A Song for You, the group sought a level of creative comfort they 

had not experienced for much of their time working with producer Norman Whitfield. 

Whitfield’s funk-driven excursions (including, for instance, the 1972 hit “Papa Was a Rollin’ 

Stone”) accorded with the sound and socially-oriented ‘message music’ of the late 60s and early 

70s, but proved anathema to the group’s penchant for love ballads.248 This is to say nothing of 

 
246 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 256; see also Williams and Romanowski, Temptations, 166-172, and chapter 
13 of Ribowski, Ain’t Too Proud to Beg. 
247 “Temptations,” 118-120. The phrase “energy for dancing” is, of course, borrowed from Foster, Valuing 
Dance. 
248 See, for example, Williams and Romanowski, Temptations, 166. 
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the fact that, as described above, the group was also less free to dance in the ways for which they 

had become acclaimed. In a sense, the group found themselves caught in a gendered division of 

labor that came to mark the development of R&B at Motown and beyond between the late 60s 

and early 70s.249 The group’s Whitfield albums—from Cloud Nine (1968) to 1990 (1973)—won 

notoriety more for the prominence of their production (orchestrations, sound effects, mixing, 

and the like) than for the Temps’ singing. The synesthetic approach to music-making described 

above, proved to be a double-edged sword. It helped whet (white) consumers’ appetites for R&B 

albums rather than singles; yet it became popular at a moment in which the album format 

became grounds for record labels to make concepts and/or images, as distinct from the musical 

product per se, the vehicle for music promotion and circulation. Finding success as an artist, 

then, meant finding and honing an aesthetic that represented an ‘individual’ musical 

expression—one that could not easily be accused of following a mass-market (and therefore 

‘inauthentic’) trend. In most instances, male artists found themselves most aptly positioned to 

take advantage of these circumstances. They often played more active (or, at least, publicly 

acknowledged and financially compensated) roles in an album’s writing, instrumentation, and 

production, and with these skills in tow they found more success in lobbying label executives for 

increased creative autonomy. Female artists, on the other hand, were often regarded as ‘just 

singers,’ and were rarely allowed similar latitude.250 Especially during their time with Whitfield, 

the Temps’ relative marginalization within their own creative process put them in a position 

similar to that experienced by female groups like the Supremes and the Vandellas.  

A Song for You was the first album (since 1964) on which the Temps claimed writing 

credits.251 They were not, however, instrumentalists or producers on par with labelmates like 

Stevie Wonder or Marvin Gaye. Dance, rather than musicianship, had been a keystone of the 

group’s critical acclaim and commercial success. Fontaine’s recruitment as creative collaborator 

 
249 Timothy Laurie expounds on this concept in “Crossover Fatigue.” 
250 Laurie, “Crossover Fatigue,” 97-98. 
251 Williams and Romanowski, Temptations, 172. 
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thus parallels the sorts of alliances that artists like Wonder and Gaye forged with musical 

personnel at Motown as they gained artistic autonomy. Fontaine himself unwittingly bears 

witness to this fact in describing his work for the Temps’ Midnight Special performance as 

consisting of “production number[s]” and “ballet[s],” fully-fledged works demanding more than 

the typical sort of routine crafted to accompany a song.252 The kind of dancing we see the Temps 

rehearse and perform, foregrounds dance as a skill harnessed for directing the energy required 

to maintain a career. Yet, the partner work adds a dimension to this skill-building that is not 

immediately evident in the group’s work on its own. It not only demonstrates the extent to 

which dance is no longer bound to the choreography of etiquette training; it also highlights the 

fact that such a formation of choreographic activity has a gendered orientation. As stated above, 

dancing as autonomous craft becomes a way for the Temptations to assert ownership of their 

work over and against the need to be managed or groomed, as Motown’s female acts so famously 

were. Where before, gender manifested in the relationship between artist and institution—

singers being subject to the tutelage of Artist Development and, by extension, the Motown 

brand—stage action becomes its new context. The Temps and their female partners share stage 

space, working through Fontaine’s choreography together. Yet, the gendered division of labor 

intrinsic to classically influenced partner work bears this distinction out most thoroughly. The 

stakes of the Temps’ “agility,” the force that allows them to maintain and control (or at least 

manipulate) their own capacity to perform, is dramatized and literalized through every lift and 

balance they execute with their dance partners. 

Though it is easy to understand the relationship between dance partnering and 

heteropatriarchy as a metaphorical one253, we should consider the further implications of an 

actual, gendered division of labor for a racialized project of representation like that undertaken 

 
252 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 257, 259, 261. 
253 Among the Midnight Special rehearsal and performance shots he includes in his autobiography, 
Fontaine notes that dancing lend to romance for the Temps’ then-newest member, Glenn Leonard; he met 
and befriended dancer Darcel Wynne during the creative process, and eventually married her. Fontaine, 
Star*Dancing, 261. 
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by the Temps in the mid-1970s. In some ways, the Temps’ image overhaul returned them to 

their roots—“back to the ballads,” away from the stressful politicized content of ‘message songs.’ 

It was a move that satisfied their felt need to give long-time fans what they wanted. However, as 

A Song for You’s producer, Jeffrey Bowen, alleges in the Ebony feature, the revamp evoked 

more than reverential nostalgia. Not only did the group face a music industry caught in “a 

constant search for creativity,” but they also mounted their new recording project at a time when 

many people turned to music as “a form of escape.” More to the point, Bowen claims: “Now, 

people are out of work, there’s a great deal of uncertainty about the future….”254 A Song for 

You’s production coincided with the unfolding of a global recession spurred by rising energy 

costs, the steady inflation of ‘first-world’ currencies (chiefly the US dollar), and the gradual entry 

of some ‘third-world’ countries into the sphere of industrial production. Together, these 

developments upset economies both in the United States and worldwide, precipitating the 

destruction or outsourcing of many of the country’s industrial jobs. Black workers experienced 

disproportionate rates of job loss compared to workers of other races and ethnicities, with black 

workers experiencing prolonged unemployment at over twice the rate of white workers.255 These 

developments dovetailed with the ‘urban development’ initiatives that had been in motion 

 
254 Robinson, “Temptations,” 116. 
255 In his book How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America, historian Manning Marable provides 
statistics from the Bureau of the Census and the Bureau of Labor Statistics that substantiate a larger 
argument about the black American working class’ ever-worsening slip into poverty. One table 
demonstrates that, in 1970, the unemployment rate among the black workforce (that is, among people 
aged 16 and older) stood at 8.2%; in 1975, during the global recession, that number increased to 13.9%, 
and stood at 14.3% in 1980. Compare these to the unemployment rates among the white workforce, which 
was 4.5% in 1970, 7.8% in 1975, and 6.3% in 1980. Manning Marable, How Capitalism Underdeveloped 
Black America: Problems in Race, Political Economy, and Society, updated edition (Cambridge, MA: 
South End Press, 2011), 317. For general information about the global economic recession of the mid-
seventies, see Judith Stein, Pivotal Decade: How the United States Traded Factories for Finance in the 
Seventies (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010); David G. Tarr, “The Steel Crisis in the United 
States and the European Community: Causes and Adjustments,” in Issues in US-EC Trade Relations, ed. 
Robert E. Baldwin, Carl B. Hamilton and Andre Sapir (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1988) 
173-200; and Victor Zarnowitz and Geoffrey Moore, “The Recession and Recovery of 1973-1976,” “The 
Recession and Recovery of 1973-1976,” Explorations in Economic Research 4, no. 4 (October 1977): 1-87. 
For information on black unemployment during the period, see Joe William Trotter, Jr., Workers on 
Arrival: Black Labor in the Making of America (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2019), 161-
164; and Ferguson, Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 124-126. 
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across the country since the late 1950s and into the 1960s. Such efforts were already displacing 

black families from their homes, often placing them in housing projects located impractically far 

from their places of employment.256  

Between a wave of protests flaring up in black poor and working-class neighborhoods 

nationwide, and the federal government’s attempts to pass (and enforce) civil-rights legislation, 

the structure of black urban life became a pressing concern for policy makers. Federal response 

to these circumstances is exemplified by a 1965 report titled The Negro Family: The Case for 

National Action. Written by President Lyndon Johnson’s Assistant Secretary of Labor, Daniel 

Patrick Moynihan, the infamous document ultimately attributed the socioeconomic turmoil of 

the black laboring classes not to federal policy, economic exploitation, or anti-black social 

practice, but to a “tangle of pathology” rooted in the alleged ‘matriarchal’ structure of most black 

households.257 Though Moynihan’s report preceded widespread deindustrialization by nearly a 

decade, it provided a hegemonic framework for making sense of black Americans’ apparent 

inability to meet the promises of civil rights. That framework asked people to think racial and 

class politics in gendered terms: black people assigned to more masculine spheres of work (like 

heavy industry) experienced a temporary yet recoverable lapse in employment, while those 

assigned to more feminine spheres (like domestic labor) were irredeemable. From this 

perspective, the potential of reversing ‘urban neglect’ depended on black individuals’ chosen 

strategies for aligning with gendered expectations concerning labor and citizenship. 

The Temps’ “dancing agility” responds to these circumstances, but also manifests as a 

product of them.258 Analogically, it reflects the kinds of downsizing happening at the company 

 
256 Duneier, Ghetto, 100-101. 
257 Moynihan, The Negro Family, 29; see also chapter 4 of Ferguson, Aberrations in Black. 
258 Scholarship on the connection between black performance and deindustrialization includes Treva 
Ellison, “Flex, Conjure, Crack. Flexibility and the Uncertainty of Blackness,” cmagazine 132 (Winter 
2017): 28-33; Judith Hamera, Unfinished Business: Michael Jackson, Detroit, and the Figural Economy 
of American Deindustrialization (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017); Imani Kai Johnson, 
“Battling in the Bronx: Social Choreography and Outlaw Culture among Early Hip-Hop Streetdancers in 
New York City,” Dance Research Journal 50, no. 2 (August 2018): 62-76; and Hillary Miller, Drop Dead: 
Performance in Crisis, 1970s New York (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2016). 
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(and in other areas of the global economy) in the early and mid-1970s. The shuttering of Artist 

Development, changing popular tastes, and shifting personnel all compelled the Temps to find a 

way to maintain and extend their public presence. Dance being one of their surest means to do 

so, it became an emblem of their relentless showbusiness capacity. (This point is aptly 

illustrated by their Midnight Special appearance, in which the group performs a medley of its 

greatest hits, beloved routines and four-headed microphone in tow.) Yet, obviously, the Temps’ 

actual material conditions differ vastly from those of the “people out of work” Bowen describes. 

The Ebony feature frames the group’s in-studio agility as the sign of a general industriousness. 

Their journey from humble roots to international stardom shines both in the effort they exude 

when performing onstage, and in the range of businesses and creative ventures they pursue in 

their (very limited) free time. Imagining their performance work as an encapsulation of black 

responses to economic precarity—at one point in the feature, bassist Melvin Franklin describes 

the Temps as being “of the people”—is possible in a framework where the singers imagine their 

chosen line of work as a primarily cultural, rather than socioeconomic, engagement with black 

politics.259 On one hand, this approach illuminates the degree to which black radical and 

cultural-nationalist movements had been commodified by the mid-1970s. On the other hand, 

such a phenomenon was not driven purely by profit motives. It also served as a means for black 

people to access or reconstruct forms of cultural belonging.260 

Both facts speak to another way in which the Temps’ work is important. Its surrounding 

discourse tethers it into a use of black performance that had been developing in the years 

between the passage of civil rights legislation and the 1970s recession. In the years following the 

passage of the Civil Rights Act, several concurrent streams of activity had explicitly leveraged 

 
259 Robinson, “Temptations,” 120. 
260 See Kellie Jones, “Black West, Thoughts on Art in Los Angeles,” in New Thoughts on the Black Arts 
Movement, ed. Lisa Gail Collins and Margo Natalie Crawford (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 2006), 43; also, see generally Hanson, “Suppose James Brown Read Fanon: The Black Arts 
Movement, Cultural Nationalism and the Failure of Popular Musical Praxis,” Popular Music 27, no. 3 
(October 2008): 341–365; and Amy Abugo Ongiri, Spectacular Blackness: The Cultural Politics of 
the Black Power Movement and the Search for a Black Aesthetic. Charlottesville, VA: University of 
Virginia Press, 2010. 
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performance as a means of extending the contest over black social and political concerns. Artists 

affiliated with the Black Arts Movement led the way, joining forces with Black Power advocates 

to disrupt material and epistemological boundaries inhibiting the free production and 

circulation of black knowledge.261 Working more within the confines of academic convention, 

activist-oriented scholars of folklore sought a non-imperialist perspective on black life and 

culture. As one prominent adherent of this trend wrote, the goal was both to promote the 

knowledge housed in vernacular cultural expression, and to present that knowledge as living 

and active, as “artistic action…and artistic event.”262 In academic practice, this translated to an 

increasing interest in lifeways (as opposed to written discourse) as a site of study. A similar 

approach came to shape debate around vernacular culture’s growing centrality in popular 

understandings of race, though to different ends. Seeking an end to civil-rights- and affirmative-

action-oriented legislation, conservative parties carried Moynihan’s torch by grounding their 

calls for anti-black policy in considerations of cultural practice. Such arguments typically cited 

historical scholarship about European immigration, deeming the gradual acculturation of ‘old 

world’ immigrants as proof that all American citizens were of equally ‘ethnic’ provenance—thus 

discounting the need for one racial group or another to be granted legal protections against 

 
261 See Kimberly Benston, Performing Blackness: Enactments of African-American Modernism (New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2000); Mike Sell, “Don’t Forget the Triple Front! Some Historical and 
Representational Dimensions of the Black Arts Movement in Academia,” African American Review 42, no. 
3/4 (2008): 623-41; Mike Sell, Avant-Garde Performance and the Limits of Criticism: Approaching the 
Living Theatre, Happenings/Fluxus, and the Black Arts Movement (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2005); Mike Sell, “Black Aesthetic,” in Encyclopedia of the Black Arts Movement, ed. Verner D. 
Mitchell and Cynthia Davis (Lanham, MA: Rowman and Littlefield, 2019), 24-29; James Smethurst, Black 
Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2005; and Walters, “Blackness in Present Future Tense.” 
262 Quote from Bauman, Richard. “Verbal Art as Performance,” American Anthropologist, 77, no. 2 (June 
1975): 290 (emphasis in original). See also Sharon Leigh Clark, “Report and Comments: The American 
Folklife Preservation Act,” Dance Research Journal 8, no. 2 (Spring-Summer 1976): 45-50; Deborah 
Kodish, “On Coming of Age in the Sixties,” Western Folklore 52, no. 2/4 (April-October 1993): 193-207; 
Sandra Jill Gross Bressler, “Culture and Politics: A Legislative Chronicle of the American Folklife 
Preservation Act,” PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1995; and Virginia Myhaver, “The ‘New 
American Revolution’: Cultural Politics, New Federalism, and the 1976 Bicentennial,” PhD diss., Boston 
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177 

discrimination.263 These opposing efforts share important presumptions. First, they both 

articulate race as ethnicity. They posit that discrete groups of people ‘possess’ their own ‘ways of 

life,’ each unique to that community. Second, they define culture as an emergent phenomenon—

one in which a constituency’s lifeways (or cultural practices) are evaluated for their role in 

shaping American culture as it is currently experienced. For the Temps to be “of the people,” and 

for them to use their “dancing agility” in such a context, their work thus appears as an active 

embodiment of what makes them culturally relevant. Beyond sales numbers and celebrity 

status, their dancing work helps produce a link between their own experience and that of a 

younger black audience. As the Ebony feature concludes: “With their current sense of change 

and expansion, the Temptations are just about to capture another entire generation.”264 

Robinson’s feature locates that expansion in (among other things) the group’s new approach to 

stage performance, as shaped by Fontaine. 

In this respect, Fontaine’s work with the Temptations reiterates a crucial link between 

gender and cultural politics. The Ebony feature clearly values the Temptations’ work as a vibrant 

continuation of black performance traditions, and as an embodiment of the kind of work ethic 

needed to preserve black community in the wake of receding federal provision and economic 

security. As a ‘properly ordered’ arrangement of work, it preserves black community, where a 

feminized approach to cultural practice might endanger community. Consideration of 

performance and/as black reproduction deserves to be emphasized in this context, especially 

because it had a profound effect on the consolidation of the Temptations’ legacy. As private 

producers and federal funding agencies began paying attention to black American vernacular 

dance traditions, the Temptations became one group whose attempts to consolidate a movement 

legacy were recognized. In his own right, though, Fontaine is disappeared from this history—in 

 
263 For an overview of literature in this vein, see Ian F. Haney López, “A Nation of Minorities: Race, 
Ethnicity, and Reactionary Colorblindness.” Stanford Law Review 59, no. 4 (February 2007): 985-1063; 
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Law Review 85, no. 5 (1997): 1143-1211. 
264 Robinson, “Temptations,” 120. 
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large part because his contributions may have been illegible within the frameworks that praised 

‘legacy’ in racialized terms. 

 

DETROIT, 1986: “ONE, TWO, YOU KNOW WHAT TO DO” 

Now slightly aged, the Temps sit on the Fox Theater’s empty stage, clustered at the feet 

of Cholly Atkins. He is making his way through the last few counts of a tap routine as the singers 

cheer him on. Before long, Atkins finishes with a flourish for the camera. As the group rises, 

applauding, high-fiving him, and patting him on the back, Melvin Franklin explains: “Look, 

Cholly, we just got this new record out. We’re glad you flew in. We need your help. We need 

some choreography real fast!” The words have barely left Melvin’s mouth when Cholly invites 

the group to “set up our old mic stands”—here, a set of upended Styrofoam cups—and file into 

formation. Cholly presses play on a small boombox, and the music for “Lady Soul” begins. 

Cholly calls over the song’s opening bars, “I’ll give you a count and we’ll start.” (“To the right?” 

Melvin asks; Cholly nods and continues.) “One—two—you know what to do!” 

What follows this stilted introduction is something we probably know and love: Cholly 

and all five singers launch into the famed Temptation Walk. This side-to-side rocking step forms 

the basis of their new routine. They handle the familiar movement easily, laughing and joking 

with one another as the song’s first few lines play through. “Now hold it!” Cholly calls at the 

head of the first verse. “I’m gonna show you the new Temptation Walk.” Everyone pauses to look 

down, once again, at Atkins’ feet. He adds a twist to the familiar walk, literally; now, both knees 

bend and swivel as the step changes directions. Each singer picks up the movement at his own 

pace. More jokes and laughter ensue: “My legs can’t go like that!” “I’m pigeon-toed, man!” But 

the group continues (“Don’t let that stand in your way,” Cholly offers), and soon everyone is 

grooving in neat unison. Cholly shows them how to lead the Walk in a curving pathway around 

the makeshift mic stands. The new Walk gives way to a simple step-touch in the last verse and 

chorus, punctuated with hand claps and, as new member Ali-Ollie Wilson sings along with the 
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track’s soaring vocals, arms fluttering like bird wings. A return to the old Temptation Walk 

brings them into the song’s fade-out, each person singing, joking, or laughing in conversation 

with the others. At track’s end, the group drops the dancing and wraps Cholly in grateful mirth: 

“We love ya, we love ya, we love ya!” 

What portal have the Temps passed through to arrive at this moment? How have 

conditions changed, such that Fontaine disappears from the frame and Atkins assumes center 

stage as the group’s sole teacher and mentor? Even in its presentation, the TV special’s narrative 

(presented as running commentary by labelmate Stevie Wonder) is too pat, too neatly wrapped. 

The placement of overhead lights on the Fox’s stage, the stilted pacing of dialogue between 

Atkins and the Temps, the miraculous journey from small crisis to smooth moves—all of these 

reveal the encounter, along with nearly all the action in the special, to be a tacit dramatization of 

the label’s history and goings-on. Yet, if there’s anything we’ve learned in surveying Fontaine’s 

career, it’s to pursue the look and feel of a thing to discern its underlying motion. Motown on 

Showtime’s faux (forced?) documentary sense reflects more than a desire to make good 

television, to offer an easily digestible narrative. Beyond those facts themselves, we might ask 

why this narrative emerged at this moment in the label’s history, how dance helped articulate it, 

and—importantly—why Fontaine’s presence or contributions might have been forced out of 

frame. Ultimately, this abrupt transition in the Motown narrative might prompt us to ask why 

artifice comes to mark the brand once again, albeit in a different sense than the one Lingeman 

evoked two decades earlier. 

More pressing than the stiff theatricality of the scene, and of the special overall, are the 

values attributed to Motown within it. The whole show leans into the familiar trope of Motown 

as family business. Several of its artists, including members of the Temptations, deliver 

commentary while standing on Hitsville’s front lawn, or next to a favored piece of memorabilia 

(now stashed safely in a display case). They recount mostly pleasant memories, even giving 

stories about conflict or hardship a chipper gloss. But the special brings a different dimension to 
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this well-worn narrative. The sequence with Atkins and the Temps is immediately followed by a 

consideration of the group’s influence on younger artists—specifically, those who either pattern 

themselves after the Temptations (like New Edition, who we see meeting the Temptations 

backstage after the former’s show at the Apollo), or singers who come to replace senior members 

of the Temps. Ron Tyson, who joined the group in 1983, describes himself as joining “a group 

that’s a part of American history,” a role he prepared for by, among other things, “pattern[ing 

him]self after…Eddie Kendricks.”265 We see ‘family’ configured both as a relationship between 

Motown’s patriarch, Berry Gordy, Jr., and the artists he regarded as his children. Importantly, 

family membership is also found in the connection between older and younger Motown artists. 

The scope of this relationship is even extended to the “many entertainers” and “whole new 

generation of young artists” who expand the legacy of vocal choreography.266 More than 

affiliation with the label itself, then, reverence for the craft of singing while dancing, and vice 

versa, becomes the connective tissue between members of this musical family.  

The Motown on Showtime sequence featuring Atkins and the Temps stages this 

narrative vividly, if implicitly. Wonder’s narration attributes the Temps’ cultivation of dancing 

expertise solely to Atkins, dubbing him “the man who got Motown acts ready for the Fox.” 

Strikingly, the film’s editing enhances this story about the apparent origins of the group’s 

performance style. Both in the introduction to this scene—which crossfades from a performance 

of Atkins and Coles to a close-up of Cholly’s tapping feet—and throughout, footwork becomes 

the activity’s focal point. And if the Temps are portrayed as transmitters of a dance ‘tradition,’ 

learning from Atkins even as they influence groups like New Edition, then their work is 

constructed as essentially vernacular. The act of inheriting a performance tradition ascends 

from the realm of metaphor; it materializes in the act of watching a teacher, following them 

closely, and adding one’s own flavor to the received movement. Here, we are invited to watch 
 

265 Terry Donohue, dir., Motown on Showtime: Motown and Four Tops (1986; Los Angeles, CA: de Passe 
Entertainment, 2016), https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLpn5lJfFwYCxi0fF-M_uon4lx5YRi8b_s, 
36:14. 
266 Donohue, Motown on Showtime. 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLpn5lJfFwYCxi0fF-M_uon4lx5YRi8b_s
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dance being passed down from one generation to another, in a process that demands 

seriousness and rigor but also allows casualness and individuality. In all these senses, the Temps 

have ascended to the status of legends, “a group that’s a part of American history.” Dance in this 

context loses its status as artistic signature—as symbol of individual ownership over one’s 

creative production. It now veers fully into the realm of “the people.”  

Here, to construct black dance as essentially vernacular, is to construe it as a restricted 

ensemble of creative and representational gestures. Remember that the Temps’ interest in 

legacy coincided with the development of performance-oriented conceptions of race and 

ethnicity. Federal funding and presentation infrastructures blossomed in the soil of this 

discourse, as evidenced by the steady (if belated) development of programs like the National 

Endowment for the Arts’ Folk Arts and Expansion Arts divisions.267 From the standpoint of 

institutions like the NEA and the Smithsonian—and particularly around the time of the US 

bicentennial—these discursive shifts facilitated attempts to ‘preserve’ American folk and 

vernacular cultures for the sake of demonstrating their contribution to a broader ‘American’ 

culture.268 In this light, dance forms rooted in oral tradition are perceived as staging the process 

of culture being kept alive and persisting in(to) the present. Thus, on one level, Atkins and the 

Temps’ rehearsal scene indexes one means by which black dance was consolidated as a discrete 

 
267 The NEA’s Folk Arts and Expansion Arts divisions were the broad gate through which work by black 
artists entered federal funding infrastructures in the United States, particularly in the late 1960s through 
to the 1980s (see Federalizing the Muse and other sources). As Myhaver explains, these developments 
only compounded with the Smithsonian Museum’s planning and execution of the Festival of American 
Folklife, a key vehicle for bicentennial commemoration in 1976. Even in its immediate precedents and 
earliest iterations, the festival’s emphasis on performance and public education highlighted “the 
communitarian ethos and multi-generational contexts in which [lifeways] were formed, practiced and 
shared through direct personal contact and exchange.” Myhaver, “New American Revolution,” 73. See also 
Clark, “Report and Comments”; Timothy Lloyd, “A Conversation with Timothy Lloyd,” Journal of 
American Folklore 131, no. 521 (Summer 2018): 272-300, 367; Laurie Sommers, “Definitions of ‘Folk’ 
and ‘Lore’ in the Smithsonian Festival of American Folklife,” Journal of Folklore Research 33, no. 3 (1996): 
227-231; and William S. Walker, “‘We Don’t Live Like That Anymore’: Native Peoples at the Smithsonian 
Festival of American Folklife, 1970-1976,” American Indian Quarterly 35, no. 4 (Fall 2011): 479-514. 
268 As Folks Arts program director Bess Lomax Hawes states in the NEA’s Annual Report 1979: “We have 
only one goal: to help preserve the very highest forms of the multiple aesthetic systems that make life in 
these United States joyful and exciting.” Bess Lomax Hawes, “Folk Arts,” in National Endowment for the 
Arts Annual Report 1979 (Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 1980), 85. 
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‘tradition’ with a clearly defined ‘history.’ It ghosts the lecture-demonstrations and documentary 

projects which earned tap dance the NEA’s recognition as a black American folk-art form 

beginning in 1977.269 These presentational formats superimposed one form of ‘passing it on’ 

over another: audiences not only bore witness to the ongoing development of a vernacular dance 

form but, in their exposure to the form’s history and emerging developments, also partook in the 

transmission of danced knowledge. From a variety of perspectives, then, black dance (by way of 

tap) is constructed and performed as one to be engaged communally; and the black body is 

rendered as a conveyor of socially and culturally specific information. The Temps’ work is one 

arena in which that transmission keeps the group—and by extension, black entertainment—

alive. The central gesture of teaching and learning thereby assigns new ends to a Motown 

pedagogy, ends whose impacts diverge from those pursued in earlier eras of the Temps’ career. 

These criteria hew even closer to the Temps’ particular trajectory, as Atkins directly 

benefitted from them. This is a moment where his work with the Temps enhances his reputation 

as much as he enhances theirs. Though Atkins reflects on his role in the consolidation of 

Motown’s legacy with some disappointment, his autobiography marks the early 1980s as a 

return to consistent choreography and performance after more than a decade of sporadic 

freelancing.270 Unlike the projects he pursued through the 70s, this new wave of work focused 

largely on Atkins’ historical achievements. He appeared alongside other revered “tap 

Olympians,” including longtime partner Honi Coles, at the 1984 Olympic Arts Festival271; 

 
269 This disparate set of activities includes Leticia Jay’s jams with rhythm tap legends, which she hosted in 
her Manhattan loft from the end of the 1960s into the 70s; Jane Goldberg’s lecture-demonstrations, also 
in New York City; and films like George Nierenberg’s 1979 documentary No Maps on My Taps. While 
institutional interest in tap dance gained momentum in the 1960s and into the 1970s, an early exponent of 
the effort was Marshall and Jean Stearns’ landmark book Jazz Dance. From its initial publication in 1968, 
the book linked the need to preserve jazz dance forms (including tap) to its continuing influence on young 
rock acts, including those coached by Atkins (and Fontaine).  
270 Surprisingly, Atkins recounts his experience of the Motown special in a tone that resembles Fontaine’s 
Star*Dancing. Describing his viewing of a 1983 documentary about the label, Atkins notes his dismay at 
being left on the film’s cutting room floor: “…[T]hings like that have happened a lot, but I don’t hate 
anybody because I pray on that.” Atkins and Malone, Class Act, 204. 
271 Atkins notes that Bella Lewitzky, who coordinated the Olympic Arts Festival, “insisted that American 
tap be included so that future audience would know about the roots of dance in this country.” Atkins and 
Malone, Class Act, 204. 
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directed a throwback variety show for singer Robert Guillaume; and, most notably, co-

choreographed the musical Black and Blue. A French production that eventually migrated to 

Broadway in 1989, Black and Blue offered audiences a vivid reimagining of historic jazz music-

and-dance styles. The show, which highlighted the talents of tap veterans like Bunny Briggs and 

Jimmy Slyde, garnered a Tony Award for Best Choreography. (Atkins shared the honor with 

Henry LeTang and the Nicholas Brothers.) Atkins explicitly links renewed interest in rhythm tap 

to increased respect for vocal choreography. Though he was initially reluctant to join the “tap 

resurgence,” Atkins eventually reunited with Coles to teach rhythm tap—and, increasingly, vocal 

choreography workshops—at tap intensives in the early 1990s. Not long thereafter, Atkins would 

earn substantial recognition for his efforts at passing-on the craft of vocal choreography. In 1993 

the NEA awarded him a three-year Choreographers’ Fellowship “for his continued work in ‘vocal 

choreography.’”272 The NEA’s Annual Report from that year notes Atkins’ achievements in tap 

and at Motown alongside one another, denoting a mutually constitutive relationship between 

the two forms. It notes that Atkins will use his fellowship funds to continue his teaching work at 

tap and jazz festivals across the United States, further cementing the connection between 

rhythm tap and vocal choreography—and pointing to the opportunities students have to receive 

Atkins’ transmission of these forms. And though this final fact is mentioned only in passing, the 

report remarks that 1993 was a year that saw “numbers of active master choreographers and the 

younger artists they have nurtured or inspired.” It was the year in which Savion Glover was also 

awarded a Choreographer’s Fellowship.273 The NEA’s reportage thus outlines a clear family-tree 

conception of black dance and cultural transmission. 

Thumbing through the photos included in Class Act, one finds several snapshots of 

Atkins holding court with friends, proteges, and students through dance. They hover around 

him in loose clumps or slightly curved lines, moving along with even as they keep their eyes 

 
272 “Dance,” in National Endowment for the Arts Annual Report 1993 (Washington, D.C.: National 
Endowment for the Arts, 1994), 19. 
273 “Dance,” Annual Report 1993, 19. 
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trained on his feet. Even as they follow along, their arms hang loose; they smile and laugh; they 

can keep up with Atkins’ moves. It may take these younger dancers a little while to follow his 

drift, but they are holding their own. They are, perhaps, engaging in their own version of call-

and-response, lagging behind Atkins only long enough to be able to catch his instruction, receive 

it, return it to him. This mode of teaching and learning cultivates a different kind of tension, a 

more relaxed rhythm of both movement and conversation. Compare these scenes to the 

snapshots from Fontaine’s rehearsals in 1974. In those pictures, the Temps stretch their limbs to 

meet Fontaine’s linear poses, and they stretch their attention to meet his demands. They grapple 

with dancing partners and hustle through spatial formations. In this situation, there is not so 

much a passing-on of danced knowledge as there is the constant attempt to meet hyper-specific 

standards. The ordeal calls on a set of highly specialized skills; it is a sort of “hard work” that 

may not be accessible to any and every person who has the desire to learn and follow along.  

These distinctions matter when we ask why Fontaine’s professionalism is rendered 

invisible alongside Atkins’ craftsmanship. To be sure, they do not substantiate a direct, causal 

relationship between movement vocabulary, pedagogical practice, and the writing of history. 

Both Atkins and Fontaine note that capitalist exploitation is the ultimate reason they have not 

received the credit and compensation they deserve for their work. However, their divergent 

paths into historical memory remind us that the writing of black dance history is not simply a 

chronicling of its events or participants. What mechanisms render a black dance artist visible 

and present within it? What arrangements in space, distributions of weight, or vectors of energy 

do we expect to encounter when hailed by the concept of black dance? Fontaine’s work with the 

Temptations—and the attempt to distinguish those contributions from Atkins’—push us directly 

in the way of those questions. Both men shared in the group’s successes, and ushered them 

through uncertainties. Their strategies for doing so, however, differed greatly, and have evoked 

different responses and receptions in the writing of (their) dancing histories.  
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This fact is encapsulated by an episode Fontaine recounts toward the end of 

Star*Dancing. In 1982, about a year before Atkins’ triumphant resurgence, Fontaine finds 

himself wrangling several generations of Temptations for a reunion tour. Atkins had originally 

agreed to choreograph the tour but backed out at the last minute due to a dispute over payment. 

We might think of this moment as analogous to Atkins’ return to performance and 

choreography; it occurred just before Motown’s 25th anniversary, and it sketched its own version 

of the group’s family tree. Yet, even as the reunion prepares the group for (re)signification 

within an emergent understanding of black American culture, Fontaine sticks to what he knows 

best: tight, exacting choreography.274 Fontaine’s caption for a reunion rehearsal photo ribs 

Melvin Franklin for his perfectionist tendencies: “As was his custom Melvin would stand out 

front and watch to see if everyone was doing the routine like me. He was a very strict person for 

precision.”275 I read this caption and feel some pride radiating from it. Fontaine has managed to 

pass on something after all—if not a movement vocabulary or teaching style that would be read 

as ‘black,’ then at least an ethos that helps keep black culture alive and active. While may not 

evoke a ‘communal’ image or experience of black dance, it is Fontaine’s gift to the form. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
274 Some of Fontaine’s reunion tour choreography is featured in the music video for “Standing on the Top” 
(1982). Temptations and Rick James, “Rick James and the Temptations – Standing on the Top,” Eddy 
Barrey, November 6, 2008, video, 3:46, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N7741O4LS0c. 
275 Fontaine, Star*Dancing, 275. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N7741O4LS0c
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Conclusion 
 

 Here and Gone: Reflections on Deborah Hay’s Figure a Sea 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Sitting down to write, I hit a boundary. I felt so light and swift before, but I find myself 

stuck again. For the time I’ve spent reading and writing about Lon’s life, I’ve felt as though I was 

traversing time very slowly and heavily. I mean, I could forgive this feeling somewhat. 

Reconstructing a historical moment, exploring the nuances of an argument, bringing dance to 

life through writing: though these tasks sometimes felt like a slow crawl across one single giant 

idea, I could learn how to hold myself just so in order to make it happen. That wasn’t what made 

me feel dense, though. There was this deeper kind of slowness—the everlasting lag I experienced 

in ‘my own’ moment. The process of researching, writing, even finding the resolve to think about 

my project stretched on and on, seemingly despite myself. Delicately, forcefully, with curiosity 

or concern, friends and family asked, What’s taking you so long? Their guess was as good as 

mine. How delicious, then, to come unstuck through dancing! My movement practice is where I 

felt my ideas come to life. When I wasn’t reading or writing—which, for a while, was most of the 

time—I was dancing, making dances, and watching dances. I gravitated toward forms and 

approaches that exhorted me to release something, to come unstuck from habitual uses of space, 

senses of time, modes of coordination. The tools I acquired in these practices lit up the corners 

and edges of my lived situation in a way scholarly research often seemed not to. I came to 

believe I was cultivating a corporeal framework that would, in time, yield language about the 

experience of being and moving in a black body. And on some level, I knew this work would help 

bridge the apparent divide between Lon’s life and mine. If our experiences had any meaningful 

overlap, I figured I would only be able to see and say it if I could feel it first. 

I have made my way, slowly, into that language. I didn’t realize the journey would be so 

circuitous. Moving as I have in predominantly white contexts, knowledge (by way) of living and 
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dancing while black has often emerged as anti-positive content. I recognized the contours of my 

specificity largely because of things that people weren’t saying or doing, or by probing the gap 

between what they claimed to be doing in their work and what actually happened in the process 

of performing or watching it. This contradiction has felt especially urgent since my time in grad 

school. Amid a shamelessly violent presidential administration (and its ‘aftermath’), this is a 

moment in which many artists have used their work to stage a more ‘just’ representation of the 

nation and/or world. Some of these pieces actively interrogated or spoke out against racism, 

sexism, xenophobia, and other forms of oppression; others attempted to stage diversity with 

casts drawn from varied racial, gendered, and age backgrounds. My blackness (along with my 

skill) has made me an asset to several choreographers making this kind of work. Unfortunately, 

I realized that in most cases, dancemakers could only account for my ‘difference’ as far as my 

appearance was concerned. I couldn’t explain what it was, but something was just so 

frequently…off in these projects. Like some truth of my experience was too large to be held by 

them. Like that truth somehow lived deep within my body…. Somehow, I felt that, even if these 

pieces looked diverse, there was little if any space to feel my blackness within them. At times I 

risked interrupting the flow of creation, letting the choreographer and my peers know how I felt 

(and this was only during those rare moments when I could pinpoint the cause of my 

discomfort). So much for releasing. What to do with a form of experience that asks to be dwelled 

on?  

Reflecting on my experiences and observations lent some form to my growing heaviness, 

which I could only account for in fragments. I noticed that so many of my BIPOC friends 

gravitated toward certain kinds of dancing, forms that shimmered with vitality. One of my 

colleagues, a high school dance teacher, once told me his working-class students of color 

responded more eagerly to his athletic material than his middle-class and/or white students. I 

thought about the whispering that sometimes went on behind the backs of black MFA students 

in this department, the constant wondering at why their work had so much movement in it. I 
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resonated with these dances; there was a particular urgency about my being-in-a-body—and 

theirs, apparently—that informed our practices. I thought, conversely, about the comfort or 

casualness or irony that defined the work many of my white peers liked and made. I recognized 

that many of my peers of color dived right into physical urgency, while most of my white peers 

misunderstood and, often, dismissed it. I noticed how neatly this dismissal aligned with a 

propensity for talking about the body as something more virtual than concrete, something 

nearly holographic, something much less dense than the body I carried with me to seminar, to 

rehearsal, into the street, and back home. Of the dances I most treasured, I noticed how many of 

them held such force that, at times, they threatened to transmogrify into something other than 

dance: still connected to it, but not contained by it.  

And so, I wanted to know why I so often felt trapped in dance. I wanted to know why that 

confinement felt deeper than what my appearance ‘represented’—how it outstripped questions 

of what my presence meant, as if it were a text to be deciphered. I wanted to know how my 

presence in a creative process implicated the way the dance was made, and what I was asked to 

do and be in order to perform it. I wanted to know why, beyond a general social silence or 

avoidance surrounding race, that silence persisted even among people who claimed to be 

‘progressive’ and aware of race’s importance. I wanted to know how that silence manifested 

specifically in a dance context. I wanted to know why, in the creative process, my presence so 

often felt like a liability. Sometimes I would ask my peers whether they had similar experiences. 

Despite what most other (non-black) people told me in response—when they could respond at 

all—I knew these were not coincidences. 

Though I’d pondered these things since high school and turned toward them intently 

during my first two years of grad school, a performance project I did in my third year cogently 

demonstrated why kinesthetic release often posed a challenge for me. In 2016, I appeared as one 

of twenty-one dancers in Deborah Hay’s Figure a Sea, a piece she choreographed for and with 
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Cullberg Ballet.276 Hay grounded Figure a Sea in her signature perception-based performance 

practice; it aligns with a growing body of movement practices that deconstruct the discourses, 

trainings, comportments, and perceptual arrangements of older concert-dance forms. Figure a 

Sea, like much of Hay’s work, trades on dancers’ (and audiences’) thorough devotion to an 

emergent present, a posture of approach inclined toward the dance’s constant unfolding. In 

rehearsals, Hay would often encourage us to experience the practice as a singularity of ever-

emerging time—here and gone, each moment swiftly filling the space left by the one before it. It 

was in pursuit of this very instruction, a cornerstone of Hay’s practice, that I came to feel myself 

as an interruption, a divot in the piece’s otherwise smooth surface. At the time, I could not fully 

explain why this was so. All I knew was, for the sake of the piece’s function, I felt I had to 

restrain the body I lived in. It was as if I had to be a different sort of person, a dancer, in order to 

serve the work; that task asked me to suppress knowledges—ways of moving and being—that 

were the very context for my experience both in- and outside the piece. As I have reflected on my 

experience in Figure a Sea, I have glimpsed several commonalities between it and so many of 

the frustrating situations I’ve weathered as a black postmodern concert dancer. In all these 

cases, I came to realize that I could not accept the belief that racialization was some discursive 

event happening ‘prior’ to the piece’s creation; nor was it confined to a dance’s apparent 

semiotic content. I sensed it, immediately and consistently, within the experience of practicing. 

How I was being asked to move—and the reasons undergirding those choreographic choices—

mattered most to me. 

My analysis of Figure a Sea brings personal testimony to bear on questions raised by this 

dissertation’s core concepts and arguments. I reflect on Figure a Sea, and its place within the 

larger arc of Hay’s ongoing practice, with attention to how a performance methodology—in this 

 
276 I was recruited to the piece as part of its touring arrangement. A small network of venues across the 
United States and Europe co-produced this work, including Peak Performances at Montclair State 
University in Montclair, New Jersey. American venues were able to present the piece on the condition that 
a US-based dancer appeared as part of the cast. I credit Susan Leigh Foster and Ros Warby for 
recommending me to Deborah Hay. 
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case, one falling under the umbrella of Western postmodern concert dance—makes room for 

certain arrangements of bodily experience. What is presumed to enter that space? Within this 

space, how do people render that experience into something called ‘dance’ or ‘dancing’? And 

how does the compositional process ask audiences, in turn, to apprehend the performers in 

certain ways? More specifically, how do those processes mark certain performers as ‘successful’ 

or ‘transparent’ conveyors of that experience, and others as aberrations from it? I return to my 

experience of Figure a Sea to ask how the findings from Lon’s work might elucidate a more 

recent instance of (my own) black dancing. Even as I extend those questions, though, my 

analysis of Figure a Sea foregrounds an additional concern. In revisiting the piece, I counter 

critical dance studies’ inclination toward locating racialized struggle elsewhere—whether by 

contextualizing racism as a primarily ‘past’ or ‘prior’ phenomenon, or by focusing solely on the 

resistance strategies practiced from within the confines of Black community. Refusing the 

construal of racialization as something that always happens elsewhere (in other minds, in other 

eras, or for some other group of people), I consider how race happens in the very present of 

dancing.  

Having pondered this information for so long, only voicing these thoughts at a moment 

when (ironically?) performance as we know it has been utterly interrupted, I am now able to 

articulate what my own dance history shares with Lon’s. His work helps me understand my own 

negotiations with the racializing properties of a given form of dancing labor. I track our shared 

concerns about how those forms of labor caused black dancers to show up, to be present, 

onstage in particular ways. I note, too, how this labor must be understood in relation to the body 

as blackness’ ontological domain—blackness as insistently physical manifestation. With these 

understandings in tow, I can approach racialization as an ongoing present praxis (as distinct 

from one in which white people construct race in the past, and black people revise it in the 

present). By centering practice, my analysis of Figure a Sea asks how race sutures a number of 

deceptively obvious binaries—between black and white, between dance and ‘everything else,’ 
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between past and present. Even now, as I hold myself to writing here, I feel the slowness 

weighing on me. What if I take seriously the possibility that, on some level, this burden is not 

mine alone to ease? What if it is produced on a scale so large that, until recently, I couldn’t 

apprehend it? Most importantly, what if I keep faith in the promise that what I feel here has the 

potential to change in the next moment? If I commit to this slow work—crossing surfaces, 

traversing gaps, leaping from a shadowy depth to an illumined height—can I ride that 

momentum to where I need to go? 

 

SEEING AND BEING SEEN 

Hay’s lifelong investigation into perception and/as movement grew, in part, from 

insecurities about her expertise as a performer and choreographer. Feeling that “[d]ance 

technique was something [she] could not bring [her]self to master,” she delved into 

dancemaking methods that eschewed the development of a signature movement style, an 

interest in emotional or psychological expression, or other hallmarks of experimental concert 

dance as imagined by choreographers like Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, or José Limón.277 

In many ways, Hay was a fellow traveler of the Judson Dance Theater, a Manhattan-based group 

of dancers, musicians, and visual artists who used compositional principles from all of these 

disciplines to prioritize “the physical matter of dancing.”278 Hay shared the Judson group’s 

interest in “the body’s daringly ordinary perspicacity,” but she focused her work around the 

cultivation of practices that made the experience of dancing—rather than the completion of a 

discrete performance product—their central goal.279  

With Hay’s move from Manhattan to a farming commune in rural Vermont, this practice 

took the form of solo explorations and circle dances that could be performed by large groups. 

Later, particularly when Hay relocated to Austin, Texas, she began sharing her insights in an 
 

277 Deborah Hay, Using the Sky: A Dance (London: Routledge, 2015), 8. 
278 Susan Leigh Foster, “Introduction,” in My Body the Buddhist (Middleton, CT: Wesleyan University 
Press, 2000), x-xi. 
279 Hay, My Body the Buddhist, xxv. 
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ongoing series of workshops with both formally trained and untrained dancers. More recently, 

Hay has carried her practice squarely in the domain of concert dance, once again finding her 

work written into relation with the Judson experiments more broadly. Across these varied 

circumstances, most iterations of Hay’s practice share both an investment in the moment of 

practice, and a commitment to cultivating written language (often hypothetical or enigmatic) 

that facilitates a precise approach to the perceptual experience—seeing, sensing, imagining, and 

otherwise perceiving one’s body and environment—as it unfolds. In Hay’s words: “With the help 

of language, I wanted to simplify access to dancing while expanding the territory from which a 

dancer could draw immediate kinesthetic experience.”280  Here, dogged commitment to the act 

of sensing becomes the motor for movement. 

When I began working with Deborah, then, it was no surprise that my experience of her 

work seemed to transpire on deep, unspoken, or otherwise ineffable levels. One day after 

rehearsal, as we waited for the train back into the city, someone wondered aloud, Is Deborah 

queer? I was glad to know I wasn’t the first to wonder. During our first session together, I was 

struck by how bluntly Deborah proposed “touch-tenderness” as a movement possibility for the 

piece. Should any of us find ourselves near an/other dancer/s, we could touch one another with 

genuine tenderness. Her description of the interaction came and went like it would in a 

performance of the score itself: surely there, but as an occurrence and not a statement. In fact, 

boundary-blurring and -crossing seemed to be one of the piece’s main generators of interest. If 

gender was used to separate groups of dancers at some points in the piece, then moments like 

touch-tenderness reminded us of the arbitrariness of those separations. This was equally, 

perhaps even especially true for the three ‘families’ into which we were sorted. Sometimes we 

functioned as coherent units, but just as frequently we dallied with folks from other groups or 

ventured off on our own. Even the orchestration of stage space—a central white ‘gallery’ 

surrounded by the proscenium’s yawning dark remainder—demarcated limits in order to 

 
280 Hay, My Body the Buddhist, xxiii. 
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highlight the ways they are transgressed. I was especially struck by the fact that these limits 

seemed to exist primarily as information for viewers, rather than for us as dancers. Our practice 

of seeing—of allowing visual information to come and go quickly and lightly—used the built 

environment, our own experiences, and other people promiscuously. It overflowed any 

differentiation or hierarchization of experience. It was our dancing that would show audiences 

that all the forms of organization that structure ‘our’ understandings of dance, from movement 

vocabulary to physical appearance, could be undone.   

Yet, as time went on, my gliding-through Deborah’s process took on friction. It became 

clear, through the feedback Deborah gave (whether over the ‘god mic,’ during our practices, in 

our post-run discussions, or even individually during breaks), that some folks seemed to be 

more visibly engaged with the practice than others. On some level it seemed to mean that some 

performers had more of an affinity for it. It also meant, by extension, that some people seemed 

not to be navigating it very well, if at all. Sometimes Deborah told them so directly. On lunch 

breaks, cast members puzzled over her adjudications. No one seemed to know quite how 

Deborah decided who was most or least at home in the practice. How did she decide who could 

or couldn’t take a solo within the piece? Who, for example, could be among the final dancers 

onstage before the blackout? I never heard my name when she read off these lists during 

rehearsal. For a while I wondered whether I wasn’t just being petty. Maybe I just felt entitled to 

a feature my skills didn’t warrant. But old lists got retooled, new ones emerged, and never once 

was I mentioned. Beyond what was said, I began to glimpse the pattern of my neglect across 

disparate moments of the process. There was the note that my “free-radical” dancing looked too 

recognizable. (Am I misremembering the comment that it looked like a social dance?) More 

often, when I got feedback, I was admonished to do less—as though my dancing was too busy or 

too easily seen among the rest of the ensemble.  

Of course, I realized Deborah reserved the right to calibrate the piece’s action however 

she saw fit. Though it teemed with movement, it could only function by virtue of carefully 
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defined (and maintained) parameters. But how were those boundaries drawn? Whose dancing 

had to bend and stretch to contain the action of the piece? V., who was especially tall, often got 

notes that his presence in the practice was somehow distracting. Eventually, during a section 

where his ‘family’ was featured, he was told to curl into a ball and lie motionless on the floor. A., 

with her slender frame and smooth bald head, cut a striking androgynous figure; she, too, was 

asked to descend to the ground at a moment where her family was featured. P., who I would 

describe as racially ambiguous, got a lot of “do-less” notes during the process too and, along 

with family member V., also wound up curling into a ball. Surely I wasn’t mistaken in seeing it: 

most of those who diverged from the company’s average profile—of a certain height, build, and 

complexion—literally had the level of their presence lowered, like tracks in a musical mix. I 

asked T., the only other black person in the cast, whether he noticed it too. He did. He, too, had 

been called out on his practicing (or apparent lack thereof) several times. And so, though I was 

never asked to curl into a ball on the ground, I did turn down the level of my dancing. While 

others blazed confidently through pirouettes, grand jetes, and all other manner of ballet 

vocabulary, I committed to doing less. It was only after I’d shaved my presence so thin that, 

during a lunch break in our last stop in the States, Deborah commended me for my work. I can 

really tell you’re practicing doing less. 

Being asked to “do less” was not itself the problem. I knew Deborah’s practice demanded 

considerable restraint, and I often enjoyed holding myself to the limitation. It yielded wonderful 

possibilities, moments that often surprised me as I strode boldly into them. Yet my individual 

experience often felt beside the point, because I was acutely aware of how that experience 

registered within the context of a larger group. However open the practice was supposed to be, I 

was never certain about its limits. I knew, wherever they lay, they implicated the way a person 

looked. What was especially disappointing was how the centrality of ‘seeing’ cleaved in two 

different directions in the piece. Some norms, like those expressed by the arbitrary trappings of 

costume, existed to be evaded. Others, like those ‘manifest’ on the physical bodies of performers 
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like me, were wrangled into control. This felt at odds with whatever queerness I’d initially 

sensed in Deborah’s work, as crystallized by the choreographed shirking of gendered or sexual 

categories. I was equally shocked—though not surprised—that the piece got snagged on people’s 

physical appearance, as crystallized by the fact of race. What made gender and sexuality seem 

so flexible here, and race so intractable? 

My time in Figure a Sea reinforced so much of what I’d felt up to that point in my dance 

career and primed me for much of what was to come. Even despite the range of styles and 

methods I had encountered in my work as a freelance dancer, so many choreographers regarded 

my presence as some kind of liability. In some cases, it dissuaded choreographers from using 

certain kinds of imagery. Other choreographers had the opposite problem, making creative 

choices with little regard for what they might have meant to or for someone who looked like me. 

Nonetheless, I knew my physical appearance mattered, particularly (and maybe especially) in 

pieces that claimed to deconstruct or challenge how dancers are ‘conventionally’ seen. And in 

the moments where I felt these constraints most acutely, that sense of urgency would surface. 

Whether in Figure a Sea or other such processes, I chose to break several compositional rules 

throughout the performance run. In Figure a Sea specifically, I broke these rules both because I 

felt urged to ‘step up’ to various events in the score (as we’d all been instructed) and because I 

insisted on being seen, despite my ‘standing out’—hell, because of it. Everyone else moved with a 

presumed sense of entitlement. Why shouldn’t I? 

 

THE FURTHEST I’VE TRAVELLED 

Though shocking, my experience in Figure a Sea was not a total surprise. I have long 

wondered at Hay’s understandings of politics and ‘the political,’ and how those understandings 

have shaped her practice. Scholars and critics of Hay’s work often note its ambivalent 

relationship to politics and/or political content. Even the very question of what ‘politics’ entails 

is a point of contestation or vagary. Generally, critical discourse concerning the politics of Hay’s 



196 

work understands the topic in two senses: in identitarian or interpersonal terms, on one hand, 

and, on the other, in relation to national or global ‘current events.’ Thus, when evaluating the 

role of the political in Hay’s work, some critics claim that Hay is committed to undoing 

recognizable categories of identification—categories which make politics (and politicking) 

possible or necessary.281 Others wonder at the work’s representational politics more broadly, 

supporting Hay’s frequent claim that the political is, at most, an ambivalent category in her 

work. They note that, while Hay’s dances do not make didactic statements on social struggle or 

geopolitical conflict, they gather and enliven images in ways that resonate with political 

implication.282 Others still argue that the politics of Hay’s work evades representational 

concerns. Instead, by turning her attention to relations between dancer and audience, and 

between dancer and the authorship of dancing, Hay’s politics live through the work’s 

enactment.283 Overall, these divergent definitions of politics regard content and enactment as 

distinct, if not separate, aspects of Hay’s practice. 

Most of this critical writing predates a flashpoint in Hay’s career, a moment wherein the 

space between these disparate definitions snapped shut. Hay’s dance Blues drew intense 

criticism upon its 2012 premiere at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City.284 Among 

other issues, its blatant address of race—with two casts, one consisting entirely of ‘white’ 

dancers, the other of ‘black’ dancers—sparked controversy among the viewing public and, 

notoriously, among the dancers themselves. The conversation indicated that what people saw in 

 
281 For instance, Jim Drobnick describes Hay’s practice as an effort in “de-definition,” one which “is…a 
confrontation with one’s own ingenuity and effort to continually perceive restrictions”—including one’s 
identity—“that devalue or, conversely, that provide too much contentment, and then to work through 
them.” Drobnick, “Deborah Hay: A Performance Primer,” 46. 
282 See, e.g., Danielle Goldman, “Deborah Hay’s O, O,” 160. 
283 Megan Andrews offers this argument in her dissertation “Somatic Anacrusis,” 73. Megan Andrews, 
“Somatic Anacrusis: An Experiential Poetics of Deborah Hay’s Choreography and Practice in the Solo At 
Once.” PhD diss., York University, 2016. http://hdl.handle.net/10315/32710. 
284 Blues premiered as part of Some sweet day, a performance series organized by dancer/choreographer 
Ralph Lemon. According to MoMA’s website, “the program demonstrates how the current state of dance 
can confront a variety of subjects such as aesthetics, gender, race, and history.” More to the point, as Tara 
Aisha Willis notes, Lemon asked choreographers included in Some sweet day to “grapple with notions of 
black music.” See Some sweet day, MoMA, https://www.moma.org/calendar/performance/1292; and 
Willis, “Stumbling into Place,” 6. 

http://hdl.handle.net/10315/32710
https://www.moma.org/calendar/performance/1292
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the piece, and what dancers did in it, could not be separated from one another. Complaints 

about Blues’ representational politics rolled out alongside grievances over unequal pay, 

differences in the degree and kind of labor expected from each cast, and Hay’s inability or 

unwillingness to speak frankly on the logic of the piece’s casting.285 Personal blogs, presenting 

institutions, and established arts-writing venues all hosted intense conversation concerning the 

work’s handling of race as implicit or aesthetic content.286  

I had followed these events as they unfolded back in 2012, and I remained mindful of 

them as I began my work with Hay and Cullberg. Comparing these two series of events, I arrived 

at one of the central concerns of my present writing (and of my dissertation as a whole). In the 

case of Blues, Hay’s relationship to (racial) politics was an unavoidable question; it was a focus 

of the piece’s manifest content. But how, I wondered, would one account for that same question 

when its immediacy wasn’t as obvious to most people? I thought, too, of the scores I’d read for 

some of Hay’s older dances. How had people familiar with her work not wondered about its 

racial politics before? I wanted to know what enabled an uneven recognition of race and 

racialization in Hay’s work, making it blindingly visible in some cases but a near non-concern in 

others. I understood that most of Hay’s viewers, and perhaps even Hay herself, only registered 

race (whether in celebration or as problem) when its most familiar tropes were being 

articulated—for example, as segregation based on skin color. I knew from dancing in a ‘non-

segregated’ piece—in several such pieces, in fact—that race absolutely matters, even when it’s 

not explicit subject matter.  

It is easy, perhaps too easy, to treat Blues as a case study in Hay’s politics. For that 

reason, and because it has already been considered at length by other writers, I will not discuss 

it here. Of the aforementioned stances on Hay’s work, my analysis hews most closely to the 

 
285 Nicole Daunic, one of the “blue-white” dancers in Blues, chronicles her experience extensively in the 
fourth chapter of her dissertation The Politics of the Dancer: Voice, Labor, and Immanent Critique. 
286 Conversation about Blues continued in forums like Danspace Project’s PLATFORM 2012: Judson 
Now, Movement Research’s publication Critical Correspondence, and now-defunct blog The 
Performance Club. 
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insights dance scholar Megan Andrews offers in her close study of Hay’s practice. Both Andrews 

and I insist that Hay’s politics are most evident in the enactment of her choreographies.287 I do 

not, however, see that enactment as separate from the manifest content of a piece like Figure a 

Sea, nor do I treat the liberatory language of Hay’s practice as evidence of a necessarily anti-

racist politics. In other words, Blues should not be treated as an exceptional moment in her 

oeuvre. Instead, I consider how her work continues to make race happen even, and especially, in 

the wake of Blues. As I will argue, the MoMA debacle only drew racialization further into the 

center of her creative practice. It behooves us to remember that race is not fundamentally an 

encounter between discrete groups of people. Rather, it is the result of racialization—the 

production of difference and categorization. To that end, we should ask how it gets produced 

even when it is not overtly thematized. 

Hay’s own writing tracks shifts in her dancemaking practice following Blues. The piece 

and its fallout trouble her “belie[f] that [she] had created a spoken/written language that could 

convey how to perform [her] work,” absent the “intimate and concentrated process” she had 

developed over decades.288 She faced the challenge of dismantling her belief, attempting to 

preserve the “experience, depth, tone, trust, and absence of fear” central to her work.289 In the 

wake of this confrontation, Hay created my choreographed body in 2014. True to her word, Hay 

cultivated a practice in which she dismantled what proved most central to her previous belief—

namely, a “structural sequence” and “choreographed layering of language.”290 Hay removed 

these supports in an attempt to offer both herself and her audiences “immediate access to [her] 

practice of performance.”291 Yet, an emphatic assertion of creative control accompanied this 

broadening of physical practice. “Thorough and personal intervention as a choreographer, 

dancer, teacher, coach, and director” was not a new habit for Hay, but its necessity became clear 

 
287 Megan Andrews, “Somatic Anacrusis.” 
288 Hay, Using the Sky, 125-126 (emphasis in original). 
289 Hay, Using the Sky, 126. 
290 Hay, Using the Sky, 128. 
291 Hay, Using the Sky, 128. 
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in light of the “unforeseen circumstances” which dictated the piece’s performance and reception. 

Hay initially characterized these surprise elements as formal in nature—“my choreographic 

language deliberately and often omits specifying movement or time and/or space”—but 

ultimately construed them as any kind of content that might jeopardize the experience her 

practice is intended to orchestrate: “not enough sleep, a sudden meaning that a movement 

provokes, another war, the presence of an audience and the adrenalin that produces, an unpaid 

bill, a flood, a costume choice…”.292 Notably, many of these “unforeseen circumstances” are 

identified and discussed, to greater and lesser degrees, in the critical discourse surrounding 

Blues. On one hand, Hay’s new phase of practice doubled down on intensive coaching in hopes 

of warding off undesired meanings. On the other hand, she attempted to avoid the diminishing 

effects of choreography, which she describes at one point as “[any] movement technique that 

imposes a stylistic shape to the body.”293  

What holds this contradiction together is a representational strategy that grants a dance, 

or dancing, recognizable order—but only fleetingly. While she plainly asserts that “I do not want 

audiences to be looking for what might either satisfy or not satisfy their beliefs about what they 

are seeing,”294 Figure a Sea is studded with moments intended to elicit viewers’ sense for 

pattern recognition. Several critics noted that spatial formations, dance vocabularies, and 

relationships between cast members (like touch-tenderness) had been deliberately, if 

mysteriously, constructed and organized.295 Hay’s new practice invests in legibility, but keeps it 

from becoming the dominant compositional priority. As opposed to making her way through a 

defined sequence of activities or images, Hay turns toward a practice in which the familiar is 

constantly made unfamiliar, where recognition is summoned only to give way to 

 
292 Hay, Using the Sky, 126-127. 
293 Hay, Using the Sky, 3. 
294 Hay, Using the Sky, 128. 
295 The New York Times review of Figure a Sea typifies this line of thinking: “What seems at first like pure 
improvisation resolves into structures assembled with the lightest touch. […] Shape keeps emerging from 
shapelessness, and it’s hard to say how.” Siobhan Burke, “This Sublime New Work Embraces Wonder.” 
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unrecognizability. The pursuit of unfamiliarity was not new to Hay’s work in 2014296; however, 

her older works were subtended by scenarios and formal arrangements that infused the 

language of her scores. Now, without the support of tightly scripted sequences, the performance 

experience hews more closely to the emergent appearance of the performer’s body—as the name 

of her 2014 solo attests. This reconstruction of a dancing body as coterminous with ‘the physical 

body’ is, I believe, how racialization persists into her next major project, Figure a Sea. There is, 

firstly (and perhaps too easily), the articulation of ‘body’ through networks of discourse that 

yoke personhood to anatomical substance—remember Spillers. But there’s also the role that 

blackness plays in Hay’s creative chronology: her determination to both control and evade 

“unforeseen circumstances” responds to critics and dancers’ refusal to separate the practice and 

performance of Blues from “the work’s problematic racial, economic, and choreopolitical 

dimensions”—the latter of which were most immediately indexed by the piece’s racialized 

casting.297 

In other words, race catalyzes both a means of implementing practice and a standard for 

evaluating its implementation. This approach involves more than the commonly (and, again, too 

easily) cited racial dynamics, like primitivism or orientalism, sometimes attributed to Hay’s 

work—and to American postmodern concert dance more generally.298 It also runs deeper than a 

treatment of visual difference as aesthetic material, concerns which framed most of the critical 

discussion of Blues.299 This approach’s implications emerge most clearly when we consider 

 
296 Hay’s 2007 writing “How do I recognize my choreography?” deploys much of the language used to 
contextualize my choreographed body. Hay practically delivers the premise of the solo wholesale when 
she explains, “History choreographs all of us, including dancers. The choreographed body dominates most 
dancing, for better or for worse.” https://dhdcblog.blogspot.com/p/archives.html. 
297 Nicole Daunic, “Blue Black: Blue White-Thoughts from Nicole Daunic,” Movement Research 
Performance Journal 42 (Spring 2013), 3–6, reproduced in Daunic, “Politics of the Dancer,” 156. 
298 Primitivism emerges in pieces like The Tower of Babel Revisited (1993) and No Time to Fly (2010), 
which propose imaginary “ancient rites” and scenes as a means of engaging “the dark side of performance 
life—the unnamed, unknown, unforeseen half” which motivates Hay’s practice of performance. Hay, My 
Body the Buddhist, 82-83; Hay, Using the Sky, 117. Orientalism informs Hay’s practice more generally, 
with its investment in principles derived from Eastern spiritual and religious practice. Hay, My Body the 
Buddhist, xvii. 
299 Referencing correspondence exchanged between her and Hay, Daunic explains that Hay’s casting for 
Blues was spurred by the visual impression of Ralph Lemon’s skin contrasting sharply with the 

https://dhdcblog.blogspot.com/p/archives.html
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Hay’s long-standing interest in the ‘fake’ as a means of engaging with markedness and 

difference. For instance, many of her works ask dancers to perform speech which “deliberately 

exclude[s] any accent that might suggest an already existing language.”300 Such a way of talking 

suggests communication (and perhaps even ‘foreignness’) but avoids situating speech in any 

overtly socially specific context. Arguably, this take on difference is most vividly staged in Hay’s 

2008 work If I Sing to You. The all-female, seven-dancer cast had the choice to appear wearing 

either “[a] male or female costume” in each performance, at each performer’s discretion. Hay 

explains that this device serves “to layer the dynamics of the choreography through an illusion of 

momentary contexts and compositional choices,” without the performers “alter[ing] anything 

about their behavior or dancing when performing as men, or boys.”301 Even here, we might 

understand this framing device in representational terms; we might cite the fact that race and 

gender are mutually constitutive, leveraging (as they do) physiology as the site on which 

difference is registered, classified, and hierarchized. But Hay makes it clear that her investment 

in difference is not simply a matter of how a dancer appears onstage. Ultimately, the practice of 

engaging with and across difference is a process of in-corporation: of taking other possible 

selves into one’s own body, and of playing the perceived distance between self and internalized 

other.  

One interviewer references the recurring recitation of a Samuel Beckett phrase in Hay’s 

work—“Strictly speaking I believe I have never been anywhere”—and muses on its implications 

for Hay’s exploration of “[things] that can’t be fully explored in terms of understanding.” “What 

is the furthest I’ve travelled?” Hay asks in response. 

 
“immeasurably white” walls in MoMA’s interior. Daunic, “Blue Black,” reproduced in Daunic, “Politics of 
the Dancer,” 159; see also Kathy Wasik, “Skin Deep,” The Performance Club, accessed February 10, 2021, 
https://theperformanceclub.org/skin-deep/; and Tara Aisha Willis, “Stumbling into Place,” 6-7. 
Phenotype also aids Hay’s authorship of the score for The Tower of Babel Revisited, wherein “character 
descriptions” like “american african american” and “asian woman” sit beside more ‘general’ descriptors 
like “skirt-man” and “bare-headed one,” or fanciful ones like “young actor” and “witch.” Hay, My Body the 
Buddhist, 83. 
300 Hay, My Body the Buddhist, 83. 
301 Hay, Using the Sky, 63-64. 

https://theperformanceclub.org/skin-deep/
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Well, I don’t use images anymore in my dances but when I did I had an image of a fake 
American Indian ritual [of which one such appears in, e.g., No Time to Fly]. I was not 
illustrating or representing it but moving and learning from my body what a fake 
American Indian ritual might be. At a certain point I’d played it out enough that there 
was nothing left. The fake ritual had been completely deleted. It was gone, along with the 
memory of it.302  

 
The work of traversing racial and ethnic boundaries—here likened to geographic sites—

can happen instead within one’s own body. While Hay’s work links ‘race’ to ‘the body’ in the 

most conventionally accounted-for ways, it also threads through an extensive repertoire of 

representational and choreographic strategies which lead us past the surface of the body into its 

interior. This internal journey, in turn, informs how the body’s exterior is witnessed. 

Importantly, this witnessing is carefully managed by the confines of a scripted choreographic 

scenario (or the “laboratory,” as Hay sometimes describes it). Multiple selves can and are 

expected to emerge in and through a performer’s body, but also to give way continuously. As 

Hay states, “When I see a singularly coherent choreographed body […] I know that the dancer is 

not choosing to exercise the re-measuring tools needed to counter-choreograph the 

predominance of learned behavior.”303 Any dancer runs the risk of getting mired in specificity, 

which, as previously described, articulates a chain of concepts attendant upon racialization. Any 

dancer can approach it, and is liable to fail it. Thus, race ultimately manifests in Hay’s work not 

as overt content or casting choices, but as the grounds of her practice methodology. In 

“choosing” or “not choosing” to pursue the practice’s elusive questions, in transcending or 

succumbing to “the predominance of learned behavior,” dancers swing between two poles which 

delineate the possibility of being marked by one’s physicality—namely, those of embodiment 

and enfleshment. This is a marking that, both beyond and within the context of Hay’s work, is 

articulated as racialization. Dancers who already appear as visibly marked bring a specificity to 

 
302 Astrid Kaminski and Deborah Hay, “Language is My Craft,” Spike Art Magazine, accessed February 10, 
2021, http://www.spikeartmagazine.com/articles/language-my-craft. 
303 Hay, “How do I recognize my choreography?”, Archives – Deborah Hay Dance Company, accessed 
February 11, 2021, https://dhdcblog.blogspot.com/p/archives.html (emphasis added). 

http://www.spikeartmagazine.com/articles/language-my-craft
https://dhdcblog.blogspot.com/p/archives.html
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the work they must labor to counteract, so as not to reinforce (and therefore reify) that 

specificity. 

 

IT’S JUST A DANCE 

The concept and practice of choreography, as one of many possible options for making 

performance happen, gains increasing value over the span of Hay’s career. Much like those of 

race in Blues, the effects of choreography condense and surface in Figure a Sea with an overt 

clarity that (I argue) was not as present in Hay’s prior dances. Hay bears witness to this fact 

while recollecting one of her first experiences with Cullberg in an interview conducted during 

Figure a Sea’s United States premiere. The interviewer notes seeing movement that appears 

“calibrated” from moment to moment in Figure a Sea, and asks Deborah to explain how she 

made this happen:  

 
Well, number one, they are already pretty highly calibrated dancers. I was thinking 
today, as I came here: every day, they do a class. And they have different teachers. And I 
was wondering, who is curating their teachers? They are always working with different 
teachers[…]! When I was in Stockholm working on this piece, there was a ballet 
teacher…. You heard me say, I haven’t stepped into a dance studio since 1964. When I 
was in Stockholm last year, working on this piece, I wanted to see the dancers in a ballet 
class. And I was watching them with this teacher…. I took that ballet class the next day. I 
mean, I left after about a half an hour into it…but I was so impressed with his teaching 
and his manner. […] I say all that to say: Someone is curating [their classes]—maybe it’s 
the company themselves who keep recommending teachers they wanna work with. But I 
think that’s incredible. I don’t know dance companies that do that, that have different 
dance teachers come in. They’re having a wide range of movement input from these 
teachers.304  

 
This anecdote powerfully demonstrates the stakes of Hay’s orientations toward identity, 

choreography, and the undoing of choreographed identities. On one level, it represents the 

moment at which Hay’s journey as a dance adventurer comes full circle. Where, over fifty years 

prior, she had fled New York to conduct her own movement research, Hay now finds herself 

returning to an organized dance ‘scene.’ The account makes me feel some compassion for 

 
304 Baldwin, Neil, and Deborah Hay. “Deborah Hay in Conversation with Neil Baldwin on Figure a Sea 
and Other Works.” Neil Baldwin. November 3, 2016. Video. 34:23. https://youtu.be/c3J8x7Jn6Rs. 

https://youtu.be/c3J8x7Jn6Rs
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Deborah, for the boldness to which it attests. After decades of self-doubt engendered by codified 

dance’s stifling expectations, she claims passage into that old terrain on her own terms. 

However, it also indexes a larger fact, one so obvious as to seem pointless: Figure a Sea was 

created for a well-established dance company. On this second level of interpretation, we might 

understand a bit more about how Hay is able to claim choreography as the descriptor of her 

practice. Cullberg’s curation of company classes undertakes the move away from a “singularly 

choreographed body,” as Hay might phrase it. How serendipitous, the meeting of this 

choreographer with this group of dancers. These statements reveal, though, the limits of her 

investment in ‘undoing.’ As it happens, such unlearning is happening within the context of a 

professional dance institution. In seeking an unlearning that is nonetheless the product of (a 

certain kind of) decision-making, recent iterations of Hay’s practice inadvertently reinscribe the 

limits of ‘dance’ as such.  

It is important to note that Hay has only recently been widely recognized as a substantive 

exponent of American concert dance. While surveys of New York’s downtown experimental 

dance scene often list Hay as a member of the seminal Judson Church cohort of experimental 

choreographers, her work is not often considered in as much detail as that of more prominent 

peers (e.g., Trisha Brown, Steve Paxton, Yvonne Rainer). By many lights, Hay has mostly orbited 

the Judson scene as a satellite: oriented toward it but remaining at a distance from its central 

activity. Narratives of Hay and her work stress the geographic aspect of this relation, often 

naming her relocation to Vermont as an important catalyst for her inquiries into perception.305 

Retrospectively, she also frames her distance from downtown dance as a generic one. Hay casts 

her early forays into performance-making in contrast to her days dancing with Merce 

Cunningham’s company: while she describes the latter experience as “not pleasant” and 

 
305 Deborah Hay, “Marian Chace Foundation Annual Lecture [2001]: Woof woof woof…,” American 
Journal of Dance Therapy 23, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2001): 9; Hay, My Body the Buddhist, xxiii. 
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“uninspiring,” she treasures her time making dances with untrained performers, claiming that 

“[she] wished only to learn from them.”306  

Hay’s narrative proposes specific relations between dancing labor and its reception, 

relations which are central to her construal of a concept like choreography. Between untrained 

performers, from whom “[she] wished only to learn,” and her time with Cunningham, which 

demanded she “reproduc[e] things [presumably, Cunningham’s choreography] as best [she] 

could,” Hay figures the work of doing and making dance as a unidirectional activity. In 

describing her attraction to untrained performers, Hay continues: “I was interested in observing 

how their bodies reacted under strange circumstances.”307 Hay posits that dancers are 

objectified by choreography, and/or the choreographer; a dancemaker issues directives, to 

which their dancers then “react[].” She reinforces this relation when describing her earlier 

performance work as an attempt at “creating a universe” within each of her pieces.308 Across 

levels of imagery and activity, dancers exist for the reception of outside parties. She thus carves 

out a niche by characterizing herself as a dancer who is also a choreographer. “Over forty years,” 

Hay says of her performance work with untrained dancers, “I developed a language to support 

their visibility.”309 In this claim, I hear a mission to help the pressures of choreography meet the 

labor of dancing more equitably. Rather than placing the onus on dancers to meet external 

demands, Hay’s work seeks to support performers in the work with which they have already 

been engaged. 

However generous her creative approach may have been, it did not make for a 

sustainable artistic career. By the early 2000s, Hay had moved her practice away from her 

Vermont farmstead and back into larger dance and performance scenes, namely those in Austin, 

Texas and (occasionally) New York City and Amsterdam. The supportive interest of fellow 

experimentalists could not bring Hay the satisfaction—or income—she needed to survive. “I was 
 

306 Kaminski and Hay, “Language is My Craft.” 
307 Kaminski and Hay, “Language is My Craft.” 
308 Kaminski and Hay, “Language is My Craft.” 
309 Kaminski and Hay, “Language is My Craft.” 
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going to quit dance and apply for a job at a stationery store in Austin,” Hay says.310 “I sent a 

letter to some of my presenters saying that I couldn’t live this way anymore […].” Around that 

time, she had seen dancer/choreographer Ros Warby perform an adaptation of her solo Fire.311 

Inspired by Warby’s “subtlety and clarity and humor” as a performer, Hay created a quartet, The 

Match (2004), for Warby and three other New York-based dancer/choreographers. The Match 

arguably marked the beginning of a new phase for Hay’s career. Highly lauded by dance critics, 

The Match drove increased national and international attention toward Hay’s work.312 

Importantly, it also convinced Hay to shift the focus of her creative practice. Where before she 

had prioritized the wisdom of untrained performers, Hay decided to work almost exclusively 

with dancers trained extensively in Western concert dance practices. Concerned as it is with the 

acknowledgement of dancing labor, the latter fact seems especially important to Hay: “Suddenly 

presenters were interested in my choreography. They could see that I was not only making 

idiosyncratic solo work, but that it was translatable.”313  

Here, Hay proposes another relation between dancing labor and its reception. Recall 

that, when oriented toward performance, Hay’s practice aimed to make the workings of 

performers’ onstage presence more visible. Yet, while her older work sought to “create a 

universe,” her shift to choreography prioritizes “questions of artistry or composition. Now I’m 

suddenly interested in how to get from point A to point B – to see the C, D, E, F, G – in terms of 

 
310 Hay offers a similar account in Hay, Using the Sky, 28. 
311 Ros Warby (b. 1967, Sydney, Australia) is one of Deborah Hay’s foremost collaborators. After extensive 
training and performance in classical dance, Warby began making and presenting her own work as a 
soloist in 1990. She began working with Hay in 1996 and presented her solo adaptation of Fire in 2001. 
Warby continues to work as a performer and instructor, with particular emphasis on improvisation and 
Alexander Technique. I met Ros in an advanced improvisation course she taught in UCLA’s Department 
of World Arts and Cultures / Dance during the Spring 2014 quarter; much of the material in the course 
drew on, among other things, Hay’s guiding principles and practices. As mentioned at the beginning of 
this chapter, working extensively with Warby eventually led to my participation in Figure a Sea. 
312 The Match received a 2004 New York Dance and Performance Award, affectionately dubbed a “Bessie.” 
As “dance’s equivalent to the Oscars and Tonys”—in the estimation of New York Times dance critic 
Jennifer Dunning, at least—the Bessies play a central role in dictating which artists (and aesthetics) enjoy 
circulation and/or critical acclaim in local, national, and international experimental concert-dance 
circuits. Jennifer Dunning, “Dancers and Performers Honored at the Bessies,” New York Times, 
September 20, 2004. 
313 Kaminski and Hay, “Language is My Craft.” 
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choreography.”314 Whence the apparent contraction in Hay’s creative interests? What fills the 

void once occupied with the creation of an onstage universe? For one, performers’ priorities 

change. As opposed to the perspective in which her work was “about how I perform…day after 

day after day till I found what the dance was,” Hay characterizes choreography as a relationship 

to movement that asks the performer to stand at some remove from it. It involves “questions of 

artistry or composition”; it entails an interest “in how to get from point A to point B”; it 

manifests through “subtlety and clarity and humor.” Even if Hay still expects professional 

dancers to surrender a substantial amount of patterning—acquiescence to externally-imposed 

expectations—their bodily wisdom might still engage her directives with the purposive 

sensitivity that, say, a writer brings to words (hence the value of “subtlety and clarity and 

humor”).  

Accompanying the objectification of movement, then, is a level of self-possession. Where 

performance made movement happen to performers, choreography calls dancers into a more 

consensual relationship with Hay’s directives. We might therefore understand the question of 

dancers’ visibility in a second sense: highly trained dancers appeal to Hay because they 

themselves, rather than her scores, manage their visibility. This shift is indicated by Hay’s 

description of the waning relationship between her and specific imagery, like “the fake Native 

American ritual.” (It also arguably manifests in the movement aesthetic tacitly favored by 

approved executions of Hay’s practice. While Hay claims not to favor any particular movement 

style, the Cullberg dancers held more than one discussion about the movement principles that 

seemed to characterize an ‘accurate’ rendering of Hay’s instructions. Many dancers noted such 

features as a resistance to momentum and gravity; maintained alignment between the head, 

spine, and pelvis; a light, unforced sense of effort; and locomotion that keeps the dancer poised 

squarely over their center of gravity. My own experiments with ‘doing less’ elicited these 

kinesthetic modes, which, not unimportantly, resonated with my experiences of dancing 

 
314 Kaminski and Hay, “Language is My Craft.” 
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classical ballet. I would certainly describe this form of comportment as one that required me to 

hold myself, even to hold myself back—to possess myself.) 

In this reorientation toward choreography, and away from performance, I recall Lon’s 

commitments as a dancemaker. The ability to claim ownership of one’s movement work as a 

choreographer hinged on the ability to possess oneself, both discursively and in the 

demonstrated use of one’s body. Rather than flounder in idiosyncrasy, Hay adopts a practice 

that can be read across the bodies of multiple dancers working together. Obviously, 

“translatab[ility]” conveys something of a signature style, a singular approach to dancemaking. 

More importantly, though, it anchors Hay’s practice in the “intelligence” of the trained dancer—

as distinct from the “universe” Hay once created through her scoring. Hay’s power as a 

choreographer might seem to recede in this case; don’t dancers become freer agents? Consider 

the fact that Hay’s performance work set up a unidirectional flow of power from director to 

performer, with her instructions prompting “[performers’] bodies to react under strange 

circumstances.” In contrast, choreography’s translatability distributes that power across 

dancers’ bodies. Hay’s authorship travels into the process of each dancer’s decision-making 

process—and in that way, the performer’s dancing and Hay’s authorship become somewhat 

synonymous. 315 While her authorship does not subsume dancers’ sense of discretion, the latter 

becomes the former’s horizon. As she notes in another interview about Figure a Sea: “The only 

thing that holds them is their interest in the kind of questions I am asking them to ask.”316 

This point cannot be overstated. Hay makes dancing—that is, the visible body and the 

labor needed to produce its presence in a certain way—the horizon of her choreographic inquiry. 

 
315 In the weeks leading up to Figure a Sea’s premiere, Hay and rehearsal director Lisa Drake initiated a 
collective discussion regarding the language that would be used to attribute choreographic credit in print 
material. It was eventually decided that printed programs would describe Figure a Sea as choreographed 
by Deborah Hay and co-choreographed by the cast. (A recent visit to Cullberg’s website, however, shows 
the piece as being choreographed solely by Deborah Hay. “Figure a Sea | Cullberg,” Cullberg, accessed 
September 6, 2021, https://cullberg.com/en/performance/figure-a-sea/.) 
316 Kirsten Maar and Deborah Hay, “Cullberg Ballet – Figure a Sea / Using the Sky,” Magazin im August, 
Tanz im August, August 8, 2016, http://magazinimaugust.de/2016/08/06/cullberg-ballet-figure-a-sea-
using-the-sky/. 

https://cullberg.com/en/performance/figure-a-sea/
http://magazinimaugust.de/2016/08/06/cullberg-ballet-figure-a-sea-using-the-sky/
http://magazinimaugust.de/2016/08/06/cullberg-ballet-figure-a-sea-using-the-sky/
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This goal obtains within systems of production and circulation that recognize her work as a 

choreographer (instead of as a ‘mere’ performance maker). Dancers and dancing function as the 

common ground of that shift. Consider, for instance, the marked minimalism of Figure a Sea’s 

set design. While, on one hand, many of Hay’s dances forewent set elements, Figure a Sea’s set 

might at first glance appear not to be one. It houses a “white cube” of space within the broader 

black expanse of the proscenium stage. In so doing, it reifies the work as a dance on two levels: 

first, by drawing attention to the stage space as such; and second, by indexing the lively 

discourse about dance and visual-arts institutions that circulated in the years surrounding 

Figure a Sea’s production.317 We might also understand this gesture as a sly nod to Blues’ black-

and-white controversy. As you might imagine, though, I do not consider this occurrence to be 

merely coincidental or metaphorical. Because Hay’s practice has retreated to the site of dancing 

and dancers’ bodies, it does its best to entrench itself there by subjecting dancers to the 

representation of no more than themselves. Where pieces like If I Sing to You called on 

gendered drag, or other pieces allowed dialogic conversation between visual elements and 

imagistic directives, Figure a Sea’s practice interfaces with visual elements such that no single 

referent is allowed to inhere except in passing. Of those few that do, nearly all of them are 

references to dance and dancing. Consider, for instance, one section in which dancers pair up in 

a slow partner dance; or others, where simple ballet vocabulary acts as the basis for solo 

 
317 In “Language is My Craft” Hay states: “Instead of dance entering the gallery or the museum I wanted to 
bring a gallery space onto the stage. That’s how we can play with the different conventions. The white 
cube in the middle of the stage is surrounded by a black space, so it is up to the audience to decide where 
the choreography starts. The staging is an optical trick that uses the qualities of both the museum space 
and the theatre.” This statement speaks to both ways in which the stage designated dancing as such. Hay 
also made these claims explicitly when we began working on the piece. Kaminski and Hay, “Language is 
My Craft.” For an overview of the then-emergent visual-arts/dance (or “white cube” and “black box”) 
discourse, see Shannon Jackson, “The Way We Perform Now,” Dance Research Journal 46, no. 3 
(December 2014): 53-61; and Andre Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: or, the task of the 
dancer,” TDR/The Drama Review 57, no. 4 (Winter 2013): 13–27. 

 

https://direct.mit.edu/dram/article/57/4%20(220)/13/42769/Choreopolice-and-Choreopolitics-or-the-task-of-the
https://direct.mit.edu/dram/article/57/4%20(220)/13/42769/Choreopolice-and-Choreopolitics-or-the-task-of-the
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dancing.318 (Consider, too, the remark about my movement’s resemblance to “social dance.”) 

Even Figure a Sea’s genealogical framing executes this gesture. Performances of the piece in the 

United States were preceded by a choreographic lecture given by Hay herself. These lectures 

both illuminated the workings of Hay’s practice and explained the piece’s origin as an inquiry 

into the mechanics of her creative process. That research—which produced a video of twenty-

one overlapping performances of Hay’s work—is translated through the twenty-one dancers who 

appear in Figure a Sea.  

On several levels, then, Hay makes dance-as-such the explicit purview of her work. Some 

critics seemed to receive Figure a Sea in exactly that way; for example, in her review of the piece 

for Artforum, Claudia La Rocco asserts that “[it] is most definitely a ballet, despite Hay’s ideas 

of multiplicity and uncertainty that are at odds with much of what the ballet industry churns out 

these days.”319 (She takes this observation further, noting that “the material of Figure a Sea is its 

dancers, and what they in turn make of their material, as much as anything else. And the 

majority of the work’s twenty performers…are shot through with ballet technique.”) Hay’s 

recollection about watching Cullberg dancers in class, and eventually sharing in their 

experience, indexes a larger story about Hay’s incorporation into official dance institutions and 

canons. From that anecdote, and from a closer look at the fuller implications of shifts in her 

practice, what distinguishes “performance” from “dance” in Hay’s mind is not a question of 

relations between dance, theater, and visual art traditions, as others have argued concerning the 

Judson experiments. Hay’s work becomes dance when a certain level of recognition accrues to 

it—from presenting institutions, on one hand, and on the other, through modes of physical and 

perceptual coordination acquired through prolonged training in a range of Western concert 

 
318 One such moment is described in the score as follows: “Up to 3-4 people perform solo; simple 
repetitive ballet movements. The soloist is immediately framed by 2 or more in matching Baroque poses. 
Framers spontaneously end when ballet ends.” Deborah Hay, “Figure a Sea,” movement score, 
unpublished. 
319 Claudia La Rocco, “Laugh Lines: Claudia La Rocco on Deborah Hay’s Figure a Sea,” Artforum.com, 
October 26, 2016, https://www.artforum.com/performance/claudia-la-rocco-on-deborah-hay-s-figure-a-
sea-64321. 

https://www.artforum.com/performance/claudia-la-rocco-on-deborah-hay-s-figure-a-sea-64321
https://www.artforum.com/performance/claudia-la-rocco-on-deborah-hay-s-figure-a-sea-64321


211 

dance techniques. This recognition aligns in such a way that Hay’s expansive approach to 

dancemaking is recognized, above all, as dance. 

Indeed, “it’s just a dance” was one of Deborah’s common refrains in moments of intense 

questioning. When I or another dancer would question the intent or outcome of a directive like 

“being a pig,” she made it clear that we did not have to take her proposals as ethical guidelines 

for life at large. This stance reaches beyond any particular question Hay proposes, informing her 

practice more generally; as she says of another directive in one interview, “It’s just a question, I 

don’t have to believe it.”320 Engaging her questions requires an understanding of one’s dancing 

as distinct from other forms of, and contexts for, embodiment. This distinction is sensible, of 

course—like any activity, dancing is a practice unto itself, with its own concerns and 

characteristics. But Hay’s claim that “it’s just a dance” happens at the expense of a larger 

concern for bodies’ connections to social experience. What began with Blues was carried into the 

halls of an institution that asked dancers to produce their presence in such a way that they 

appeared, first and foremost, as dancers. And that particular form of presence hinged on the 

body/flesh distinction I could only sense during my time in the piece, but could not quite 

articulate. The body, that entity we can witness in the process of unmaking and being unmade, 

and remaking and being remade, was the inheritance of the dancer; the flesh, meanwhile, was 

relegated to the realm of the social, dismissed as baggage or messy politics. Here is where we see 

dance, not as an escape from flesh, but an attempt to render it into something more ‘suitable’ as 

a representation of subjectivity. 

As demonstrated by the function and value of “fake Native American ritual” in Hay’s 

practice, her work moved through markedness in order to get past it. And it is here that I locate 

the stakes of my analysis of Figure a Sea, as well as those of current trends in critically oriented 

dance praxis. How do our practices for dance scholarship, dance criticism, and dancemaking 

hinge on a new form of “getting over” or “moving past” race? I think of the piece’s co-incidence 

 
320 Maar and Hay, “Cullberg Ballet – Figure a Sea / Using the Sky.” 
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with an influx of Syrian refugees to various countries in Europe, and how the dance was hailed 

as a dancing of Sweden’s social-democratic commitment to diversity and inclusion.321 I think of 

Hay’s ambivalent relationship to choreography, too, and consider how the term itself has 

marked an ambivalent relationship to blackness and the social in its deployment across critical 

dance studies literature. I think about choreography’s recurring invocation as a framework for 

understanding protest, how black resistance efforts laid the groundwork for American protest 

traditions, and how those efforts themselves become an object of study. This concern takes on 

more weight when I consider that the choreography-as-protest discourse found its most public 

articulations in relation to ‘the’ Black Lives Matter movement—a moment in which, once again, 

images of mass demonstration became a favored mode of rendering black flesh into black 

subjecthood.322 And to that end, I think of how some scholars have called on choreography to 

 
321 A member of Cullberg’s staff said as much when, in her public remarks during the piece’s opening-
night gala, she noted correspondences between the piece’s title, its depictions of interpersonal 
relationship, and the growing numbers of Syrians seeking refuge in Sweden and throughout northern 
Europe. At the time, several Syrians were fleeing the country to escape the rise of Bashar al-Assad’s 
authoritarian regime. National media outlets extended a warm welcome to Syrian refugees, touting its 
generous asylum policy as a sign of Sweden’s unflagging commitment to social-democratic values 
(including the defense of human rights). However, as far-right political parties gained significant electoral 
influence in Sweden across the globe, Sweden faced pressure to revoke asylum and residency for hundreds 
of Syrian refugees. (Norway and Denmark carried out such measures in 2019.) As scholars Annika 
Rabo, Paula Estrada Tun, and Emma Jörum argue, both attitudes toward Syrian refugees bespeak a 
longstanding paternalistic relationship between Swedish ‘natives’ and many migrant populations. They 
note that “debates in Sweden around ‘alien practices and values’, such as so-called child and forced 
marriages as well as honour crimes” continue to proliferate, especially in relation to Eastern European 
and Middle Eastern populations. These discussions expose assimilation to be a fundamental condition of 
Swedish ‘tolerance,’—and, accordingly, they explain why Syrian refugees were inevitably othered on 
account of their, cultural, socioeconomic, and racial status. Annika Rabo, Paula Estrada Tun, and Emma 
Jörum, “Syrians in Sweden: Constructing Difference Regarding Gender and Family,” Journal of Refugee 
Studies 34, no. 2 (June 2021): 1292. See also James Traub, “The Death of the Most Generous Nation on 
Earth,” Foreign Policy, February 10, 2016, https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/10/the-death-of-the-
most-generous-nation-on-earth-sweden-syria-refugee-europe/; and Josepha Ivanka Wessels et al., 
“Syrian refugees in Scandinavia fear they will be forcibly returned to Syria,” openDemocracy, May 6, 2021, 
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/syrian-refugees-scandinavia-fear-they-will-
be-forcibly-returned-syria/. 
322 One writing that circulated widely among my social networks was dance studies scholar Anusha 
Kedar’s “‘Hands Up! Don’t Shoot!’: Gesture, Choreography, and Protest in Ferguson.” Published by The 
Feminist Wire in October 2014, Kedar’s reading of the gestural repertoire of protests following Michael 
Brown’s murder emphasizes that “the bodily act of the hands up don’t shoot protests takes those same 
bodies that are surveilled, disciplined, controlled, and killed”—that is, black bodies—“and infuses them 
with power and a voice.” Interest in choreographies of BLM protests (or, more correctly, protests that 
rallied around the message “Black lives matter”) spread beyond academic and activist circles into 
mainstream publications; Los Angeles Times staff writer Matt Pearce penned an article on the topic in 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/10/the-death-of-the-most-generous-nation-on-earth-sweden-syria-refugee-europe/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/10/the-death-of-the-most-generous-nation-on-earth-sweden-syria-refugee-europe/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/syrian-refugees-scandinavia-fear-they-will-be-forcibly-returned-syria/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/syrian-refugees-scandinavia-fear-they-will-be-forcibly-returned-syria/
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rescue the (black) body from the abjectifying violence directed at (black) flesh. In understanding 

“choreography as a form of protest,” are we not attempting to see black people as overcoming 

that violence—as people assigned some accession to subjectivity and sovereignty that does not as 

yet categorically exist for us? Choreography says something; it speaks to power. What of the 

enfleshed self that is rendered silent? How can dance account for that? More importantly, how 

does it too readily accept the category of the human in separating resistance and resilience from 

the enduring legacy of fungibility?323 

 

FABULOUS TOOL324 

I could not, until recently, answer these questions. I just knew I kept getting stuck on 

them. Even if no one was saying it explicitly, there was some expectation that I just get over the 

fact of being caught somewhere between flesh and body. Yet I knew I could not. Nor could I wait 

for people to figure out. In a way, I’m thankful I proved too heavy for the fabric of Figure a Sea, 

a stone weighing down a stretched blanket—a dancer curled motionless on the floor. As I 

drooped, I moved toward something more solid. Perhaps at others’ inconvenience, but with the 

steadiness, depth, and intensity that proved my main source of survival these past few years. 

We know that bodies are constructed. We do not often discuss what they are constructed 

from, or what the import of flesh/ly matter might actually be. For nearly ten years, I have 

wondered why it’s felt like I’m trying to say something forbidden. If dance studies is indeed the 

 
August 2014, and the New York Times invited Kedar to comment on it in December of the same year. See 
Pearce, “Protesters Use Hands-Up Gesture Defiantly after Michael Brown Shooting,” Los Angeles Times 
(Los Angeles, CA), August 12, 2014; and Anusha Kedar, “Choreography and Gesture Play an Important 
Role in Protests,” New York Times (New York, NY), December 15, 2014. 
323 For most of the dissertation process, I did not know of any other dance scholars working in this vein. 
Scholarship regarding black ontology has become much more visible (and celebrated) in recent years, 
however, and dance studies has been touched by its wild, inter-/trans-/undisciplinary sprawl. As 
mentioned in the introduction, two scholars working at the intersection of dance studies and (this branch 
of) black study are Mlondi Zondi and Jasmine Johnson. The latter stated her current theoretical 
investments most cogently in “Black Laws of Dance,” Conversations across the Field of Dance Studies 
(Vol. XL), 25-27. 
324 This section header is drawn from a statement Hay makes about her practice in Using the Sky: “No 
hesitation, no consideration forces me to notice how I can learn from my body. This directive is a fabulous 
tool for practicing the performance of the same material over time.” Using the Sky, 43. 
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domain of the body, then it makes sense; I’m more attuned to the flesh—or, better to say, I take 

seriously the range of relations between body and flesh. So, I feel I can say only half of what I 

mean if I focus solely on the body. As one might have said of Hay in the earlier days of her 

career, I sought refuge in the interdisciplinary. Words, movement, and imagery working 

together seemed to encapsulate more of what I meant. But the more I struggled to pin down, 

what I was after, the more I realized disciplinarity was perhaps my biggest hindrance. However 

much room dance might have made for diverse understandings of the body, the body still 

reigned supreme; being-disciplined was still the goal.  

I have found more and more peace beyond ‘the body’ and beyond the pale of disciplines. 

Rather than honoring the interdisciplinary, I want to be undisciplined. And if disciplinarity 

represents the colonization of knowledge (or at least, colonization’s effects on knowledge 

production), then maybe I could say what I’m seeking is decolonial. It takes a decolonial 

approach to knowing the body seriously: I embrace spirit as a reality, animism as a reality. In 

this way, I join a growing number of people who understand that current developments in body-

based fields simply reiterate indigenous wisdoms that have lasted centuries, even millennia: the 

whole of existence is a collection of bodies, is itself a body.325 This lens can more adequately 

honor the layering of moments, practices, contexts, and scales that have proven so pervasive as 

to be unavoidable. (And, if nothing else, it brings me the strength I need to finish this project.) 

I understand why this kind of knowing would be forbidden, or at least frowned on. I 

sense the risk of getting lost in the wash of undisciplining. However, I know my well-being as a 

thought-mover relies on my taking this holistic viewpoint seriously. What is disowned as flesh, 

 
325 These ideas are not unheard-of in scholarly, literary, or therapeutic discourses; however, ongoing 
social, economical, cultural, and political developments have emboldened writers and practitioners to 
state their spiritual commitments more explicitly in professional contexts. Prominent exponents of 
explicitly animist thinking (particularly within a ‘spiritual-activist’ framework) include Tada Hozumi, 
Larissa Kaul, and Dare Sohei, three counselors working under the umbrella of the Ritual as Justice 
School; and Resmaa Menakem (see his book My Grandmother’s Hands: Racialized Trauma and the 
Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and Bodies). Several other thinkers and activists develop similar or 
related ideas, even if they do not describe themselves as animists—see, e.g., adrienne maree brown, Alexis 
Gumbs, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Generative Somatics, and many more. 
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is a seat of immense, life-saving knowledge. I recognize the irony in presenting these thoughts in 

the form of a dissertation. Even now, I harbor real trepidation in seeing this project through to 

its end. What can happen to this knowledge if, like Hay’s insights, it is incorporated by—taken 

into the body of—an infrastructural body that seeks only its own survival? I ask the same of 

dance studies, as it enjoys an increasingly central presence in public discourse on bodies and 

their import. I also ask it of black studies, with its ever-closer ties to the contemporary art 

market, and mainstream humanities discourses.  

Maybe this proliferation can be harnessed for the better. Maybe hope can be sown 

among those who need this work the most. And so, I think of my friend, one of the best 

performers I know, who laughed bitterly when I asked if she felt she’s ever danced ‘for herself.’ I 

think of other peers like her, who have decided dance is somehow not enough for them anymore. 

My heart stirs when I consider the number of dance folk I know who have strayed afield, 

figuring themselves as visual artists or simply ‘performers.’ Some have run even further off, into 

the helping professions and activism. There is a sense that the skills they have accrued in a 

post/modern theatrical-dance context have a social urgency. If concert dance is the product of 

social formations, maybe it cannot adequately hold what a lot of people would like to mobilize 

corporeally in this moment. Who can handle that truth? Who is willing to try? Where there was 

stillness before, I now hurtle toward the boundary—of this conclusion, of this dissertation, of 

disciplinarity, of dance, and of my present being. 
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