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Abstract 

 
 
 

     The dissertation discusses how the Harlem-based jazz dance was recognized in 
the mainstream press, that means in outside of Harlem, non-African-American 
newspapers and magazines, between 1921 and 1943. The topic was examined by 
exploring how the Harlem jazz dance was perceived in and outside of Harlem. The 
Harlem-based jazz dance means jazz and swing music dances like the Lindy Hop, 
the Charleston, and Tap dance, which were danced and propagated by Harlemites in 
and outside of Harlem. In addition to the mainstream press, especially African-
American newspapers, dancers’ interviews, articles about dancers, their memoirs, 
various studies and various archives, were used for building up the picture of Harlem 
entertainment both in and outside of Harlem. 
 
     The study mainly analyzes dancers and dance groups like Bill Robinson, the 
Nicholas Brothers, John W. Sublett and Buck Washington, Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers 
and George Snowden. How they were seen in the mainstream press was examined 
from newspapers and magazines by analyzing reviews and articles of the Broadway  
plays, movies, the Harvest Moon Ball contest, other contests, and their 
performances.  
 
     Harlem dancers were reported variedly on the mainstream press. As far as the 
reviews of the Broadway-connected plays are concerned, they mostly received 
mixed reviews. Especially, Bill Robinson seemed to be recognized mostly positively 
when compared to other Harlem dancers. Where movie reviews are concerned, Bill 
Robinson also got mixed reviews, in addition to others. The dancers were recognized 
mostly for their dancing, with an exception of Bill Robinson whose acting skills 
were occasionally praised in the movie reviews. Overall, the critics seemed to 
appreciate African-American, dance-related values like good rhythm which differed 
positively from white dancers’ rhythm, and they occasionally recognized the Harlem 
dancers as rehearsed dancers. In other words, they were not considered 
stereotypically to be natural dancers. The mainstream press coverage seemed to 
differ among dancers. Bill Robinson was covered overwhelmingly in the mainstream 
press when compared to other Harlem dancers. In addition to the discussion of his 
private life, he was quoted even as a ‘political advocate’, and he was sometimes 
described even as a “superhuman” kind of person, where his dancing was concerned. 
He seemingly broke racial barriers in that sense. Although Robinson seemingly was 
distinguished from racial stereotypes, even he could not be fully distinguished from 
a stereotype of African-Americans as dancing kind of people. 
 



 

 4 

Although the mainstream press reported on Harlem dancers positively and even 
sometimes stressed equality between races when publishing that kind of pictures 
especially concerning the Rockland Palace dance marathon in Harlem in 1928, the 
dancers were also occasionally dismissed. Especially, the mainstream press coverage 
of the Harvest Moon Ball underplayed Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers who participated 
successfully in the contest. A reason for that was possibly their overwhelmingness in 
the contest: the sponsor of the contest, Daily News, probably wanted to give other 
dancers equal possibility to win the Lindy Hop/Jitterbug Jive division in the Harvest 
Moon Ball. The Lindy Hop/Jitterbug Jive, which was the crucial dance in the 
Harvest Moon Ball because audiences appreciated it, was recognized powerfully in 
the LIFE magazine article in 1943 where was stated that the Lindy Hop was a 
national folk dance of the United States. Thus, Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers and George 
Snowden’s hard work to promote the Lindy Hop culminated in the article. Snowden 
with his partner, Mattie Purnell, also created the Lindy Hop in the Rockland Palace 
dance marathon. 

      This thesis also explores how Political movements like Civil Rights Movement 
used jazz music and jazz dance in their events. Especially, the American Communist 
Party with its affiliates and the NAACP were notable for this activity. This happened 
mostly for gathering people to the support events like the events for the Scottsboro 
case and getting funds for different purposes. They did not promote actively the 
Harlem jazz dance as a remarkable cultural achievement. Where the NAACP was 
concerned, this was connected to the fact that the leaders of the NAACP were also 
active in the Harlem Renaissance Movement which neglected the Harlem jazz 
dances because it considered them mostly as ‘lower art forms’. As far as the 
Communists are concerned, they seemingly preferred modern dance to the jazz 
dance. 
 
     The study also examined how the Harlem riots in 1935 and in 1943 where 
connected to Harlem entertainment. It seems that the riots did not directly decrease 
the number of Harlem places of entertainment which mostly stayed intact after riots. 
In addition, it was explored how the raising midtown, Manhattan entertainment 
competed with Harlem entertainment. It is possible that the rise in the midtown and 
other, outside Harlem, Manhattan entertainment led to the decreased number of 
white people visiting Harlem places of entertainment, starting, at the latest, at the 
end of the 1930s. Thus, Harlem entertainment was challenged by this outside Harlem 
entertainment. 
 
    The African-American jazz dance was also compared to other entertainment forms 
like American football and basketball. It seems that the African-American jazz dance 
was fully integrated before these other remarkable entertainment forms. It is 
presumable that the Harlem jazz dance had a significant part in the racial integrating 
process in the United States. The recognition of Harlem-based jazz dance diversified 
the image of African-American dancers as multifaceted dancers.      
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1 Introduction: Why Harlem and Jazz 
Dance? 

 
 
The words of Norma Miller, an extraordinary entertainer and the jazz dance 

veteran inspire this study: 
 

Everybody came to Harlem to swing [to dance]. Harlem had a 
spirit, and that spirit was freedom.1 

 
     According to Miller, freedom was part of Harlem’s atmosphere from the 
beginning of the Jazz Era, meaning from the beginning of the 1920s, when Harlem 
was taking shape with new inhabitants.2 This dissertation discusses Harlem-based 
jazz dance, a term we use to describe jazz dance affiliated to Harlem by means of 
Harlemites in and outside Harlem, who danced and propagated it, and its recognition 
especially in magazines and newspapers outside Harlem, starting from the era which 
Miller refers to in her statement. 

 
The freedom however, also had its flip side. Harlem was a changing community 

ever since the very beginning of the twentieth century. Harlem had been practically 
an “all-white neighborhood” until the very beginning of 1900, when African-
Americans began to settle there. The main reason for the Harlem African-American 
migration were living conditions in the West Side Manhattan, where the New York 
African-American community had moved from lower Manhattan in the nineteenth 
century. A violent race riot began in August 1900, and created increasing anti-
African-American feeling in the area. In addition to this, the overcrowded tenements 
of the area created an atmosphere where African-Americans started to move to 
Harlem where there were more houses available.3 By 1920, at least 73,000 African-

                                                
1 Norma Miller, Swing, Baby, Swing! When Harlem Was KingÉAnd The Music Was 

Swing!  (Blurb Inc., 2009), p. 8. Norma Miller has been a jazz dancer as the title of her 
earlier book suggests. See: Norma Miller and Evette Jensen, Swingin at The Savoy Ð The 
Memoir of A Jazz Dancer  (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996). 

2 Miller and Jensen 1996, p. 20.  
3 Jervis Anderson, This Was Harlem Ð Cultural Portrait, 1900 -1950 (New York: Farrar 

Straus Giroux, 1982), pp. 3 and 5; Gilbert Osofsky, Harlem: The Making of A Ghetto Ð 
Negro New York, 1890 Ð 1930 (Chicago: Elephant Paperbacks, Ivan R. Dee, 1996), pp. 46-
52.   
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Americans lived in Harlem. That meant two-thirds of Manhattan’s African-
American! population.4 According to historian Gilbert Osofsky, Harlem had then 
become “the Mecca of the colored people of New York City”.5 

 
If the exodus from West Side Manhattan to Harlem sounded like a step to better 

living conditions, it really was not so. Gilbert Osofsky has researched how the new 
African-American community emerged in New York between 1890 and 1930. He 
states that the “potentially ideal community” of Harlem was emerging in the 1920s 
as a slum instead, which had various social and economic problems: apartments 
were full packed of tenants, with some of the apartments below every standard. 
Crime rate was increasing. Harlem became ”the center of the retail dope traffic of 
New York”, where ”narcotics addiction became a serious problem”. The 
combination of high rents and low income jobs in Harlem was an important cause to 
all of this.6 

 
At the same time, visitors discovered Harlem. According to historian Lewis A. 

Erenberg, by 1925, more and more white people began to visit in Harlem, partly 
because of the opportunities for alcohol, and partly because of the area and the idea 
that African-Americans were considered as exotic. In addition, new nightclubs were 
opened in Harlem. Nightclubs, which already existed in the area, began to accept 
white customers. Whites recognized Harlem as the place of entertainment.7 

 
Harlem became known worldwide as a place of having fun and dancing. Osofsky 

argues that the Harlem portrayal was ”a product of broader changes in American 
society”. At the time, intellectuals began to notice ”the standardization of life”, 
which was a result of mass production and industrialization. These people attacked 
puritanical middle-class values, and as such, a by-product was created, ”a semi 
mythical dreamland”, which they idealized as “storied Harlem”.8 

 
One remarkable part of “storied Harlem” and Harlem entertainment was dancing, 

which is referred to in the study as jazz dance. Jazz dance is a collective term which 
contains all jazz music-related dance forms. Originally, jazz music-related dance 
forms were known as ‘jazz dance’. The term ‘jazz dance’, which has existed from 
the end of the 1910s, at the latest, was changed, starting in the first half of the 1950s 
to mean modern dance, and mostly non-jazz-connected dance forms. Some jazz 
dancers and researchers began to use the term ‘authentic jazz dance’ from the end of 
the 1950s to mean old jazz dance, in order to distinguish “modern jazz dance” from 
the original jazz dance, after the “modern jazz dance” movement was taking over the 
term ‘jazz dance’ for their purposes. Some of old time jazz dancers stayed with the 
’jazz dance’ term, in spite of the increasing meaning of the term connected to 
“modern”, non jazz music-connected forms of it. This study defends using the term 

                                                
4 See chapter ’Harlem Background: Infrastructure and Its Population from the 1870s 

Until 1943’. 
5 Osofsky 1996, p. 123. 
6 Ibid., pp. 135-149. 
7 Lewis A. Erenberg, SteppinÕ Out Ð New York Nightlife and the Transformation of 

American Culture , 1890-1930 (Chicago: the University of Chicago Press, 1981), pp. 255-257. 
8 Osofsky 1996, pp. 179-180. 
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jazz dance in its original meaning, which is discussed later in the chapter concerning 
the background of the term ‘jazz dance’. 

 
Harlem-based jazz dance existed inside Harlem and outside Harlem. Inside 

Harlem, the entertainment was mostly based on African-American entertainers who 
were employed by Harlem nightclubs, ballrooms and theatres in the 1920s.9 Outside 
Harlem, the Broadway theatres employed African-American entertainers starting 
from 1896.10 Harlem entertainment succeeded in groundbreaking during the very 
beginning of the 1920s, when shows like Shuffle Along (from 1921) and RunninÕ 
Wild (from 1923) were very popular. They were real showcases of the African-
American talent in dancing. The last one has been claimed to have begun the 
Charleston dance craze. In fact, these shows were probably the beginning of 
recognizing the importance of Harlem entertainment, not only in New York, but also 
around the United States.11 

 

1.1 From the Racist Characterizations to the Swing 
Integration – Views of African-American Presentation 

 
An important part of this study is to find out how the Harlem-connected dance 

performances were recognized in the outside Harlem newspapers and magazines. 
Different forms of African-American presentation (that means how African-
Americans were presented) have been, for example, various African-American 
dances like Buck and Wing, Ring Dance, and Cakewalk, and musical performances, 
which have existed since the slavery in the United States12. One of the most 
remarkable forms of performing was Minstrelsy. According to Marshall Stearns, 

                                                
9  Erenberg 1981, p. 255. Erenberg claims, ”Most of the big clubs were white 

owned…Blacks made up the entertainment core, but the creative and business talent was 
usually white.” He lists the Cotton Club, Connie’s Inn, and Ed Small’s Paradise as the most 
famous clubs in Harlem. It is true that African-Americans made the entertainment core, but 
even if whites owned the Cotton Club and Connie’s Inn, African-American Robert Smalls 
owned Ed Small’s. Concerning the Savoy Ballroom, which became a famous ballroom in 
Harlem, part of its management was African-American, such as Charles Buchanan, who 
worked as the ballroom manager. Similarly, the Cotton Club management hired African-
American Clarence Robinson to create and stage the Rhythmania  show in 1931. Robinson 
also choreographed Cotton Club dances. See: Jim Haskins, The Cotton Club Ð A Pictorial 
and Social History of the Most Famous Symbol of The Jazz Era  (New York, New York: 
Random House, 1977), pp. 27, 69-70 and 115. Thus, it can be stated, unlike Erenberg claims, 
African-Americans were also part of creative and business talent of Harlem entertainment. 

10 Marshall and Jean Stearns, Jazz Dance Ð The Story of American Vernacular Dance  
(New York, New York: Da Capo Press, 1994 – originally published in 1968), p. 118. 

11 Stearns 1994, pp. 112, 132-135, 139 and 145-146. 
12  For example, Lynne Fauley Emery discusses plantation dances and musical 

performances in the chapter ‘Dance On The Plantations’ in her study. See: Lynne Fauley 
Emery, Black Dance From 1619 to Today – Second, Revised Edition (Hightstown, New 
Jersey: Princeton Book Company, 1988), pp. 80-130. 
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Minstrelsy, with its various dances and singing, was “the most popular form of the 
entertainment in the U.S.” between the middle and the end of the nineteenth century. 
Although African-Americans were part of Minstrelsy, whites had almost a monopoly 
in it.13 During the Minstrelsy period in the United States, there were ”derogatory 
racial characterizations of African-Americans” used in the Minstrelsy entertainment. 
The white playwrights established the image of an ”American stage Negro” already 
in 1769, when Isaac Bickerstaff created a comic opera: The Padlock. The opera 
introduced the Mungo character: West Indian slave, who ”loved to sing and dance”, 
but was ”lazy, impudent, talkative, crafty, lewd, and habitually intoxicated”. This 
character spread to other white playwrights’ texts, which portrayed African-
American characters as ”comic slaves, buffoons and shiftless servants.”14 Thus, this 
racist image had its part from the beginning on how whites saw and described 
African-Americans in the entertainment business. 

 
Terry Monaghan, who has researched Harlem’s Savoy Ballroom and swing 

phenomenon in general, states that these characterizations were subverted partially 
by African-American dancers who rejected the racial characterizations in the 
beginning of the twentieth century during ”the major revival of interest” in the 
Cakewalk. As he states: 

 
By absorbing the useful parts of other recently imported cultures, 

the African cultural retention was re-worked into compulsive urban 
and industrialized musical and dance idioms that took possession of the 
US imagination.15 

 
If the African-American dancers rejected the racial characterizations, some white 

dancers began to convert African-American dance expressions to “whitened” 
versions in the beginning of the twentieth century. Irene and Vernon Castle were 
especially successful in this case in the 1910s. They are credited for “redefining” 
original “primitive”, in other words, African-American dance forms like the Turkey 

                                                
13 Stearns 1994, pp. 43, 49-56. 
14 Bernard L. Peterson, Jr., Early Black American playwrights and dramatic writers: a 

biographical directory and catalog of plays, films and broadcasting scripts  (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 1990), pp. 2 and 5. Another researcher, Kevern Verney, who has 
researched African-American popular culture, claims that modern representations of 
African-Americans in the U. S. popular culture began in the beginning of the 1830s, when 
blackface minstrelsy emerged with white actors. However, he seems to be wrong with his 
claim. See: Kevern Verney, African Americans and US Popular Culture  (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2003), p. 1. Otherwise, Verney discusses various racist stereotypes and features 
in the minstrelsy and in American society. All the stereotypes were somehow comical, and 
seemed to be based on the ‘MungoÕ character with the exception of ‘Uncle TomÕ, a character 
which became associated with an African-American character who had no racial pride, and 
who was loyal to white authorities. See: Verney 2003, pp. 3-12.  See also: Terry Monaghan, 
"Stompin' At the Savoy" -Remembering, Researching and Re-enacting the Lindy Hop's 
relationship to Harlem's Savoy Ballroom , (Dancing At The Crossroads. African Diasporic 
Dances in Britain. Conference Proceedings 1-2 August 2002), p. 36. Even if the proceedings 
seem originally to be published in 2002, the copyright of the collection is from 2005. Also 
Monaghan updated his article in 2005. That is why I use 2005 instead of 2002, and later this 
is called Monaghan 2005. 

15 Monaghan 2005, p. 36. 
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Trot, which they converted to the One-Step, and to their trademark Castle Walk. 
Ironically, they used African-American orchestra leader James Reese Europe and his 
orchestra to provide music for their dancing.16 

 
Later, in the beginning of the 1920s, there began a dance craze which allowed 

exceptional freedom in its dance movements. According to dance historian Sally 
Sommer, the Charleston, which was a dance craze between 1923 and 1926, liberated 
American social dance forms from European styles, by stressing more the lower 
body movements, especially using the legs, when compared to the European 
ballroom styles, which had an emphasis on upper body movements. 17  The 
Charleston also created freedom of expression for dancing with its “truly generic” 
step form. Like jazz dancer Roger Pryor Dodge stated in the end of the 1950s, ”The 
greatest step was the Charleston; it is truly generic in character. When done to a 
Charleston rhythm in the music it could be infinitely varied without losing any of the 
quality that we sense to be Charleston.”18 Similarly, a contemporary observer, Jane 
Grant stated in her The New York Times Magazine article in 1925, “The steps have 
such infinite possibilities that there is simply no pinning the dance down to a set 
formula.”19   

 
As the Charleston became a dance craze, it affected the masses with its freedom 

of expression. Joel Dinerstein has researched African-American culture and the 
machine aesthetics of its dances. He argues that ”The Charleston represented a 
turning point in American social dance: suddenly new Broadway dances were seen 
less as artistic spectacles than as new cultural forms for participation.” He also states 
”The Charleston became a hallmark of the Jazz Age, and its emphasis on the 
undulating torso and the lower body continued the American rebellion against the 
erect, rigid torso of European Ballet and folk dance, suggesting a cultural desire for 
torsion, dynamic movement, and whole-body movement.”20 

 
                                                
16  Karen Sotiropoulos, Staging Race Ð Black Performers in Turn of the Century 

America , Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts,  2006, pp. 220 – 223. 
17 Sally Sommer, ’II. Social Dance’ in Eric Foner and John A. Garraty (editors), The 

ReaderÕs Companion to American History (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1991), p. 
264. The Charleston as the dance craze. See for a short summary of the Charleston Craze, for 
example: Ralph G. Giordano, Social Dancing in America Ð A History and Reference Ð 
Volume Two Ð Lindy Hop to Hip Hop 1901 -2000  (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2007), 
pp. 53-56. Giordano’s summary contains at least one fault concerning the Charleston in the 
play as he claims, ”It was later re-choreographed by two black dancers Cecil Mack and James 
Johnson for an all black Harlem show ’Runnin’ Wild’.” That is not true, because Mack and 
Johnson were responsible for the song of the show, The Charleston. However, Giordano’s 
summary gives a picture of how big the Charleston craze was. For the Charleston craze, see 
also Stearns 1994, pp. 110-112 and 145. 

18 Selected and edited by Pryor Dodge, Hot Jazz and Jazz Dance Ð Roger Pryor Dodge  
collected writings Ð 1929-1964 (New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 
282. 

19 Jane Grant, ‘The Charleston Prances into Favor’, The New York Times Magazine, 
August 30 1925, p. 2. 

20 Joel Dinerstein, Swinging The Machine Ð Modernity, Technology, And African 
American Culture Between The World Wars  (Amherst, Ma: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 2003), p. 254. 
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In addition to the Charleston, swing, which includes music, dance and even 
lifestyle, has been connected as a cultural form to American society by various 
researchers. According to Monaghan, ”Swing as a cultural form facilitated an 
unprecedented degree of ’race mixing’ that subverted the segregationist divisions 
which had taken a grip on American social life since that abolition of slavery.”21 

 
Similarly, David W. Stowe, who has examined the significance of swing 

phenomenon in the United States, has stated how swing included possibilities for 
mutual respect, tolerance, and even affection between African-Americans and 
whites. Swing changed race relations in the way that culture and race could be 
thought as separate and distinct. Basically, swing became part of American society.22  

 
Lewis A. Erenberg has researched big band swing music and its effects on 

American culture in particular. He states that swing had a crucial role in making jazz 
an essential part of American music. Swing had an enormous impact on American 
youth, which turned swing into a mass culture. According to Erenberg, swing bands 
especially gave to the youth ”powerful visions of personal freedom and generational 
solidarity”, and even defined a mass youth style which was connected to music, 
dance, and fashion. “Swing dancing” created freedom by allowing the couple to 
improvise in a more egalitarian way than it was possible in the private life. Thus, 
swing became public, democratic art which decreased gender and social tensions in 
the 1930s.23 

 
Likely the most crucial dance idiom, which was connected to the swing culture, 

was the Lindy Hop, which became one of the most important African-American 
dances during the twentieth century.24 Various researchers have tried to connect the 
Lindy Hop to part of American culture during the decades. Probably one of the most 
remarkable has been Marshall Stearns with his Jazz Dance study. Stearns states 
concerning the dance:  

 
Writers have referred to the Lindy as ’the only true American folk 

dance,’ but it is more that. The Lindy is a fundamental approach, not an 
isolated step… The Lindy caused a general revolution in the popular 
dance of the United States. 

 
He cites an older generation dancer George Wendler from Detroit who pointed 

out, “the Lindy became the bread-and-butter style of all the following generations… 
I don’t recall any conservative style of dancing making a hit since the Lindy 
revolution.”25 

 
Gena Caponi-Tabery, who has researched African-American culture in the 
                                                
21 Monaghan 2005, pp. 35-36. 
22 David W. Stowe, Swing Changes Ð Big-Band Jazz In New Deal America  (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998), pp. 244-245. 
23 Lewis A. Erenberg, SwinginÕ the Dream Ð Big Band Jazz And The Rebirth Of 

Ameri can Culture  (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 250-251. 
24 Monaghan 2005, p. 36. 
25 Stearns 1994, p. 329. 
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1930s, has found similarities between jazz, the Lindy Hop, and basketball. She 
claims that they were the cultural practices which African-Americans used for 
challenging authorities. All of them include jump action, which she calls the jump. 
The identifiable and powerful African-American jump became ”a central gesture of 
African-American culture”. Thus, jump jazz tunes, especially air steps in the Lindy 
Hop, and the jump shot in basketball defied the Jim Crow stereotype in the 1930s. 
According to Caponi-Tabery that led to a new, uplifted African-American image.26  

 
If Caponi-Tabery has connected the Lindy Hop to jump action, Joel Dinerstein, 

who considers the Lindy Hop, tap dance, and big band swing as “adaptive cultural 
forms” which answered to “the threat of over-mechanization”, stresses smoothness 
in the dance. He argues that the contrast between the vertical air steps and the 
smooth, continuous horizontal motion made the Lindy Hop as thrilling. According to 
Dinerstein, the audiences and dancers, especially liked the continuous movement of 
the dance. He also connects smooth, horizontal flow as typical to African-Americans 
and more upright dancing to whites.27 Caponi-Tabery agrees with Dinerstein that the 
Lindy Hop has both vertical and horizontal elements, which are in balance, but she 
stresses the jump, the vertical movement, as a crucial part of the dance.28 Thus, they 
end up with different views of what was typical for the African-American Lindy 
Hop in the 1930s, and what made it as part of American culture.  

 
Terry Monaghan has defined the essence of the Lindy Hop by connecting it to 

changing cultural values in the United States at the time. His explanation is worth 
quoting at its almost whole length: 

 
[T]he Lindy Hop was the first noteworthy African American dance 

to be created in the North as opposed to being brought from the South 
as part of the turn-of-the-century Great Migration. In effect, it was a 
major reordering of almost the entire African American social dance 
experience. The Lindy Hop also involved a redefinition of gender 
relations that struck at the core of prevailing derogatory and demeaning 
racial characterizations of African Americans. Developing into a 
comprehensive and rhythmically charged critique of the European 
partner-dancing tradition, it articulated a new aesthetic of cultural 
equality. Dominated by continuous rhythmic play in its defining swing-
out, the two partners rhythmically improvised while separating apart 
and drawing back together. The driving reciprocal dynamic of both 
partners characterized the essential vitality of the dance that paid 
minimal deference to the ballroom conventions of leaders and 
followers. Through such mutually assertive roles of independently and 
jointly sustaining a combined interactive rhythmic response to swing 
music, the new Lindy Hoppers made a major contribution to 
transforming the way these dancing African Americans not only saw 

                                                
26 Gena Caponi-Tabery, Jump for Joy: Jazz, Basketball, and Black Culture in 1930s 

America  (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2008), pp. 138-139 and 195. 
27 Joel Dinerstein 2003, pp. 265-267 and 319. 
28 Caponi-Tabery 2008, p. 55 and 138-139. 
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each other but also how other blacks and whites perceived them. 
Defining individual expression in the context of working closely with 
another person (i.e. thus revealing its true jazz character) enabled the 
Lindy Hop to make such a dramatic impact. Black dancing bodies 
became ”hep” and respectfully imitated.29  

 
Monaghan seems to suggest that the Lindy Hop connected different cultures, 

European and African, in the North American context in a way which generated 
cultural equality with the help of African-Americans’ role in the dance. Also, Joel 
Dinerstein argues that the Lindy Hop in the 1930s ”helped unify a large industrial 
nation in a period of existential crisis brought on by machine worship and 
technological unemployment.” Dinerstein cites Robert P. Crease who states the 
Lindy Hop was, by the 1940s, ”much more than a hot and exciting black vernacular 
dance; it had become a symbol of America, the great melting pot.”30 Thus, the Lindy 
Hop had a crucial role in the unification of Americans during the Swing Era. 

 
Another essential dance form is tap dance which, according to Joel Dinerstein, is 

the synthesis of “Irish clog dance, Scottish step dancing, African dance, African 
American buck dancing, and the American Machine Age soundscape…” Thus, tap 
dance was affected by “American ethnic diversity”.31 Tap dance historian Constance 
Valis Hill argues that tap dance evolved as ”a fusion of Irish and African musical 
and step-dancing traditions in America” a three hundred years long cultural 
exchange during the development of the American society.32 Thus, tap dance was 
multicultural in the American context a long time already, before swing began to 
integrate the United States in the 1930s.  

 
Dinerstein states that tap dance “was so popular in the U.S. between the world 

wars that it was taught in public schools, dance academics, community centers, and 
even at the college level”. Also, commercial tap schools around the United States 
had tap in their program.33 In spite of its popularity, tap dance was not likely a 
similar kind of mass phenomenon like, for example, the Lindy Hop was, because the 
Lindy was also danced in ballrooms and other social dance floors, in addition to its 
performance and competition forms. Tap was more connected to performance and 
competition forms of dancing.34 

 

                                                
29 Karen Hubbard and Terry Monaghan, ‘Negotiating Compromise on a Burnished 

Wood Floor – Social Dancing at the Savoy’ in Julie Malnig (editor), Ballroom, Boogie, 
Shimmy Sham, Shake Ð A Social and Popular Dance Reader (Champaign, Illinois: 
University of Illinois Press, 2009), p. 133. Monaghan made the similar kind of analysis in his 
earlier study. See: Monaghan 2005, p. 36. 

30 Dinerstein 2003, pp. 253 and 380. 
31 Ibid., p. 227. 
32 Constance Valis Hill, Tap Dancing America Ð A Cultural History  (New York, New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 13. 
33 Dinerstein 2003, p. 231-232. 
34 As it becomes clear through the study, tap dance was connected to performance and 

competition forms of dancing. The Lindy Hop also had mass popularity on social dance 
floors. 
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Jazz dance and its different manifestations like the Charleston, the Lindy Hop, 
and tap dance also were remarkable entertainment forms as it is argued in this study. 
In addition to those, there also were other entertainment forms which succeeded 
even earlier. For example, boxing became one of the favorite entertainment forms 
among African-Americans, when African-American heavyweight boxer Jack 
Johnson knocked out whites starting from the beginning of twentieth century. He 
reigned so sovereignly that he began to think himself as some kind of race leader. He 
succeeded in the role among African-Americans, especially in bars and backstreets. 
However, he lost his success among them after legal problems.35  

 
After Johnson, there came Joe Louis, who also knocked out whites, but whites 

also respected him, especially when he fought against German Max Schmeling in 
1938.36 An athlete, Jesse Owens, who won four gold medals in 1936 Olympics, was 
honored with a huge celebration in New York.37 Also, African-Americans who 
excelled in baseball and basketball should not be forgotten. As an entertainment 
form, jazz dance, however, seems to have distinguished itself from boxing, baseball 
and basketball, where segregation is concerned. 

 
Jazz dance was both African-American and white, where social dancing in the 

integrated ballrooms like the Savoy Ballroom was concerned. It included both 
African-Americans and whites. There was no similar confrontation in the social 
dance as in, for example, boxing, where fighting against each other has been 
essential in the boxing ring. Different people danced together, and they could talk 
with each other at the Savoy Ballroom.38 People were able to communicate with 
different people. There were no limitations in that. Dancing also was teamwork, not 
only an individual representation.39 Dance competitions included confrontation, 
because everybody could not win. Those are comparable to boxing competitions and 
other kind of competitions. In addition to social dance, competitions, and 
performances in front of an audience were also a part of jazz dance. It could be 
argued that individualism and teamwork both were parts of the sport forms, too. So 
basically dancing and the sports forms were alike in this sense. 

 
Concerning segregation in the team-based sports, which were originally white, 

and in which African-Americans participated in successfully later, baseball was 
segregated until 1946, when Jackie Robinson became the first African-American 
who participated openly in “organized” white baseball. Although baseball was 

                                                
35 Stephen Tuck, We AinÕt What We Ought to Be ÐThe Black Freedom Struggle From 

Emancipation to Obama  (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2010), pp. 127-132. 

36 David Margolick, Beyond Glory: Joe Louis vs. Max Schmeling, and a World on the 
Brink  (New York: Vintage Books, 2006), p. 5 and 10. 

37 Caponi-Tabery 2008, p. 45. 
38 Hubbard and Monaghan 2009, p. 127. 
39 It stays arguable, how much dancing is about teamwork and how much it is based on 

individual expressions. Concerning the Lindy Hop, for example, Terry Monaghan argues 
that the Lindy Hop is based on both individual expressions and teamwork. See: Hubbard 
and Monaghan 2009, p. 133. Basically, the same claimed the originator of the Lindy Hop 
George Snowden. See: Stearns 1994, pp. 323-324. 
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becoming integrated, African-American baseball fans still sat in segregated benches 
in order to see Jackie Robinson playing. Baseball players’ integration did not happen 
quickly. Only Robinson’s team, the Dodgers, and the Cleveland Indians, were 
integrated by 1959, when the Phillies and the Red Sox also hired their first African-
American players.40  The African-American baseball leagues, however, were among 
the largest African-American businesses in the United States before the final 
collapse of segregation in the 1960s, when the Negro American League was closed. 
At their best, those leagues were ”a multi-million-dollar operation”.41 They were 
important businesses in the United States. Basketball was integrating at the end of 
the 1940s, when National Association of Intercollegiate Basketball allowed African-
American players in 1948, and later, in the beginning of the 1950s, African-
American colleges were allowed to participate in the tournament.42  

 
Additionally, professional football was segregated between years 1934 and 1946. 

Although at least thirty African-American athletes participated in American football 
at the college and university levels between the end of the 19th century and 1914, and 
thirteen African-American athletes were a part of professional football teams 
between 1919 and 1933, the number of African-American players who played in the 
teams, was relatively low when compared to the total number of players in the sport. 
Fourteen professional football teams had a total of twenty athletes on each team.  
Definitive reasons for the ban of African-American players in the period between 
1934 and 1946 are unclear. Deriving from speculation, it seems that the reasons were 
related both to the racist attitudes of the football team owners and to the Great 
Depression which caused economic hardships in the United States.43 Basically, 
football, basketball, and baseball were really integrated after swing began to 
integrate the United States in the 1930s. Thus, the swing integration was an 
important predecessor to the later integration process in the sports.  

 

1.2 Earlier Research 

!
     This dissertation is in African-American Studies - a field which emerged in the 
United States in the middle of the 1960s. The emergence of the field was catalyzed 
by the increasing number of African-Americans in U.S. colleges and universities at 
the time, which in itself, was a result of the gains and pressures of the African-
American Freedom Movement. The mixture of activism, a confrontation of cultural 

                                                
40 Donn Rogosin, Invisible Men Ð Life in BaseballÕs Negro Leagues (Lincoln, NE: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2007 – first printed in 1983), pp. 19-20. 
41 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
42 Caponi-Tabery 2008, pp. 89-90. 
43!Ibid., p. 46. See also: Demas, Lane, Integrating the Gridiron Ð Black Civil Rights and 

American College Football  (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2010), p. 7; Ross, 
Charles K., Outside the Lines Ð African Americans and the Integration of the National 
Football League (New York: New York University Press, 1999), p. 21, 45-47.  
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sensibilities, political imperatives, and intellectual perspectives led to the induction 
of African-American Studies as an academic discipline.44 Traditionally, the classic 
core areas of the discipline have been Black History, Black Religion, Black Social 
Organization, Black Politics, Black Economics, Black Psychology, and Black 
Creative Production which includes, in essence art, music, dance, and literature.45 
This dissertation, is particularly related to not only Black History research, it is 
additionally apposite to Black Creative Production since African-American jazz 
dance is a focal point of this work.  
 
    African-American jazz dance did not seem to be considered an important topic of 
research or study in African-American Studies in the beginning of 21st century. Both 
the Encyclopedia of Black Studies in 2005, which introduces “the work of nearly 200 
scholars”, and African American Studies (2010) confine their discussion to hip-hop 
and break dance and contain no mention of other African-American jazz dances like 
the Lindy Hop and the Charleston. As far as dancing is concerned, African dance 
seemed to be an important topic to the scholars who edited the studies.46 The lack of 
discussion or mention of other African-American jazz dances was possibly linked to 
the dismissive attitude of the Harlem Renaissance Movement towards jazz dances 
like the Lindy Hop. The Harlem Renaissance Movement and its attitude towards 
African-American jazz dances are discussed later in this study. Despite the 
reluctance of some academics to include other African-American jazz dances in their 
work, various other scholars of African-American Studies have been interested in the 
subject, which is conveyed in various sections of this dissertation. 
 

In regard to the Black History branch of Black Studies, this dissertation falls 
under the category of African-American popular culture research, which is a 
relatively new branch of history research. It really began to get interest from the 
1970s onwards.47 The African-American cultural history can be divided in various 
sections. An example of dividing this branch into different topics was presented in 
the Blacks In America study from 1971, which was described by the authors as “an 
attempt” to ”provide teachers, students, and interested readers an up-to-date guide to 

                                                
44 Perry A. Hall, ’African American Studies: Discourses and Paradigms’, in Jeanette R. 

Davidson, (editor), African American Studies  (Edinburg: Edinburgh University Press, 
2010), pp. 15-16. 

45 !Jeanette R. Davidson and Tim Davidson, ‘African American Studies: Vital, 
Transformative, and Sustainable’, in Jeanette R. Davidson (editor), African American 
Studies, 2010, p. 283. 

46 Jeanette R. Davidson (editor), African American Studies , 2010, pp. 3, 8-9, 227, 229, 
232-233; Molefi Kete Asante and Ama Mazama (editors), Encyclopedia of Black Studies 
(Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, Inc., 2005), pp. xx-xxi, 36-37. Both studies 
do not recognize, for example, the terms, ‘lindy hop’, jitterbug, jive (as a dance), ‘tap dance’, 
‘tap dancing’, ‘black bottom’, charleston, ‘jazz dance’, ‘jazz dancing’, ‘swing dance’, and 
‘swing dancing’.  Encyclopedia of Black Studies discusses, however, hip-hop dancing and 
break dancing, and African American Studies  discusses B-boy floor work (hip-hop/break 
dancing). See: Molefi Kete Asante and Ama Mazama (editors), Encyclopedia of Black 
Studies, 2005, pp. 265-267, and Melanie Bratcher, ‘Song and Dance Nexus in the Africana 
Aesthetic: An Approach’ in Jeanette R. Davidson (editor), African American Studies , 2010, 
p. 233.  

47 Verney 2003, p. vi. 
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Afro-American history and culture”. The study listed all works considered as 
remarkable about the African-American cultural history research by the date. 
According to the study, one of the most important topics at the time was the African-
American literature movement, especially, in the form of the Harlem Renaissance 
Movement and its various writers. Other areas were African-American painters and 
sculptors, African-Americans in films and theater, African-American music in the 
form of “Soul Music”: blues, jazz, and variations, African-Americans in opera and 
symphonic music, the African-American press in the form of various newspapers 
and magazines, and African-Americans in various sports.48  

 
African-American jazz dancing is placed logically next to the African-American 

music forms, blues and jazz. Because the Harlem Renaissance Movement usually 
neglected the African-American art forms like the Lindy Hop and other jazz dances 
which it considered, at least indirectly, as lower art forms,49 this disesteem probably 
affected an academic interest in the jazz dances, which can be seen when looking at 
the topics of the various lists in the 1971 study. It is striking that any kind of 
African-American dancing did not seem to raise any primary interest, jazz dancing 
or any other kind of African-American dancing have no topics of their own in the 
lists. For example, Stearns’ Jazz Dance study is placed under the subject, ‘Soul 
Music: Blues, Jazz, and Variations’.50 First of all, this describes the lack of interest 
among the authors who made those lists, and it also gives a reference in the case that 
there likely was not a strong interest in that kind of history at the time. 

 
Otherwise, the lists of the various works include “the history of black 

Americans” divided into over one hundred different topics from sixteenth century 
and slaves, to the Civil Rights Movement and the beginning of the 1970s. The lists 
include the strictly entertainment-related “Afro-Americans in Films” studies for 
about two pages, “Soul Music: Blues, Jazz and Variations” studies for about four 
pages, and “Blacks and the American Theatre” studies for eleven pages. These 
themes are included in “Blacks in American Culture, 1900-1970” part of the study 
which contains almost sixty pages. The whole study is over four hundred pages 
long.51 That refers to the fact that the entertainment-related  subjects overall were not 
of the highest importance as far as the African-American culture research and its 
researchers were concerned. 

 
An interest in studying African roots and their connections to African-American 

culture has existed from the beginning of the twentieth century, when some white 
scholars characterized African culture as primitive and uncivilized. W.E.B. Du Bois 
published his work, The Negro, in 1915, which was possibly the first corrective to 
earlier, biased white views about African culture. Another pioneer in the area is 

                                                
48 James M. McPherson, Laurence B. Holland, James M. Banner Jr., Nancy J. Weiss, 

Michael D. Bell, Blacks In Ameri ca: Biographical Essays  (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1971), pp. xiii-xix. The pages concern the contents of the 
chapter ’Blacks In American Culture, 1900-1970’ which lists different parts and studies of 
the African-American culture research. 

49 Monaghan 2005, pp. 39 and 66. 
50 McPherson, Holland, Banner Jr., Weiss, Bell 1971, pp. 286 and 288. 
51 Ibid., pp. ix and xv-xix. 
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Melville J. Herskovits, who published various studies about the subject in the 1930s 
and the 1940s. In the studies like Rebel Destiny from 1934, and The Myth of the 
Negro Past from 1941, he discusses African roots in jazz dance-connected dances. 
Later, the connection between African roots and African-American jazz dances was 
examined, for example, in Stearns’ Jazz Dance, where Stearns discusses various 
African influences and various scholars in the subject. Similarly, Robert Farris 
Thompson has discussed in various articles and studies, particularly, Mambo dance 
and its African influences. One of the latest examples is Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s 
Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance Ð Dance and Other 
Contexts from 1996, where she examines African presence in American dance forms 
like the Lindy Hop, Cakewalk, and American Ballet.52 

 
Since the 1970s, African-American popular culture research has reached a lot 

more interest. Countless studies have examined different African-American 
entertainment forms. The jazz music-connected eras from the 1920s to nowadays 
have been presented in numerous works. The quality of the research, however, has 
varied quite a bit as it is argued later in this study.53  

 
The remarkable African-American popular culture-connected studies, which are 

also connected to Harlem and its jazz dance, can be divided into the following main 
themes: jazz dance as part of American culture, African-American dancing and race 
politics, Harlem places of entertainment, swing and jazz music, Civil Rights 
Movement and Harlem, Harlem infrastructure, and personal memoirs of Harlem 
dancers. 

 
Concerning jazz dance as part of American culture, there are various studies 

which have connected the theme to American culture. Marshall Stearns tried to 
establish the term ‘jazz dance’ as part of American dancing, and thus part of 
American culture, with the help of his numerous interviews from the African-
American and white jazz dancers54, which are the strength of his Jazz Dance study. 
Otherwise, various inaccuracies in details decrease the value of the study55.   

                                                
52 Ibid., pp. 25-26 and 32. Marshall Stearns especially discusses African influences in 

jazz dances and the scholars in the subject in the chapter ’2 Africa and the West Indies’. See 
also: Stearns 1994, pp. 12-14, 25-27, 372-373; Robert Farris Thompson, ’Teaching the People 
to Triumph Over Time – Notes from the World of Mambo’ in Susanna Slout (editor), 
Caribbean Dance From Abaku‡ To Zouk: How Movement Shapes Identity  (Gainesville, FL: 
University Press of Florida, 2002); Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: African & 
Afro -African Art & Philosophy  (New York: Random House Inc., 1984); Brenda Dixon 
Gottschild, Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance Ð Dance and Other 
Contexts (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 1998 - first published in 1996). 

53 Also, Terry Monaghan has listed and reviewed different jazz dance-connected studies 
in his Savoy Ballroom study. See: Monaghan 2005, pp. 55-56. Basically, Monaghan had 
critical considerations about the current jazz music and jazz dance-related studies through 
his whole study, but the mentioned pages especially include the criticism of the earlier 
research. 

54 Stearns 1994, pp. xvi-xvii. 
55 Some of the inaccuracies are brought out in this study. Also, Terry Monaghan 

discusses in detail the inaccuracies in Stearns’ study. See: Terry Monaghan, ‘The Legacy of 
Jazz Dance’ in Annual Review of Jazz Studies, 1997/1998, the Institute of Jazz Studies 



Introduction: W hy Harlem and Jazz Dance? 

 25 

 
Joel Dinerstein, in his African-American cultural study, tries to connect the 

Lindy Hop, tap dance, and swing music to a significant part of American culture via 
machine aesthetics of the dances and big band swing, which humanized the 
American machine culture.56 His analysis is more like a noted discussion of the 
African-American culture as part of the swing culture, and as part of the American 
image, rather than a profound study. He does not analyze deeply the newspapers, 
magazines, and other sources where opinions of people outside Harlem, especially 
the opinions of whites, could be found. The same concerns African-Americans’ 
opinions about their culture: He does not analyze thoroughly the African-American 
press or other sources where African-Americans’ opinions could be found.57 

 
Terry Monaghan’s Savoy Ballroom study examines how the original 

practitioners and the new enthusiasts have seen the Lindy Hop in the context of the 

                                                                                                                                     
(Newark, New Jersey: Rutgers University, 1997), p. 321-322. There also is Jazz Dance Ð A 
Histor y of the Roots and Branches study which seems to be some kind of a continuation to 
Stearns’ work. The work tries to describe different jazz dance forms with a clear emphasis on 
the modern jazz dance in the sense of the post 1950s period. The part of the work which 
concerns the history of jazz dance is no way comparable to Stearns’ study. It is only an 
introduction to the history of jazz dance, compared to Stearns’ work. See: Lindsay Guarino 
and Wendy Oliver (editors), Jazz Dance Ð A History of the Roots and Branches  (Gainesville, 
FL: University Press of Florida, 2014). The jazz dance history part of the work is only 35 
pages long, when the whole work is 310 pages long. See: Jazz Dance 2014, pp. 33-68. In 
addition to that, the work includes profiles of the master teachers and choreographers 
between 1930 and 1990. From these profiles, only Pepsi Bethel’s profile represents an 
“authentic” side of jazz dance, in the sense it was considered before the end of the 1950s 
period. See: Karen Hubbard, ’The Authentic Jazz Dance Legacy of Pepsi Bethel’, Jazz Dance 
2014, pp. 75-81. The work includes an article about ’Vernacular Jazz Dance and Race in 
Hollywood Cinema’ with nine pages. See: Susie Trenka, ’Vernacular Jazz Dance and Race in 
Hollywood Cinema’, Jazz Dance 2014, pp. 240-249. The work also includes fourteen pages 
about tap dancing: Ray Miller, ’Tappin’ Jazz Lines’, Jazz Dance 2014, pp. 139-153 and 
history about Hip Hop dance in nine pages: Moncell Durden, ’Hip-Hop Dance as 
Community Expression and Global Phenomenon’, Jazz Dance 2014, pp. 184-193. Thus, the 
work contains about 73 total pages of history connected to the “authentic” side of jazz dance. 

56 Dinerstein 2003, pp. 7, 25-28. 
57 This can be understood when the notes of the chapters: ’Tap Dancers Rap Back at the 

Machine’, ’America’s National Folk Dance: The Lindy Hop’ and ’The World of Tomorrow…in 
the Groove: Swinging the New York World’s Fair, 1939-40’ are examined. It seems that 
Dinerstein has used a lot of different Daily News  issues for analyzing the Harvest Moon Ball 
contest, but otherwise there seems to be only occasional mentions about using The New 
York Times, Variety,  The New Yorker, Saturday Evening Post , The New York Amsterdam 
News etc. He also does not mention any method, how he has chosen his sources, or 
examined those papers for his study. There also is no source list attached in the book, only 
notes as listed by chapters. Another study, which discusses tap dance as part of American 
culture, is Constance Valis Hill’s Tap Dancing America Ð A Cultural History.  The study 
discusses the whole tap dance history from the beginning to the recent times. The biggest 
problem of Hill’s tap study is that she has not built a proper basic picture of the history of tap 
dance. She discusses numerous tap dancers and tap groups, but does not tie these stories to 
a bigger picture from the history of tap. Her tap history is too scattered in the sense of basic 
research, and it is mainly the reader’s task to build up a picture of how these different tap 
dancers and their history are related to the full picture of the history of tap dance. See: Hill 
2010. 
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ballroom. That means how the original Lindy Hop dancers, in other words, the 
dancers from the Savoy Ballroom period (1926-58), and the newcomers, mostly 
enthusiasts from the 1980s and later, have seen the Lindy Hop, and what kind of 
differences there have been in the case. Because Monaghan’s study connects various 
themes together in a short study (it is only 52 pages long), it stays mainly as an 
introduction to these themes, without the depth needed as far as basic research is 
concerned.58 

 
Gena Caponi-Tabery has connected jazz, the Lindy Hop, and basketball together 

as a remarkable part of African-American culture. Basically, she builds an otherwise 
proper story, especially about basketball as part of the culture, but her basic 
assumption about vertical jumping action as a remarkable part of the Lindy Hop is 
contradictory, compared to other historians’ suggestions about the nature of the 
Lindy Hop as more horizontal, smooth, and a continuously moving dance. Thus, her 
basic assumption about the nature of the Lindy Hop seems to be weak. Otherwise, 
her work suffers with unchecked facts of the history of the Lindy Hop, which 
decrease the value of her otherwise well-written study.59  

 
Brenda Dixon Gottschild has primarily discussed African-American dancing and 

race politics in the connection to the Swing Era in her work. Gottschild has 
researched the subject via two African-American ballroom dancers, Margot Webb 
and Harold Norton. She tries to find out how the African-American vaudevillians 
and performers were treated in the entertainment world, and what kind of challenges 
they encountered during their careers, concerning their racial status, between the end 
of 1920s and the 1940s.60 However, her work is more like an introduction to the 

                                                
58 Monaghan 2005. Monaghan  also wrote, together with Karen Hubbard, an article 

about the social dancing of the Savoy Ballroom. The article briefly presents various social 
dance-connected dances and examines different Savoy Ballroom functions connected to 
dancing during the lifetime of the ballroom between 1926 and 1958. See: Monaghan and 
Hubbard 2009. The latest study about the Savoy Ballroom is Alexandre Abdoulaev’s Savoy: 
Reassessing The Role Of The ÒWorldÕs Finest BallroomÓ In Music And Culture, 1926-1958. 
The work has several inaccuracies, unchecked information, inabilities to discuss between 
different sources, and the lack of source criticism. Thus, it lacks all the characteristics of a 
proper research. See: Alexandre Abdoulaev, Savoy: Reassessing The Role Of The ÓWorldÕs 
Finest BallroomÓ In Music And Culture, 1926-1958., Boston University – Graduate School 
Of Arts And Sciences – Dissertation. Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for 
the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, 2014. 

59 Even Caponi-Tabery states in her study: ”the Lindy acquired a horizontal flow and 
feel…” Thus, her study is built on the contradictory. See: Caponi-Tabery 2008, p. 52. 
Concerning the unchecked facts, for example, she states that the Savoy Pavilion at the Fair 
had the Lindy Hop competition on May 21, 1939. See: Caponi-Tabery 2008, p. 64. She seems 
to use the New York Times article for the claim. Actually, according to the article, the contest 
was organized at the World’s Fair’s Hall of Special Events. See: ’Building Quivers As 
Jitterbugs Vie’, The New York Times, May 21, 1939, p. 40. Also she claims that Leon James 
and Willa Mae Ricker were in the pictures of LIFE  magazine in December, 1936. See: 
Caponi-Tabory 2008, pp. 65 and 213. In fact, the dancers were George Greenidge and Ella 
Gibson. See: Monaghan 2005, pp. 40 and 67. See otherwise for the nature of the Lindy Hop 
for example: Dinerstein 2003, pp. 265-268, Stearns 1994, p. 325 and Monaghan 2005, p. 36. 

60 Brenda Dixon Gottschild, Waltzing in the Dark  Ð African American Vaudeville and 
Race Politics in the Swing Era  (New York: St.Martin’s Press, 2000). Another study which 
discusses race politics, is Alan Pomerance’s Repeal Of The Blues Ð How Black Entertainers 
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racial attitudes and problems which the vaudevillians encountered, and to the 
survival tactics they used for overcoming the racial problems in their career during 
the period. It is not an extensive research concerning the recognition of those 
vaudevillians. Her focus is different, because her viewpoint is too narrow for that. 
However, Gottschild’s study works as a thought-provoking source for my 
dissertation. 

 
Harlem places of entertainment are discussed in various studies, but there does 

not seem to be a proper basic study which discusses the places in general. George 
Hoefer’s liner notes to the collection of jazz music LPs in ‘Jazz Odyssey, Vol. 3: 
The Sound of Harlem’ are used as the basis for the Harlem ballrooms and nightclubs 
analysis in this dissertation. Hoefer presents in general, numerous Harlem ballrooms 
and nightclubs between the 1920s and the 1960s. The liner notes do not have any 
notation, so, it is not technically a basic research.61 It is rather a reference collection 
to the Harlem ballrooms and nightclubs. In spite of that, it seems to have been used 
in numerous studies as the reference to the Harlem places of entertainment.62 Overall 
those notes are only directional.  

 
As Hoefer’s notes obviously are the only comprehensive description about the 

Harlem places of entertainment, this indicates how big the lack of basic research 
concerning those places is. The Harlem ballrooms and nightclubs definitely need 
comprehensive basic research. It seems that the Savoy Ballroom, the Cotton Club, 
and the Apollo Theatre are mainly the Harlem dance-connected places of 
entertainment which have earlier been researched as single entities in the studies63. 

 
Three important works, which describe the various Harlem places of 

                                                                                                                                     
Influenced Civil Rights  (New York: Carol Publishing Group, 1991). The study tries to 
discover how African-American entertainment was connected to Civil Rights. Pomerance 
particularly goes through the years from 1933 to 1952, although he continues on occasion to 
the 1980s. However, his study is an unnoted discussion which covers the NAACP, actors, 
musicians, and African-Americans in World War II etc., without a profound analysis of any 
of these themes. Dancing is discussed only on a few occasions; mostly concerning the 
Nicholas Brothers and Bill Robinson, who have been mentioned occasionally in the study. 

61 George Hoefer, ‘Jazz Odyssey, Vol. 3: The Sound of Harlem’ (Columbia Records, Jazz 
Archive Series, Mono-C3L 33, 1964), the United States of America. 

62 See for example: Erenberg 1981; Thomas J. Hennessay, From jazz to swing: African -
American jazz musicians and their music  (Detroit, Michigan: Wayne State University Press, 
1994); Steve Watson, The Harlem Renaissance: Hub of African -American Culture, 1920-
1930 (New York, New York: Pantheon Books, 1995); Jacqui Malone, SteppinÕ on the Blues Ð 
The Visible Rhythms of African American Dance  (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 1996); Robert G. O’Meally (editor), The jazz cadence of American Culture (New York, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).  

63 See for the Savoy Ballroom: Monaghan 2005. See for the Cotton Club: Haskins 1977. 
See for the Apollo Theatre: Jack Schiffman, Uptown: The Story Of Harlem Õs Apollo Theatre 
(New York, New York: Cowles Book Co., 1971); Jack Schiffman, Harlem Heyday Ð A 
Pictorial History of Modern Black Show Business and the Apollo Theatre  (Buffalo, New 
York: Prometheus Books, 1984); Ted Fox, Showtime At The Apollo (New York, New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1983); Ralph Cooper with Steve Dougherty, Amateur Night At 
The Apollo Ð Ralph Cooper Presents Five Decades Of Great Entertainment (New York, New 
York: HarperCollinsPublishers, 1990). 
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entertainment, and also bring out African-Americans and whites’ close social 
interaction in the Harlem places of entertainment, especially in the 1920s, are as 
follows: The first of them, Burton W. Peretti’s study concerning the Manhattan 
nightclubs, only explains in general the Harlem nightlife, but mostly examines the 
entertainment outside Harlem64. The second of them, Chad Heap’s cultural study, 
goes deeper into the Harlem nightlife via the ’slumming’ phenomenon and its sexual 
encounters65. The third of them, Michael A. Lerner’s Prohibition study, examines the 
Prohibition Era between 1920 and 1933, and discusses in general the Harlem places 
of entertainment.66 

 
Swing and jazz music in the Harlem context are discussed in numerous studies. 

Marshall Stearns’ jazz music study, which is an early basic research concerning the 
jazz, swing and bebop music from 1956,67 still is a competent basic research about 
jazz and swing music. In addition to that, Gunther Schuller’s work concerning the 
early jazz68 and his later study concerning so-called Swing Era, are other similar 
kind of basic studies.69 However, their otherwise remarkable value as basic studies, 
is decreased for their emphasis on recorded music, and the lack of the live music 
analysis.70  

 
The Civil Rights Movement and Harlem are discussed in various works. Mark 

Naison’s American Communist Party study connects the American Communist 
Party as part of the Civil Rights struggle in Harlem, where music in particular, and 
also dancing had a role. Naison’s work is a basic research for finding out the 
Communists’ role in the Harlem politics, particularly in the 1930s, and it also 
discusses their role in the swing entity inside and outside Harlem.71 Also Ellen 
Graff’s work about dance and leftist politics in New York discusses the Harlem and 
the Communists72. Other remarkable studies, which discuss the Communists in the 

                                                
64  Burton W. Peretti, Nightclub City Ð Politics and Amusement in Manhattan  

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007). 
65 Chad Heap, Slumming Ð Sexual and Racial Encounters In American Nightl ife Ð 1885 

Ð 1940 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
66 Michael A. Lerner, Dry Manhattan Ð Prohibition in New York City  (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
67 Marshall W. Stearns, The Story of Jazz (New York, New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1970 – originally published in 1956). 
68 Gunther Schuller, Early Jazz Ð ItÕs Roots and Musical Development (New York, New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1968). 
69 Gunther Schuller, The Swing Era Ð The Development of Jazz 1930 Ð 1945 (New York, 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
70 Terry Monaghan has criticized Gunther Schuller for neglecting live music in his 

analysis and for concentrating only on recordings in his jazz histories. Monaghan argues that 
Schuller’s studies have had a methodical weakness for the lack of the live music analysis. 
Monaghan’s Schuller critic concerns mostly the two Savoy Ballroom orchestras: Teddy Hill 
Orchestra and the Savoy Sultans which he claims to have been underestimated by Schuller. 
See: Monaghan 2005, p. 55. 

71 Mark Naison, Communists in Harlem during the Depression  (New York, New York: 
Grove Press Inc., 1984). 

72 Ellen Graff, Stepping Left Ð Dance and Politics in New York City, 1928-1942 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997). 
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U.S. context and also touch the Harlem struggle, are especially Mark Solomon’s 
Communists and African-Americans study, and Jacob A. Zumoff’s work which 
describes how the U.S. Communists worked in the 1920s with the help of the 
Communist International73. 

 
The NAACP and its cultural campaign for Civil Rights is discussed in Jenny 

Woodley’s study which examines the NAACP’s participation in cultural issues also 
in the Harlem context between the 1910s and the 1970s.74 Especially, Wendy Perron 
has examined the problematic relationship between the Harlem Renaissance 
Movement and African-American dancing. Her article discusses also how the 
Harlem Renaissance regarded popular dances like jazz dances.75 As the NAACP and 
the Harlem Renaissance Movement had same leaders, these leading figures and their 
relationship to the African-American dancing are also discussed in various 
biographies and studies. Walter White and W.E.B. Du Bois’ biographies, and James 
Weldon Johnson’s Harlem study from 1930 are the most remarkable in this 
respect.76 

 
Where early phases of the Civil Rights Movement are concerned, Stephen Tuck’s 

study examines numerous Civil Rights organizations starting from the Civil War in 
the 1860s and continuing through the decades to the twenty-first century77. His study 
is a consistent presentation of the main Civil Rights organizations during the time 

                                                
73 Mark Solomon, The Cry Was Unity Ð Communists and African Americans, 1917-36 

(Jackson, MS: the University Press of Mississippi, 1998); Jacob A. Zumoff, The Communist 
International and US Communism , 1919-1929, (Leiden, the Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill 
NV, 2014), p. 1. Also Harvey Klehr’s study about the Communists in the 1930s has been 
useful for my for this dissertation because its analysis of the Communist organizations. See: 
Harvey Klehr, The Heyday of American Communism Ð The Depression Decade (New York: 
Basic Books, Inc., 1984). 

74 Jenny Woodley, Art for Equality Ð The NAACPÕs Cultural Campaign for Civil Rights 
(Lexington, Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 2014). The author of the 
dissertation prefers the form NAACP to the form N.A.A.C.P.  The form NAACP was slightly 
more popular between 1921 and 1943 than the form N.A.A.C.P. The former was used 20,821 
times and the latter 18,720 times. The search with the key words, NAACP and N.A.A.C.P was 
done into the New York Public Library database on November 12, 2014. 

75  Wendy Perron, ’Dance in the Harlem Renaissance: Sowing Seeds’ in Dorothea 
Fischer-Hornung and Alison D. Goeller (editors), EmBODYing Liberation Ð The Black Body 
in American Dance , (FORECAAST; 4) (Hamburg: LIT, Transaction Publishers (in North 
America), 2001).  

76 According to Jenny Woodley, especially White, Johnson and Du Bois were important 
leaders both in the Harlem Renaissance Movement and in the NAACP. See: Woodley 2014, 
pp. 8, 35-36, 43, 54-55. See also: Walter White, A Man Called White  (New York: Arno Press 
and The New York Times, 1969); Kenneth Robert Janken, White Ð The Biography of Walter 
White, Mr. NAACP  (New York: The New Press, 2003); David Levering Lewis, W.E.B. Du 
Bois Ð The Fight For Equality And The A merican Century Ð 1919-1963 – (New York: Henry 
Holt and Company, 2000); James Weldon Johnson, Black Manhattan  (New York, New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1991 – original published in 1930). In addition to these works, there 
are also the NAACP histories which discusses mainly non-dance-related events. See for 
example: Langston Hughes, Fight For Freedom Ð The Story of the NAACP (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1962) and Patricia Sullivan, Lift Every Voice Ð The NAACP and 
the Making o f the Civil Rights Movement  (New York, NY: New Press, 2009). 

77 Tuck 2010. 
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period. Similarly, Manning Marable’s article78 outlines consistently the essential 
lines of the Civil Rights Movement from the same time period that Tuck has 
researched. 

 
Harlem infrastructure is discussed in the connection to the Harlem culture, 

especially in Jervis Anderson’s Harlem study, which presents Harlem’s history in 
general, as a community, and its infrastructure between 1900 and 1950. Anderson’s 
study is a well-written report about Harlem’s cultural portrait from the first half of 
the twentieth century.79 Accordingly, Gilbert Osofsky’s study about the African-
American Harlem’s early phases is a well-written study of the formation of Harlem, 
when African-Americans began to settle down in the area between the end of the 
19th century and 1930.80 In addition, Cheryl Lynn Greenberg’s Harlem study 
examines the economic conditions of Harlem between the 1920s and the beginning 
of the 1940s. Greenberg presents in great detail information on the Harlem 
economics and different organizations which worked for bettering those 
conditions.81 

 
Important examples about the dancers who have had their biographies published 

are Bill Robinson, whose dance career and private life have been examined in a 
well-written biography, which has helped quite a bit for defining his significance in 
jazz dance.82 In addition, Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers’ Norma Miller and Frankie 
Manning, whose memoirs have been essential for understanding different the Savoy 
connected functions inside and outside the Savoy, particularly where dancing is 
concerned.83  

 
In spite of all the kudos for their significance in jazz dance, Manning and 

Miller’s memoirs, are based on personal experiences: the discussion concerning the 
development of jazz dance, especially in the form of the Lindy Hop, has revolved 
around their recollections, without a sufficient analysis to connect their memories to 
the Harlem community, and to the bigger picture. It seems that the Lindy Hop-
connected jazz dance research mostly has used Manning and Miller’s recollections, 
without challenging those memories by researching other sources. The conclusion 
from that would be that the Lindy Hop has not been properly researched, especially 
after the 1940s period. For example, the Savoy Ballroom-based Lindy Hop still 

                                                
78 Manning Marable, ‘Introduction: Black Intellectuals and the World They Made’ in 

Manning Marable and Elizabeth Kai Hinton (editors), The New Black History Ð Revisiting 
the Second Reconstruction (New York, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 

79 Anderson 1982. 
80 Osofsky 1996. 
81 Cheryl Lynn Greenberg, ÓOr Does It Explode?Ó Ð Black Harlem In The Great 

Depression (New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
82 Jim Haskins and N. R. Mitgang, Mr. Bojangles Ð The Biography of Bill Robinson  

(New York, New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1988). 
83 Norma Miller’s memories of the Savoy can especially found from her memoir: Miller 

and Jensen 1996. Frankie Manning’s memories of the Savoy can accordingly be found from 
his memoir: Manning and Millman 2007. 
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continued in to the 1950s, when both Manning and Miller had mostly left the 
ballroom.84  

 
Otherwise, the scope of the studies seems to have been in discussions of how 

African-American dancing was connected to the American culture, particularly 
between the 1920s and the 1940s, and what kind of racial issues dancers 
encountered. In addition, how political movements were connected to Harlem, and 
what kind of place Harlem was, socially and economically. The studies have only 
touched on the issue as to what kind of picture there has been of African-American 
dances in the connection to the Harlem community, inside Harlem and outside 
Harlem. The Harlem-based jazz dance and its recognition inside and outside Harlem 
still needs thorough research. 

 

1.3  Main Research Questions 

 
The recognition of the Harlem-based jazz dance outside Harlem is the main task 

of this dissertation. This means how the Harlem jazz dance was really recognized 
outside Harlem in the outside Harlem existing, non-African-American press. This 
recognition process does not seem to have been examined comprehensively. The 
existing press outside of Harlem frequently reviewed African-American Broadway 
plays, movies, and discussed African-American entertainment and entertainers in its 
articles. Therefore, it is a remarkable source to find out how the recognition really 
happened and what kind of aspects were recognized. 

 
Because the most important sources of this study are various newspapers and 

magazines, these are defined with the help of the work terms as follows. The term 
’the mainstream press’ describes newspapers and magazines which were not strictly 
connected to Harlem. That means they were not published in Harlem, and they were 
not so-called African-American newspapers and magazines. As a counterbalance, 
the term ’the African-American press’ is used, which means so-called African-
American newspapers and magazines which were published in Harlem or outside 
Harlem, and which concentrated mainly on reporting about Harlem and African-
Americans’ matters. The terms are sometimes opened and used, in various forms, 
such as: the mainstream newspapers or the mainstream magazines, the African-
American newspapers or the African-American magazines. If there is a need to be 
more exact, then that part of the press is particularly noted in the case.  

 
Harlem entertainment seems to have been recognized remarkably for the first 

time, when Harlem-based African-American jazz dance had its breakthrough on 
Broadway in 1921. That supports the idea that the year 1921 is a reasonable start 
year to my research. In some cases, the study discusses earlier years, especially, 

                                                
84 Especially Terry Monaghan discussed the Savoy Ballroom Lindy Hop and problems of 

its presentation. See: Monaghan 2005, and Monaghan and Hubbard 2009. 
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where the background of Harlem, political movements, the terms used in the study, 
are concerned. In most cases, the study begins at the earliest from 1921. It is thus 
that 1921 is mentioned to be the year at which the study starts. In 1943, the Savoy 
Ballroom, probably the most important ballroom and cultural center of Harlem, was 
closed for six months, and Harlem was changing musically at the time, when the 
popularity of be bop was increasing. Thus, the year 1943 is a reasonable finish point 
to my research. In some cases, especially in Bill Robinson’s case, the research 
continues beyond 1943 because of the later events are important for understanding 
the significance of the case. Mostly, the research ends in 1943, and thus the year is 
mentioned to be the year at which the study ends. 

 
The dissertation tries to find out how the Harlem-based African-American jazz 

dance was recognized in the mainstream press, especially among white people 
between 1921 and 1943. This also means how the African-American image was 
changed in the mainstream press by the Harlem-based jazz dance, or even if the 
image changed at all. It is also possible that the picture of the Harlem-based African-
American dance entertainment stayed the same during the research period. Similarly, 
it is questioned, did this possible image change affect in any way the African-
Americans’ racial or cultural position?  

 
However, it is clear that a pivotal moment in American Civil Rights, one that 

came in the midst of a multi-decade long struggle in 1954, was when the U.S. 
Supreme court ruled in favor of the NAACP and the African-American Freedom 
Movement, making racial segregation in public schools illegal. This was the dawn of 
the new phase of the Civil Rights struggle that made the reduction of legal 
segregation possible. 85  This crucial change happened decades later, after the 
remarkable breakthrough of the Harlem-based African-American jazz dance on 
Broadway. The change of the social environment would likely be too difficult to 
examine properly enough in this dissertation, because of a too long time period, if 
the end of the research period was in the 1950s. 

 
To find out possible jazz dance-related achievements which paved the way for 

the change in 1954, it is reasonable to examine how the Harlem-based jazz dance 
was connected to the political movements, especially to the Civil Rights Movement. 
Did these political forces use the jazz dance for their purposes in the Harlem context, 
and if so, what were the results? It is conceivable that Harlem jazz dance had some 
part in creating the basis for this success, in the decades leading up to the pivotal 
change. This study also considers these possible changes and how they affected the 
recognition of the Harlem-based jazz dance. 

 
The key term to the study is ’recognition’. The recognition of different features 

like poetry and folk roots in African-American culture, and modern dance, in 
connection to African-American culture, has been researched in various works, 
particularly concerning the Harlem Renaissance Movement.86 The definition of the 

                                                
85 Marable 2011, p. 10. See also: Risa Lauren Goluboff, The Lost Promise Of Civil Rights , 

Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 2007, pp. 4, 12 and 252.  
86 See for example: Nathan I. Huggins, Arnold Rampersed, Harlem Renaissance (New 

York, New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 105, 152, 169, 214, 295; Daphne 
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recognition term in this study reflects philosopher Charles Taylor’s definitions of the 
term recognition. His ideas are paraphrased in the Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, which states, ”Recognition has both a normative and a psychological 
dimension”. To recognize another person normatively means to admit, that the 
person has a certain feature with embracing “a positive attitude towards” the person 
“for having this feature”. The psychological dimension of the term is connected in 
”the feedback of the other subjects” and ”of the society as a whole”. People depend 
on the feedback. Basically, recognition constitutes a vital human need.87 

 
The ’recognition’ term is used normatively in the study. In this sense, the term is 

used in the following ways: 1. There is a hierarchy of the races where African-
Americans are basically compared to whites, when different features are examined. 
This is based on the well-known fact that there were racist practices in the United 
States in the twentieth century. African-Americans and whites were not considered 
as equals in the racist practices. 2. There is a feature of dancing which has no 
ethnical divisions. This idea comes from Savoy Lindy Hopper Frankie Manning’s 
statement, how there were no race divisions at the Savoy Ballroom, where dancing 
was concerned. According to Manning, ”They never looked at your face, only at 
your feet”, they only asked, ”Can you dance?”88 3. African-American culture was 
considered either lower forms of art or higher forms of art. For example, the Harlem 
Renaissance Movement divided the African-American culture into these two art 
forms89. 

 
The recognition of the Harlem-based jazz dance is researched in this study with 

the help of different factors that are analyzed as follows: Was the Harlem jazz dance 
recognized as a segregated or integrated dance form? Was the Harlem jazz dance 
appreciated? Mitchel G. Adler and N. S. Fagley have defined the term ‘appreciation’ 
as “acknowledging the value and meaning of something – an event, a person, a 
behavior, an object – and feeling a positive emotional connection to it.”90 If the 
Harlem jazz dance was appreciated, and there is information of this, it is determined 

                                                                                                                                     
Lamothe, Inventing the New Negro Ð Narrative, Culture, and Ethnography  (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), pp. 54, 81, 88, 99, 122, 164 and 220; Eric King 
Watts, Hearing the Hurt Ð Rhetoric, Aesthetics, and Politics of the New Negro Movement  
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2012), pp. 17, 42, 57, 60, 99, 103, 127, 136, 159, 
168, 175, 179 and 196. Also African-American culture researchers have used the term in 
different studies. See for example: Verney 2003, p. vi and Michael L. Hecht, Ronald L. 
Jackson II, Sidney A. Ribeau, African American Communication: Identity and Cultura l 
Interpretation  (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., 2008), pp. 6-7. 

87 Mattias Iser, Recognition , 2013, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/recognition/ . The 
site was accessed on April 30, 2015. See also: Charles Taylor, ‘The Politics of Recognition’ in 
Amy Gutmann (editor), Multiculturalism: exami ning the politics of recognition  (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994), pp. 25-73. 

88 Frankie Manning and Cynthia R. Millman, Frankie Manning Ð Ambassador of Lindy 
Hop  (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2007), p. 71. 

89 Monaghan 2005, pp. 39 and 66. The Harlem Renaissance Movement and its disdain 
for the lower forms of art are discussed later in the dissertation. 

90 Mitchel G. Adler and N. S. Fagley, ’Appreciation: Individual Differences in Finding 
Value and Meaning as a Unique Predictor of Subjective Well-Being’, Journal of Personality  
73:1, February 2005, p. 81. 
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whether it was appreciated was based on racial stereotypes of African-Americans as 
naturally gifted dancers, or if it was based on a perception of them as trained 
dancers? Similarly, it is examined if the Harlem jazz dance was recognized as part of 
American culture, and if the Harlem jazz dance was appreciated as part of the 
political movements like the Civil Rights Movement. 

  

1.4  Sources 

!
This study uses newspapers and magazines as sources. The newspapers and 

magazines are used both as sources that documented the events of the time, and as 
sources that reflected the opinions of newspapers, magazines and their editors about 
said events. The analysis is mainly on qualitative in nature, in that it focuses on what 
kind of opinions the aforementioned had. Quantitative analyses are performed if 
there have been reasons, for example, for finding out how many times terms like 
‘jazz dance’, jazz and swing were used,91 the results of which are used, for instance, 
to study how certain terms were used overall, and how parties like the Communists 
and the NAACP used jazz dance in their activities.92   

 
The recognition process of jazz dance in the dissertation is examined from the 

reviews and the articles of the mainstream newspapers, especially The New York 
Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, New York Herald Tribune, 
The Boston Daily Globe, The Hartford Courant and The Chicago Daily Tribune, 
which were chosen as the main mainstream newspapers for the study, because of 
their regular reporting about the New York theatrical plays and movies, which also 
included the Harlem-based jazz dance.93 

 
The circulation of those newspapers was usually quite large during the time 

period of the study, which also supports using the newspapers. All the values are 
about the daily circulation. See Table 1. 

 

                                                
91!The analysis of the newspapers and magazines is based on newspaper research 

methods in political history, which are introduced in Timo Soikkanen’s text book of studies 
of political history. See: Timo Soikkanen (toimittanut), Poliittisen Historian Tutkimusopas  
(Suomi: Turun yliopisto – Poliittinen historia – Julkaisuja C:24, 1987), pp. 87 and 94. 

92 The Communists, the NAACP and the terms ’jazz dance’, jazz and swing are discussed 
especially on chapters ’Harlem-Based Jazz Dance and Political Movements’ and ’What Is 
Jazz Dance’. 

93 Although there does not seem to exist any exact statistics concerning the case, it 
seems that, according to the reporting of the papers, they frequently reported theatrical 
plays especially on Broadway. See chapters: ’The Harlem Jazz Dance on Broadway Theaters 
and the Mainstream Press Between 1921 and 1943’ and ’The Harlem Jazz Dance in Movies 
and the Mainstream Press Between 1929 and 1943’. 
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Table 1. The Mainstream Newspaper Circulation in 1921 and in 1943.94 
 
 1921 1943 
Newspaper   
   
The New York Times 327,275 440,086 
The Wall Street Journal  18,750 32,242 
The Washington Post 56,685 150,775 
New York Herald Tribune 211,320 310,447 
The Boston Daily Globe 286,886 132,198 
The Hartford Courant 24,898 48,228 
The Chicago Daily 
Tribune 

420,703 1,005,992 

 
 
Although it seems that The Wall Street Journal and The Hartford Courant clearly 

had a smaller circulation when compared to the other newspapers, they also had 
regular reporting about the New York-connected dance performances. Accordingly, 
the reason for the decreasing circulation of The Boston Daily Globe is unknown, but 
its circulation still was large enough in 1943 to be included in the papers for this 
study.  

 
In addition to the newspapers, there also have been magazine publications used, 

especially mainstream magazines The Billboard and Variety, which reported 
frequently on the events in U.S. entertainment, and also in the New York area, 
including the Harlem-based jazz dance-connected events. Similarly, various other 
mainstream magazines like LIFE, The New Yorker, Vanity Fair, and Vogue reported 
occasionally on Harlem jazz dance-related events. All the aforementioned magazines 
are used insofar as they reported on the Harlem jazz dance. 

 
The Daily News is mainly used for this dissertation because it organized the 

Harvest Moon Ball contest between 1935 and 1974, and reported on the contest. In 
addition to that, it reported on the Harlem dance marathon in 1928. Both events have 
been used as examples of the success of the jazz dance in my dissertation. 

 
The African-American newspapers, The Afro-American, The Chicago Defender, 

The New York Amsterdam News, The Pittsburgh Courier, The New York Age, and 
The PeopleÕs Voice have been used for this work because of their connection to the 
Harlem events. Additionally, four of the first mentioned can be found from the 
database of the New York Public library which the author has been able to use. The 
copies of New York Age and The PeopleÕs Voice also can be found in the New York 

                                                
94 The table is based on Ayer & SonÕs American Newspaper Annual And Directory 

(Philadelphia, PA., U. S. A.: N. W. Ayer & Son, Advertising Headquarters, 1921), pp. 129, 144, 
218, 406, 671, 688 and 690 and N. W. Ayer & SonÕs Directory of Newspapers and 
Periodicals  (Philadelphia, PA., U. S. A.: N. W. Ayer & Son, Incorporated, 1943), pp. 136, 151, 
224, 401, 643, 665 and 668. All the values are about the daily circulation, which usually had 
smaller circulation figures, when compared to the Sunday or Evening circulation of the 
newspapers. 
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Public library, but they can be searched only from microforms95, which slows down 
the process, when compared to the database searches. The database searches have a 
possible downside: if there are mistakes in database indexes, that can lead to the 
situation that some of the articles cannot be found. As it was searched from multiple 
newspapers and magazines in the database, it is likely that the most of the articles 
were found. Additionally, The PeopleÕs Voice was only published between 1942 and 
194896.  

 
    The general methodology used for searching for newspapers and magazines, both 
mainstream and African-American specific, was by making database, microform or 
papery copy searches using various key words. References to the relevant keywords 
and databases are made in places where results of the searches are used first time in 
this dissertation. Otherwise, the searches are usually only referred to by name. The 
only exceptions being references to searches for plays, movies, events, places etc. 
These entities were searched by the name of the entity. The searches were executed 
in different databases, microforms, and paper copies. Mainstream newspapers and 
magazines like The American Dancer (The Dance magazine), Daily News, Daily 
Worker, and Vanity Fair were searched using microforms and additionally, Daily 
Worker and The American Dancer (The Dance magazine) were searched using their 
respective paper copies. Mention is made in the source list at the end of the 
dissertation about how extensively the newspapers and magazines were researched; 
also mentioned, is the time range in every newspaper and magazine bibliography 
entry. 

 
In addition to the U.S. press, British press content is also used to some extent. 

British newspapers like The Manchester Guardian and The Observer, which 
discussed the Harlem jazz dance-connected events, are especially used for analyzing 
those events in the United Kingdom -  the papers being used to analyze how the term 
‘jazz dance’ was used outside the U.S. Both newspapers can be found in both the 
University of Helsinki, and the New York Public Library newspaper databases. The 
circulation of the papers paralleled that of the U.S. newspapers (see Table 1): The 
Manchester Guardian had a circulation of 48,000 in 1937, and The Observer had a 
circulation of 224,465 in 1939. 97  Their circulation was large enough for 
consideration of inclusion to this dissertation.    

 
The African-American newspapers are used for building the picture of the 

Harlem entertainment scene, and some cases they have been used for recognizing 
Harlemites’ reactions in the cases like the Harlem riots. They are not used for 
picturing the recognition process of the Harlem-based jazz dance, like the 
mainstream newspapers, with the few exceptions of when downtown people’s 
attitudes towards African-Americans were reported in the African-American press.  

 
Concerning the Civil Rights Movement, the NAACP’s role in Harlem 

                                                
95 New York Public Library catalog and there New York Age and The PeopleÕs Voice. 
96 New York Public Library catalog and there The PeopleÕs Voice. 
97 See: ’The Observer – The Largest Issue Since 1939’, The Observer, May 1, 1955, p. 13; 

’1855-1955: A Century As A Daily Paper’, The Manchester Guardian , July 2, 1955, p. 4. 
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entertainment also was discussed in the African-American press. The papers are used 
for recognizing the NAACP’s role in Harlem jazz dance. Accordingly, the 
Communists and their participation in Harlem were discussed in the African-
American press. As far as the Communists are concerned, the Daily Worker 
newspaper, which was the news outlet of the U.S. Communist Party from 192498, 
advertised various jazz music-related events in Harlem. The paper is used for 
analyzing the places and their dance activities. 

 
Marshall Stearns’ papers in the Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers University are 

used in the dissertation, especially for interviews which Stearns made for his Jazz 
Dance study. The Marshall Winslow Stearns Collection includes 125 interviews 
which were conducted with jazz dance-related dancers.99 Most of the interviews 
were used in Stearns’ Jazz Dance.100 This study uses the interviews in the cases 
when information in Jazz Dance concerning Harlem-connected jazz dancers seems 
to be insufficient.   

 
Dancer Mura Dehn, who came to New York in 1930 to explore jazz dance and its 

dancers, researched jazz dance as part of African-American culture until her passing 
in 1987. Dehn’s archives in the New York Public Library have been used especially 
for defining the ‘jazz dance’ term in my study. She wrote different notes and articles 
about jazz dance, and interviewed jazz dancers. Possibly her most remarkable work 
is The Spirit Moves, which is a four volume documentary about jazz dance and its 
various dances.101 Karen Backstein, who has written an article about Dehn and her 
jazz dance work, seems to accuse Dehn of racial “paternalistic” undertakings and 
even “plundering”. 102  Terry Monaghan has defended Dehn, as according to 
Monaghan, “Dehn developed through her life’s work a pronounced awareness of the 
true classic stature and resilience of the African retention and how the dancers 
embodied it in their movement and vocabulary.”103 Thus, there are contradictory 
estimates about the value of her work. 

 
The Committee of Fourteen papers between 1920 and 1932 have been used for 

finding out possible race mixing in the Harlem places of entertainment. The papers 

                                                
98 Alfred McClung Lee, The Daily Newspaper in America Ð The Evolution of a Social 

Instrument  (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1937), p. 193. 
99 The Marshall Winslow Stearns Collection: 

http://newarkwww.rutgers.edu/IJS/collections/Marshall%20W%20Stearns.pdf . The site 
was accessed on November 15, 2015. 

100 Monaghan 1997, p. 297. 
101 Mura Dehn papers. See also: Backstein 1995, pp. 229-231. 
102 Papers on Afro-American social dance circa 1869-1987, Mura Dehn, 1902-1987, 

Jerome Robbins Dance Division, the New York Public Library (Mura Dehn papers). 
Especially Terry Monaghan blamed Backstein for criticizing Dehn for “racial “paternalistic” 
undertakings and even “plundering” “. See: Monaghan 1997, p. 301. Monaghan’s accusations 
seem to be correct, and that is why Monaghan’s statement is used here. See also: Karen 
Backstein, ’Keeping Spirit Alive: The Jazz Dance testament of Mura Dehn’ in Krin Gabbard 
(editor), Representing Jazz (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995), pp. 232-233. 

103 Monaghan 1997, p. 301. 
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can be found in the New York Public Library.104 The Committee of Fourteen was the 
organization which was funded by wealthy industrialists like Andrew Carnegie and 
John D. Rockefeller Jr.. The committee was organized in 1905 as the successor of 
the Committee of Fifteen, which was organized by the Chamber of Commerce in 
1900. The Committee of Fourteen was fighting against prostitution in New York 
City, but the committee sometimes encountered prohibition violations. Its 
undercover investigators occasionally reported on African-American and white 
interactions in Harlem places of entertainment. The committee was dissolved in 
1932.105 

 
According to the study of those papers, the committee inspectors paid occasional 

attention to the dance activities of the places they visited. The notices seemed to 
have varied from short comments about the dancing in the places visited, to longer 
explanations about the dancers and even about their racial status.106 The notices have 
been taken into account in the study as far as dancing in the Harlem places of 
entertainment and other functions of the places are concerned. 

 
The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People Collection in 

the Library of Congress is used for finding out the NAACP’s role in Harlem 
entertainment.107 The collection has papers concerning Harlem in general and the 
Savoy Ballroom, when the ballroom was closed for half a year in 1943.   

 
Concerning the places of entertainment, which were connected to Harlem, but 

located outside Harlem, one important collection has been the New York World's 
Fair 1939 and 1940 Incorporated records, which are located in the New York Public 
Library. The collection is used for finding out information about the functions of the 
Savoy Ballroom and the Hot Mikado play at the World’s Fair, which have been 
examined in their own chapters.  

 
Otherwise, information concerning various Harlem places of entertainment and 

dance activities inside and outside Harlem, is mostly gathered from numerous 
individual stories and interviews, which can be found in various dancers’ and 
musicians’ biographies, histories, audio, and video tapes.108  Some of the interviews 

                                                
104  ’Committee of Fourteen Records, 1905-1932’, The New York Public Library – 

Manuscripts and Archives Division. 
105 Heap 2009, pp. 50 and 89. Peretti 2007, pp. 33-50. Lerner 2007, pp. 216-217. 
106  ’APOLLO BURLESQUE THEATRE – 125th St. near Seventh Ave. MAY 12th 1926.’, 

folder 1926, box 35 and ’6th Div. October 6th, 1927. COMMERCIALIZED AMUSEMENT 2 
TO 5 AM. $16.80. Barron Wilkins’ Club, 198 W. 134th Street’, folder 1927-29, box 35. 
’Committee of Fourteen Records, 1905-1932’, The New York Public Library – Manuscripts 
and Archives Division. 

107 NAACP papers, Library of Congress.  
108 Concerning the biographies see for example: Haskins and Mitgang 1988; Miller and 

Jensen 1996; Manning and Millman 2007. Concerning the audio and video tapes see for 
example: Norma Miller interviewed by Ernie Smith, September 7-8, 1992, Smithsonian 
Institute Jazz Oral History Project; Albert ‘Al’ Minns interview by Swedish Swing Society, 
October 1984. This can be found in YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
6DlmqOWBlg and http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uQvlwNxKJH0 . The film clips were 
accessed on February 28, 2015. The author of the study also has a copy of the interview. 
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can be found from public sources like YouTube, and different archives and libraries. 
Also, the author of the dissertation has interviewed dancers who have been 
connected to the Harlem jazz dance scene and have participated, in various ways,  in 
the scene during the decades. In some cases, the interviews are called discussions 
because the situation was less formal than actual interviews. Overall, the discussions 
and interviews were executed in a free format without constant questions in every 
discussion and interview. The author has maintained both audiotapes and notes from 
the interviews and discussions in question. Additionally, Robert P. Crease conducted 
interviews where he interviewed various dancers particularly from WhiteyÕs Lindy 
Hoppers’ group. His interviews were published in the Footnotes series of the New 
York Swing Dance Society. Because the interviews were published in a form where 
it is sometimes hard to distinguish between content from the interviewer and the 
interviewee, Crease’s interviews are limited to being included in the literature 
section as far as the sources are concerned.109 

 
Various audio and video sources like videoed interviews about jazz dance-

connected dancers have been used for exploring background information about 
dances and their history110. Especially the British Pathé archives, which include 
various clips about jazz dances from the 1920s onwards, have been remarkable in the 
case. In addition, various movie videos are used for analyzing, in particular, the 
dress code in these movies. This is discussed in the chapter ‘How African-American 
Dancers Were Described in the Movies’.   

 
In addition to the other sources, the earlier discussed studies are used in the 

analysis to build the picture of Harlem, its entertainment, the dances, the 
entertainers, the places of entertainment, the Harlem music and the Civil Rights 
Movement. They also are used as support for building the picture of the recognition 
process. 

 

1.5 Composition of the Study 

!
For reaching the goal of how Harlem-based African-American jazz dance was 

recognized between 1921 and 1943 in the mainstream press, the study progresses as 
follows: In the first chapter, the background of the study is presented on how 
Harlem-based jazz dance fits the picture of earlier research in African-American 

                                                
109 See for example: Robert P. Crease, ’Pal Andrews’, Footnotes: November-December, 1991, 
Vol.4, No. 3, published by New York Swing Dance Society; Robert P. Crease, ’Eunice Callen’, 
Footnotes: November-December, 1989,  Vol. 4, No. 3, published by New York Swing Dance 
Society.! 
110!See for example: Pamela Katz & Louise Gherthler, ”In a Jazz Way: Portrait of Mura 
Dehn,” photographed by Pamela Katz, edited by Louise Gherthler (New York, N.Y.: 
Filmmaker’s Library inc., 1985), DVD. This is called later Dehn 1985. The DVDs in Margaret 
Batiuchok, ‘The Lindy.’, submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
Master of Arts to the faculty of the Gallatin Division of New York University, May 16, 1988. 
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popular culture and African-American cultural studies, which are part of the larger 
entity, African-American Studies. Earlier studies, main research questions, and 
sources for the study are explained in the same chapter. In addition, various forms 
and interpretations of African-American presentation are presented to find out what 
kind of views were prevalent before this study especially in regard to important 
African-American dances and their importance to the African-American and 
American culture. In this chapter, African-American jazz dance is also compared to 
other important entertainment forms like basketball and boxing to find out how the 
African-American jazz dance fits to the larger picture of the African-American 
entertainment. 

 
In the second chapter, the main term of the study, ‘jazz dance’, is connected to its 

historical background since the beginning of the twentieth century. How the term 
was recognized in the mainstream press is especially analyzed. Also, varied use of 
the term and its numerous variations are discussed. Similarly, the birth of swing 
music and its importance during the so-called Swing Era are presented. Swing’s 
connection to the Lindy Hop is discussed in the last part. The term ‘jazz dance’ and 
its connection to dancing and music have been integral to jazz culture. It is 
reasonable to find out the historical context of the term for establishing the term as a 
crucial part of this study. 

 
The third chapter establishes jazz dance as an essential part of Harlem dance 

entertainment. First, it presents the main features of the Harlem infrastructure during 
the decades from the end of nineteenth century to the 1940s. In other words, it 
presents the main features from the time when Harlem was changing to an African-
American community. The Harlem jazz dance was connected to its surrounding 
community via its Harlem practitioners. The surrounding community probably 
affected dances. The dance did not happen in a “vacuum”.   

 
After founding the infrastructure, the main features of Harlem jazz dance 

entertainment are explained in the sub-chapters concerning the beginning of the 
Harlem jazz dance entertainment, the Charleston performances and competitions, 
and Harlem cabarets, the latter particularly where tap dance is concerned. The 
Harlem social dance is analyzed in connection to the Charleston and the Lindy Hop. 
In particular, the latter was connected to the Savoy Ballroom, which is used as an 
example of a Harlem ballroom which had social dancing. Possible references in the 
mainstream press are especially analyzed in the Savoy Ballroom sub-chapter, where 
it is examined how social jazz dance of the Savoy Ballroom was recognized in the 
mainstream press. How the surrounding community affected the Harlem jazz dance 
entertainment is also analyzed in this chapter and later in the study, especially, in 
chapters 6 and 7.    

 
The fourth chapter discusses how the Lindy Hop was born and how it spread 

outside Harlem since its beginning. George Snowden and Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers 
were important factors in the Harlem Lindy Hop. Their background and how they 
were recognized in the mainstream press are presented in the chapter with the help of 
the Rockland Palace dance marathon and the Harvest Moon Ball contest. George 
Snowden’s dance career had its beginning in the dance marathon. Whitey’s Lindy 
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Hoppers participated frequently in the Harvest Moon Ball contest, in addition to 
their performances in theatres, nightclubs/ballrooms and movies. 

 
The fifth chapter presents Bill Robinson who was the one of the most important 

tap dancers in the twentieth century. His background and how he was recognized in 
the mainstream press are analyzed. Because Robinson was clearly connected to 
different political entities and ideas, his private life is also worth discussing to find 
out how white people, who the mainstream press mainly represented, really 
recognized him. Robinson and Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers are discussed both together 
and separately in ‘The World’s Fair 1939 - 1940 in Queens’ chapter. The World’s 
Fair was an important case where the Harlem jazz dance reached the white, 
downtown people in the outside Harlem context. The World’s Fair overall was a 
global exhibition which was connected to various cultural forms. The chapter 
analyzes how the mainstream press recognized Robinson and Whitey’s Lindy 
Hoppers at the Fair and in the Fair-connected articles. Where the remarkable the Hot 
Mikado play at the Fair is concerned, they are also analyzed concerning their post-
World’s Fair performances with a reference to Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers’ 
participation in the Broadway version of the Hot Mikado.  

 
Similarly, the Harlem jazz dance was performed in the Broadway-connected 

shows. How the mainstream press recognized the shows is discussed in its own sub-
chapters. Important examples about how the mainstream press recognized the dance 
acts are Bill Robinson, Buck and Bubbles, the Nicholas Brothers, Whitey’s Lindy 
Hoppers, and one of the most important Broadway-connected shows, Blackbirds, 
which presented different African-American jazz dance acts. How the dancers and 
acts were recognized in the mainstream press is discussed, and concerning their 
recognition in the mainstream press, they also are compared to each other, especially 
in the cases where they performed in the same shows. Accordingly, the recognition 
of Bill Robinson, Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers and the Nicholas Brothers are analyzed 
with references to other jazz dancers in the chapter which discusses the Harlem jazz 
dance-connected movies.  

 
The sixth chapter brings out how the early Civil Rights Movement-connected 

political parties recognized and used jazz and the Harlem-based jazz dance for their 
activities in the Harlem context. Particularly, the NAACP and the Communists are 
discussed in this context. They were important political operators in Harlem at the 
time, and they clearly had connections to the Harlem ballrooms and jazz culture. It is 
therefore considered reasonable to discuss them in this study. The possible changes 
in African-Americans’ position by the actions of the parties also are analyzed.  

 
The seventh chapter discusses the Harlem riots in 1935 and 1943. The 

background of the riots and how the riots affected the Harlem jazz dance 
entertainment is brought out in the sub-chapters. The Savoy’s temporary closing in 
1943 was on the background, when the 1943 riot broke out. The Savoy Ballroom 
was an important dance-related institution in Harlem and the riots were clearly 
connected to the ordinary Harlemites in the political context of Harlem. That is why 
their possible consequences to the Harlem entertainment are reasonable to explore. 
Another question analyzed is how the emerging swing scene in midtown Manhattan, 
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on West 52nd Street and other Manhattan places of entertainment affected the Harlem 
entertainment, including how Harlem entertainment survived after the increasing 
competition, and how World War II affected the Harlem dancers. The results of the 
main chapters are gathered together in conclusion chapters in the end of the main 
chapters, and the results of the study are gathered together in the last chapter of the 
dissertation, which presents the conclusion of the whole dissertation. 
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2 Jazz Dance and Music 

 
The term ‘jazz dance’ will be established as part of the historical continuum in 

the mainstream press, which starts from the beginning of the twentieth century, when 
the mainstream press recognized the term and added meanings to the term, to the end 
of the 1950s, when new modern meanings of the term began to supersede the 
original definitions of jazz dance. Different uses of the variations of the term after 
the 1950s period are also discussed. Similarly, the term ‘swing dance’ is discussed in 
comparison to the term ‘jazz dance’, and the historical use of the term ‘swing’, in 
connection with Harlem music, starting from the 1920s to the end of the Swing Era, 
is brought out in the chapter after that. 

 

2.1 What Is Jazz Dance  

 
The term ‘jazz dance’ generally describes different African-American dance 

forms which are derived from jazz music and from other jazz-related African-
American music forms like rhythm and blues, and mambo111. Similarly, like other 
remarkable dance entities such as ballet and modern dance, jazz dance has included 
different dance styles. Unlike ballet and modern dance, however, the jazz dance has 
consisted of various dances which have collectively been called jazz dance as is 
argued in this chapter. 

 
One of the best-known defenders of the term ‘jazz dance’ was Marshall Stearns 

who discusses in his Jazz Dance study in 1968, how jazz dance developed 

                                                
111 Marshall Stearns connects both rhythm and blues and mambo music to jazz music. 

See: Stearns 1970, pp. 99-108 (The Blues) and 243-256 (Afro-Cuban Music). Roger Pryor 
Dodge takes a stand against mambo as part of jazz dance in his article ’Jazz Dance, Mambo 
Dance’ from November 1959 or January 1960 (It is not clear, which one of these alternatives 
is right one, because the article was re-printed later). See: Dodge 1995, pp. 285-287. Dodge 
re-explains the history between jazz and mambo music, which is presented in Stearns’ The 
Story of Jazz. From Stearns’ presentation, we can see, that there have been clear 
connections between jazz and the development of mambo. Later Stearns also found that, ”By 
the late forties and well into the fifties, dancers at New York City’s Palladium Ballroom on 
Broadway and 53rd Street, reinforced by jazz dancers from the Savoy, were incorporating a 
variety of vernacular steps into the Mambo, Cha Cha Cha, and other Latin dances.” See: 
Stearns 1994, pp. 360-361.  
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accordingly with jazz music, and how its source was similarly a blend of European 
and African traditions in the American environment.112 

 
In 1959, Stearns made note of the difference between ’modern jazz dance’ and 

’jazz dance’ in his earlier article ’Is Modern Jazz Hopelessly Square?’. According to 
him, ’modern jazz dance’ is ”a blend of Euro-American styles, that owes little to jazz 
and less to jazz rhythms”.  Although Stearns stated, “the phrase jazz dance has a 
special meaning for professionals who dance to jazz music (they use it to describe 
non-tap body movement)”, he also considered tap dancing as part of jazz dance.113 

 
He described in more detail how jazz music differs from European music114: 
 

To oversimplify radically, European music – and particularly 
classical music – is more complex harmonically (musical architecture), 
while African music is more complex rhythmically (sound in flight). 
The former places the accent on the down beat – when there is any 
consistent rhythm – much like an unsyncopated march, which makes 
for relatively abstract or static movements. The latter places the accent 
off the beat or, indeed, all around it, which makes more realistic 
flowing movements.  

 
Stearns also explained how African music is polyrhythmic with two or more 

rhythms played at the same time. He compared this with the analogy of stepping 
stones across a brook: 

 
[I]f only four, evenly spaced stones exists, a dancer is forced pretty 

much to march cross; if many stones are scattered about, a dancer can 
improvise [a] more fluid crossing. The African dancer – and the real 
jazz dancer – take advantage of this rhythmic complexity by creating a 
swinging movement (It can also, of course, become monotonous, 
depending upon the talent of the dancer.) 

                                                
112  Stearns 1994, xvi (in Introduction). Stearns admits, that his definition is ”an 

oversimplification, of course, for the process is complicated and varies widely in time, place, 
and intensity”. Stearns 1994, xvi-xvii (In Introduction). The study was originally published 
in 1968. See Stearns 1994 and the publishing information in it.  

113 Stearns 1994, xvi (in Introduction). Stearns says that jazz dance has been described, 
for example, as non-tap body movement, but jazz dance does contain tap dance movement 
among other moves. I argue later that tap dancing has been a part of “authentic” jazz dance 
and thus a part of jazz dance, as it was originally described before new modern jazz dance 
connotations in the 1950s. See the example about the original jazz dance description: John 
Martin, ‘The Dance: When Jazz Becomes’, reprinted, by permission, The New York Times, 
July 1929 in Gus Giordano, Anthology of American Jazz Dance  (Evanston, Illinois: Orion 
Publishing House, 1978), pp. 6-7. Martin states in the article, that tap dancer Bill Robinson 
is part of the jazz dance. Martin also states clearly, “In the vernacular of its practitioners, jazz 
dancing is classified as [“hoofing”]“. Additionally, Stearns describes in his Jazz Dance 
various tap dancers, which clearly refers to the fact, that he considers them to be jazz 
dancers. 

114 Until ‘the talent of the dancer’ phrase, the next paragraphs are based on Marshall 
Stearns: ’Is Modern Jazz Hopelessly Square?’, reprinted, by permission, Dance Magazine, 
May 1959 in Giordano 1978, pp. 43-44. 
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He clarifies later in his Jazz Dance study of how European march rhythm accents 

the first and third beat in four beats measure. He stresses that to real jazzmen this is 
“square”. They would rather play stressing second and fourth beats. In other words, 
they play by syncopating.115 

 
In his earlier article, Stearns takes a stand against Hindu movements and music 

as part of jazz dance116. Hindu movements and music was used at the time by some 
contemporary dancers like Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman and 
Jack Cole. Jack Cole was strongly connected to “modern jazz dance” in Stearns’ 
sense of it. Stearns states concerning Hindu music: 

 
Hindu music does not swing at all in the jazz sense. It’s 

complicated rhythmically, but the complication is linear rather than 
polyrhythmic; that is, time signatures changes frequently for any 
number of bars, but two or more time signatures never occur 
simultaneously.  

 
He also claims that African dancing has “direct, realistic communication”, while 

Hindu dancing communicates by “indirect and formal symbolism”. That is why 
Hindu movements, when connected to jazz, look phony. Thus, ‘modern jazz dance’ 
differed from real jazz dance. 

 
Stearns also deals with the term ’American vernacular dance’ in his later work, 

Jazz Dance. He clarifies that he uses the term ‘vernacular’ with a meaning “native 
and homegrown”. Thus, he is stressing its American nature. He also states that ”the 
characteristic that distinguishes American vernacular dance –as it does jazz music- is 
swing, which can be heard, felt and seen, but only defined with great difficulty.”117 

 
Stearns’ jazz dance study was followed with another jazz dance study from 2014 

which tries to define the term jazz dance from the contemporary view of the subject. 
The authors of the new Jazz Dance, Lindsay Guarino and Wendy Oliver have 
defined jazz dance as a “complex subject” which has become a genre meaning 
“many things to different people”.118 Their vague definition of the term is clarified 
by the numerous definitions of the variations of the jazz dance term in the course of 
the study. Most of the definitions are clearly connected to the modern jazz dance in 

                                                
115  Stearns 1994, p. 176. 
116 The next three paragraphs are based on the sources as follows: Stearns 1959, p. 44. 

See concerning Jack Cole and his dancing: Constance Valis Hill, ‘From Bharata Natyam to 
Bop – Jack Cole’s ”Modern” Jazz Dance’ in Malnig 2009, pp. 234-236. 

117  Stearns 1994, xvi (in Introduction). Also Bill Treadwell claims the same after 
interviewing some leading musicians of the Swing Era. See: Bill Treadwell, ‘Introduction – 
What Is Swing?’, edited by Bill Treadwell, Big Book of Swing  (New York: Cambridge House, 
1946), pp. 8-10. 

118 Guarino and Oliver 2014, p. 2. 
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Stearns’ sense of modern jazz dance since the end of the 1950s.119 Thus, they are 
practically useless in the study which uses the term in the original sense.  

 

2.1.1 The Historical Background 

 
When looking at the earliest examples of using jazz-related dance terms, comic 

Joe Frisco billed himself as ‘The First Jazz Dancer’.120 He began to call himself a 
‘jazz dancer’ at the latest in the end of March 1917.121 There exists no earlier 
evidence of his first jazz dancer claim.122 

 
The term ‘jazz dance’ was used in newspapers, at the latest, in 1917.123 There is 

an advertisement in The New York Times on both March 8 and 9, where it is stated, 

                                                
119 Ibid., p. 2. The Jazz Dance history part of the work is only 36 pages long, when the 

whole work is 310 pages long. See: Guarino and Oliver 2014, pp. 33-68. In addition to that, 
the work includes profiles of the Master Teachers and Choreographers, 1930-1990. From 
these profiles only Pepsi Bethel’s profile represents “authentic” side of jazz dance in the 
sense of the before the end of the 1950s period. See: Karen Hubbard, ’The Authentic Jazz 
Dance Legacy of Pepsi Bethel’ in Guarino and Oliver 2014, pp. 75-81. The work also includes 
an article about ’Vernacular Jazz Dance and Race in Hollywood Cinema’ with 9 pages. See: 
Susie Trenka, ’Vernacular Jazz Dance and Race in Hollywood Cinema’ in Guarino and Oliver 
2014, pp. 240-248 and 14 pages about Tap dancing: Ray Miller, ’Tappin’ Jazz Lines’ in 
Guarino and Oliver 2014, pp. 139-152 and history about Hip Hop dance in 10 pages: Moncell 
Durden, ’Hip-Hop Dance as Community Expression and Global Phenomenon’ in Guarino 
and Oliver 2014, pp. 184-193. Thus, the work contains totally about 76 pages history 
connected to the “authentic” side of Jazz Dance. It is “about” because there are mentions 
about “authentic” jazz dances in different chapters of the study. The bottom line, however, is 
that the most of the study is connected to “modern” jazz dance. 

120 Stearns 1994, p. 190. 
121 ’Cabarets’, Variety , March 30, 1917, p. 8. 
122  The author of the study has not found any earlier advertisements or articles 

concerning Frisco’s ’jazz dance’. Stearns writes that Frisco billed himself inaccurately as ‘The 
First Jazz Dancer’. See: Stearns 1994, p. 190. Also Roberta C. Martin has not found the date 
for when Frisco began to use ‘jazz dance’ term. See for Martin’s Frisco article: Roberta C. 
Martin: ‘ “Loretta, How Could You?” – An Essay on Chronology’, Edited by Paul M. Levitt, 
Joe Frisco Ð Comic, Jazz Dancer, and Railbird, Ed Lowry  with Charlie Foy  (Carbondale, 
IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1999), p. 136. 

123  The next newspapers were examined via ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The 
Manchester Guardian  (1821-2003) and The Observer (1791-2003). The New York Times 
(1851-2007) with Index (1851-1993). The Wall Street Journal  (1889-1993). The Washington 
Post (1877-1994). Jazz and jass-related terms have been searched in this way in the study if 
not mentioned otherwise. The searches accessed in ProQuest between January 1, 2012 and 
January 15, 2012. Later this is referenced as the jazz search January 2012. In addition, The 
Billboard , (1894-1960), The Chicago Daily Tribune  (1872-1922), Los Angeles Times (1886-
1922), New-York Tribune  (1911-1922), St. Louis Post - Dispatch  (1879-1922) and Variety  
(1905-2000) were searched via ProQuest Historical Newspapers. The search was accessed in 
ProQuest on July 14, 2015. It is possible that there exists, elsewhere, an earlier mention 
about ‘jazz dance’. The term ‘jazz’ was used at the latest from 1915. In the article, which 
discusses both jazz and blues in connection to music, jazz is referred as a thing which “had 
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“Original “Jazz” Dance and Cuban Danzon Will be introduced by Miss Perot and 
Mr. Anderson”.124  

 
According to Marshall Stearns, W. Benton Overstreet assembled ’The Jazz 

Dance’ (subtitled ’Song and Foxtrot’) song in 1917. In this song, the Texas Tommy, 
the Eagle Rock, the Buzz and the Shimmy-She were named as part of the dance 
routine125. Overstreet and his partner Estella Harris’ “The Jazz Dance” song was 
advertised in The Chicago Defender during July 1917.126 Also, the New Orleans 
newspaper Times-Picayune published an article about ‘the jazz - the dance’ in 
September 1917. The steps of the dance and music for those steps were described in 
detail in the article.127 All the articles refer to the fact that the ‘jazz dance’ term was 
spreading around the United States by 1917. 

 
Soon ‘jazz dance’ got new prefixes and forms as to how the term was written. 

The Chicago Daily Tribune used the terms ‘a jazz walking step’ and ‘jazz steps’ in 
its article in September 1917. The mainstream paper also explained how the steps 
were executed.128 The Chicago Defender mentioned “[Overstreet’s] Jass Dance” in 
August 1917, and The Afro-American mentioned “1918 Special Modern Jazz Dance’ 
in December 1918.129 From 1918, the mainstream newspapers used the term ‘the 
modern jazz dances’, without any definition of this term.130 At the latest, from 1919, 
the mainstream newspapers used the terms ‘American jazz steps’ and ‘jazz dances’, 
without any definition of the terms.131 

 

                                                                                                                                     
put pep into legs”. However, it was not described as a dance in the article. See: Gordon 
Seagrove, ‘Blues Is Jazz and Jazz Is Blues’, The Chicago Daily Tribune , July 11, 1915, p. E8. 

124 The New York Times, March 8, 1917, p. 8 and The New York Times, March 9, 1917, p. 
7. The place, where they introduced their dances, is ”Paradise” At Reisenweber’s Columbus 
Circle. 

125 Stearns 1994, p. 109. 
126 ’Harris & Overstreet’, The Chicago Defender, July 7, 1917, p. 14 and ’Overstreet 

Kicks’, The Chicago Defender, July 28, 1917, p. 8. 
127 ’Girls To Dance Yet Despite The Draft – Latest, the Jazz, Has Made the Once 

Despised Trombone Famous.’, Times-Picayune, September 16, 1917, unknown page number. 
128 ‘Jazziest Jazz’, The Chicago Daily Tribune , September 18, 1917, p. 15. 
129 ‘Raiding a Cabaret’, The Chicago Defender, August 18, 1917, p. 4; “Dancing Master’s 

Syndicate Will Give Their 1918 Special Modern Jazz Dance’, The Afro-American , December 
6, 1918, p. 2. 

130 Concerning ’the modern jazz dances’ see: Roy L. McCardel, ’The Jarr Family’, The 
Washington Post , July 30, 1918, p. 7. Concerning ’modern jazz dances’ see: ’Chaffeurs 
Provide Royal Ball in Berlin’, The New York Times, April 13, 1927, p. 52. The New York 
Times wrote, ”Modern jazz dances were interspersed with the waltz, the cherished national 
dance of Russia called ”kosack” and the equally popular Polish mazurka.” The prefix 
’modern’ seems to be used in the case as a reference to the fact that jazz dances were modern 
at the time. 

131 ’Dance Craze Grips London’, The New York Times April 6, 1919, p. 25. See also: ’Swiss 
Learn Our Dances’, The New York Times September 14, 1919, p. 25. At least, the Fox Trot, 
the Tango and old-fashioned waltz were not classified as ’jazz dances’ as it was explained in 
the article, “Swiss visitors are most interested in the Fox Trot and Jazz dances. Many of them 
are already proficient in the Tango and old-fashioned waltz.” 



                           An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality Ð 

          The Recognition of the Harlem -Based Jazz Dance Between 1921 and 1943 

 48 

Later, in the 1920s, there were also examples of using ‘jazz dance’, ‘a jazz 
dance’, ‘the jazz dance’, ‘ “jazz” dances’, ‘the jazz dances’, ‘jazz dancing’, ‘jass-
dancing’, ‘the jazz and jazz’ (in connection to dancing), ‘the jazz dancer’, ‘jazz 
dancer’, ‘jazz steps’, ‘jazz dance steps’ and ‘the modern jazz dancing’, ‘modern jazz 
steps’, ‘the modern “jazz” steps’, ‘modern jazz’ (in connection to dancing), and 
‘modern jazz dance’ as terms in the newspaper articles.132 It seems clear that the 
‘modern’ term was used in connection to “authentic” jazz dances. That speaks for 
those dances that were considered as “modern” at the time, thus not being from a 
different branch when compared to the other jazz dances. However, there was an 
exception in the form of Turkish jazz dance invention in 1928. The dance was called 

                                                
132  Concerning ’jazz’-related terms see as follows: concerning ‘Jass-Dancing’: ’The 

O’Brien Girl’ Wistful.’, The New York Times, October 4, 1921, p. 19. Concerning ‘jazz’ and 
‘jazz dancing’: ’Forbids Jazz in Schools’, The Washington Post, February 10, 1922, p. 11. 
Concerning ‘ “jazz” dances’: ’Church A Sinful Bride to Straton’, The New York Times, March 
20, 1922, p. 8. Concerning ‘jazz dance and the jazz’: Diana Rice, ’Pavlowa Sees Passing of 
Jazz Dance’, The New York Times, May 14, 1922, p. 103. Concerning ‘the jazz dance and the 
jazz dancer’: ’One Form of Jazz Departs’, The New York Times, December 17, 1924, p. 20; 
Diana Rice, ’New Setting For Old Dances Shows Waltz Again In Favor’, The New York 
Times, November 5, 1922, p. 106. Concerning ‘the jazz dance’: ’Art Exhibitions Of 
Illustrations, Sculpture and Painting - The Whitney Studio Club.’, The New York Times, 
March 4, 1923, X10 and ’Making A Musical Show Behave’, The New York Times, March 27, 
1927, p. X2. Concerning ‘the jazz dances’: Isaac Anderson, ’The Awkward Age of America’, 
The New York Times, March 9, 1924, p. BR3. Concerning ‘jazz dance’: ’Sodas oust London 
Tea. American Drinks Popular in Jazz Dance Halls’, The New York Times, February 14, 
1926, p. E7; ’Strange Studio Requests’, The New York Times, September 26, 1926, p. X5; 
’Walker Won Pool Had Tunney in 10th’, The New York Times, September 1927, p. 17. 
Concerning ‘jazz dancer’: ’Boy Jazz Dancer in Court’, The New York Times, April 6, 1927, p. 
18. Concerning ‘a jazz dance’: Alexander Bakshy, ’Through Alien Eyes’, The New York Times, 
May 22, 1927, p. X1. Concerning ‘jazz steps’: ‘Bill To Ban Dances.’, The New York Times, 
March 8, 1922, p. 18; ‘Dance Revolution In Musical Comedy’, The New York Times, 
September 6, 1925, p. RE22; ‘Smith Joins Fete For Honeymooners’, The New York Times, 
January 9, 1927, p. 29; ‘Belgian Priests Place Embargo on Jazz Steps’, The Washington Post, 
February 3, 1929, p. S11. Concerning ‘jazz dance steps’: ‘Shriners Will Tread Mystic Maze Of 
Dance’, San Francisco Chronicle, June 5, 1922, p. 13; Frederick Arnold, ‘The Wiggly Jazz 
Dance Is On Its Last Legs’, New York Tribune , June 25, 1922, p. E7; ‘At Vaudeville 
Playhouses’, The Baltimore Sun , June 6, 1926, p. MT4. Concerning ’the modern jazz 
dancing’: ’Menace of Jazz to The Young.’, The Washington Post, March 21, 1921, p. 6. 
Concerning ’the modern “jazz” steps’: ’Strand-”Dance Evolutions,” Featuring Vlasta 
Maslova’, The Washington Post, October 30, 1922, p. 5. Concerning ‘modern jazz steps’:  ’ 
”Little Old New York” Brings Back Old Dances’, The Washington Post, May 13, 1923, p. 65. 
Concerning ’modern jazz’: ’Forbids Jazz In Schools.’, The Washington Post, February 10, 
1922, p. 11; ’Old-Time Grace 1927’. The clip can be found in the British Pathé archives: 
http://www.britishpathe.com/video/old-time-grace/query/modern+jazz . The film clip was 
accessed on November 15, 2015. Concerning ’a modern jazz dance’ see: Martha Lee, ‘Parents 
Are Becoming Aroused To Evils Of Jazz Mania’, The Sun, March 19, 1922, MA3; ’Fair Colleen 
Better Than Fair Dancer’, The Washington Post, November 4, 1928, p. A2. It was surprising 
to find out, that there were not used in the papers the terms ‘jass dancer’, ‘jass dance’, ‘jasz 
dancer’, ‘jasz dance’, ‘jasz dancing’, ‘jazs dancer’, ‘jazs dance’ or ‘jazs dancing’ as searched 
with the help of the jazz search January 2012. It should be also noticed that ’jass-dancing’ 
term was found only once. In spite of this, ’jass band’ was found as a term concerning 
orchestras. See: ’Drum Is Banished as ”Provocative Lure” at Chicago Coed’s Dance’, The 
Washington Post , November 26, 1916, p. ES13 and ‘Display Ad 80 (Carnegie Hall, Clef 
Club)’, The New York Times, February 13, 1919, p. 13. 
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Stamboul, which was danced both to jazz and to Turkish music, in fact, lacking a 
clear connection to jazz music. The dance thus reminds us of “modern jazz dance” 
inventions in the way of Stearns’ 1959/1968 definition.133 It also should be noted 
that most of these articles did not define the ‘jazz dance’ terms they used. 

 
However, there were exceptions in the 1920s articles, which were mostly 

connected to a negative stance on jazz dance. It seems that the negativity towards 
jazz dance led to definitions of the term.134 In the first of them, as “ “jazz” dances” 
were mentioned as “such dances as “the shimmy”, the cheek and jowl shuffle”135. In 
the second of them, jazz dance forms were defined “the toddle, the camel walk, the 
Chicago flop, the face-to-face or any other of the shivering, shaking, sinuous, 
distorting convulsions”136. In the third of them, jazz dances were defined as the 
“Shimmy” and the “camel’s step” with a mention of “imitation of animal 
movements”.137 In the fourth of those articles, jazz dancing was known as “wicked 
hipshaking”.138 Also the Charleston as a jazz dance was defined in several articles. 
In one of them, bandleader Ted Lewis stated, “the real jazz dance can only be done 
to jazz rhythm” and he praised “colored choruses”. However, he neglected acrobatic, 
eccentric, ballroom, and even tap dance, and claimed, “the pure jazz styles” are these 
three: “the blackface or Charleston, the shimmy or Gilda Gray, and the thumb-
licking (Ann) Pennington type”. According to Stearns, all African-American dancers 
in the Lewis article were sorted into the Charleston category, which gave an 
impression about the African-American dancers as “a faceless mob”.139  

 
Jazz dance was also defined in film clips. In one of them, in the British Pathé 

film clip called Old Time Grace from 1927, it is stated, “The Charleston, Black 
Bottom, and other movements of Modern Jazz.” Additionally, the clip mentions, 
“Charleston – Heebee Jeebees (or whatever name Jazz is adopting for the nonce)”. 
Thus, according to the clip, the Charleston, Black Bottom and Heebee Jeebees are 
part of modern jazz or jazz for short. The clip also includes examples of the English 
country dances. It is clearly stated in the clip that the English country dances were 

                                                
133 ‘Turkey Invents Jazz Dance But ”Stamboul” Lacks Music’, The New York Times, 

August 24, 1928, p. 14. 
134 It seems that only two articles of seven articles, which are included in the next five 

examples, had a positive attitude towards jazz dance. The positive articles are ’Bezdek Makes 
Football Squad Charleston; Penn State Adopts Dance as exercise’, The New York Times, 
March 11, 1926, p. 15. and ’A Success in London’, The New York Times, August 22, 1925, p. 4. 

135 ’To Suppress ’Jazz’ Dances’, The New York Times, February 4, 1920, p. 13. 
136 ’Ban All Forms of Jazz Dance in Syracuse Public Places’, The New York Times, 

February 22, 1921, p. 2 
137 ’Vatican Organ Condemns Jazz Dances as Immoral’, The New York Times, February 

25, 1924, p. 1. 
138 ’Italy Bans Hip Wiggles. Italian Police Raid Dance Halls to Save Jazz-Mad Flappers.’, 

The New York Times January 29, 1926, p. 10. 
139 Stearns 1994, pp. 149-150. The Ted Lewis article was quoted in Stearns 1994 and was 

from July 1925. See for the latter: Stearns 1994, p. 383. See also: ’Bezdek Makes Football 
Squad Charleston; Penn State Adopts Dance as exercise’, The New York Times, March 11, 
1926, p. 15 and ’A Success in London’, The New York Times, August 22, 1925, p. 4. 
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old-time dances compared to modern jazz.140 Another British Pathé film clip called 
The Jazz Dance Ð The burlesque by Billy Wells and the Eclair Twins from 1928 
states that burlesque is also part of jazz dance.141 

 
The first article about the folk origin for jazz dancing seems to be from May 20, 

1928, when The New York Times published an article titled ‘Tamiris and Busby 
Berkeley’s Troupe Are To Give Europe American “Folk Art” ‘142. In the article ‘J. 
M.’ (likely John Martin, the critic of The New York Times at the time) writes as 
follows: 

 
It seemed beyond the reaches of possibility to find a folk origin for 

jazz dancing. It’s no more a natural product of the soil…Negro dancing 
contributes to it in large measure, to be sure, but it is the negro dancing 
of Harlem and not of Africa. The negro of the 135th Street district is far 
from being a peasant-he is a sophisticated citizen, and his music and 
his dancing are conscious creations of art, no matter how far back into 
the past they may echo. 

 
As Martin recognizes jazz dancing and also African-American music, in other 

words, jazz music, positively as “conscious creations of art”, he discusses 
incongruously and even inaccurately about the origins of jazz, when he states, “the 
negro is not the only contributor to the development of jazz. By far the most 
important part of it comes through Ellis Island and the Lower East Side…there is 
nothing essentially American about it”. A couple of decades later, Marshall Stearns 
argued to the contrary in his The Story of Jazz, for the importance of African-
Americans in the creating of jazz and for the American character in jazz143. 

 
In spite of his recognition of African-American jazz dance, Martin explains, “the 

greatest artistic achievements have been by those least concerned with “Art.” Fred 
Astaire, Buster West, Harland Dixon, Carl Randall and Busby Berkley”.144 All the 

                                                
140 Old-Time Grace 1927. The clip can be found from the British Pathé archives: 

http://www.britishpathe.com/video/old-time-grace/query/modern+jazz . The clip was 
filmed in Harrogate College, Yorkshire. The film clip was accessed on November 15, 2015. 

141 The clip can be found from the British Pathé archives: 
http://www.britishpathe.com/video/the-jazz-dance-a-burlesque-by-billy-wells-and-
the/query/jazz+dance. The outlook of the couple which dances in the clip also resembles 
’Apache dance’, although the dance is not named or defined in the clip. The film clip was 
accessed on November 15, 2015. 

142 Until mentioned otherwise, the main text is based on ’Tamiris and Busby Berkeley’s 
Troupe Are To Give Europe American ”Folk Art” ’, The New York Times, May 20, 1928, p. 
107. The letters ’J. M.’ likely mean John Martin, the critic of The New York Times. See for 
example: ’Dance Recital Given By Wiener’, The New York Times, February 27, 1933, p. 10. 

143 It is clear that the author of the article could not know all the facts at time. Marshall 
Stearns argued later for the importance of African-Americans in the creating of jazz and for 
the American character in jazz in his The Story of Jazz, which was first published in 1956. 
See: Stearns 1970. 

144 ’Tamiris and Busby Berkeley’s Troupe Are To Give Europe American ”Folk Art” ‘, The 
New York Times, May 20, 1928, p. 107. 
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artists were whites.145 Thus, it seems that Martin preferred white artists to African-
American artists, where jazz dancing was concerned.  

 
W. Adolphe Roberts wrote about jazz dancing in The American Dancer article in 

May 1929 where he deals with jazz dance as a national contribution146. He calls it: 
”Negro-American jazz dancing”, which is “a unique art form” and which roots are 
traced in Africa. He describes jazz dancing as a dance where “the entire body is 
employed as the medium of the expression.” He compares jazz dancing to ballet as 
an opposite extreme. He also recognizes the connection and longevity between jazz 
dancing and jazz music: 

 
[T]he spirit of jazz dance cannot be understood unless we take jazz 

music into consideration. Which was invented first is an open question. 
They have, at least, set a furious pace for one another in the past fifteen 
years… 

 
He uses musicians Ted Lewis and Paul Whiteman as examples of jazz music, and 

tap dancer Bill Robinson as an example of jazz dancing. Roberts also stresses the 
fact that jazz dance is racially mixed, when he states: 

 
So much for the purely Negro aspects of the new technique. I think 

I have made it clear that I regard jazz dancing as having become the 
expression of white and as well as black America. 

 
John Martin returns to the subject in the article of The New York Times in July 

1929. He discusses the idea of jazz dancing as “a possible contributor to the arts”147. 
He uses as an example Clifton Webb’s ’Moanin’ Low’ and George Gerswin’s 
’Rhapsody in Blue’, and Charles Weidman’s setting of Gershwin’s ’Preludes’. 
Martin notes, ”dancers of serious turns of mind turned in the direction of jazz 
dancing”. He claims that one cause for this has been ”recognition of the merits of 
certain jazz music by musicians standing”. He likely means that dancers are 
interested in jazz dancing because of high standard of jazz music. According to 
Martin, another cause might have been: 

 
[…] the strange notion that in the field of jazz dancing lay the 

solution of the problem of finding the real American dance. That jazz 

                                                
145 All the artists were white. See for Astaire for example: ’Photo Standalone 6’, The New 

York Times, January 18, 1925, p. RP7; for West: Stearns 1994, p. 245; for Dixon: Stearns 
1994, p. 53; for Randall for example: Jane Grant, ’The Charleston Prances Into Favor’, The 
New York Times, August 30, 1925, p. SM2; for Berkley for example: ’The Dance: New 
Musical Comedy Talent’, The New York Times, July 22, 1928, p. 96. 

146 Until mentioned otherwise, the main text is based on W. Adolphe Roberts, ‘Jazz 
Dancing’, reprinted, by permission, The Dance Magazine, May 1929 in Giordano 1978, pp. 
2-5. The Dance Magazine was originally The American Dancer.   

147 Until mentioned otherwise, the main text is based on John Martin, ‘The Dance: When 
Jazz Becomes’, reprinted, by permission, The New York Times July 1929 in Giordano 1978, 
pp. 6-7. 
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is not native to our soil more than any other, even though it has been 
manufactured among us, is for the moment beside the question. 

 
He seems to claim how the origins of jazz were non-American. However, he 

adds, ”Whatever the underlying motive, a considerable number of American concert 
dancers have spent time and energy in the attempt crystallize into significant form 
the spirit of jazz”. He also criticizes, ”to be sure, none of these efforts has been 
successful. Perhaps the nearest approach to success was in Charles Weidman’s 
setting of Gerswin’s ’Preludes’ ”. 

 
Martin continues his criticism by stating that the ”jazz dance is a purely physical 

manifestation. Its origin coarse and its purpose crude; its effect is upon the senses, 
not upon the emotions or the intellect”. He states, that “jazz dancing is classified as 
[hoofing]” which connotes especially to physical skills, and which: 

 
[…] has nothing to do with beauty or feeling, with line or 

composition or musicality, with movement per se or choreographic 
substance in any form. It appeals entirely to eye and ear, while dancing 
reaches through them to the understanding… 

 
After all the criticism, Martin surprisingly admits, ”There is no question of 

comparative merit here involved: the jazz dance may or may not be good…” adding, 
”[t]here is an indisputable authority, almost amounting to genius, in the best 
performances of Harland Dixon, of Bill Robinson, of Buster West, or Jack Donohue 
or Fred Astaire”. By mentioning African-American Robinson among white top 
performers, Martin recognized also an African-American artist as one of the best. 

 
There also existed the “contemporary disdain” against jazz in the end of the 

1920s by so-called modern dancers from the modern dance world148. One of them, 
Isadora Duncan, writes in her autobiography like this: 

 
It seems to me monstrous that anyone should believe that the jazz 

rhythm expresses America. Jazz rhythm expresses the primitive 
savage. America’s music would be something different. It has yet to be 
written…shining boys and girls will dance to this music, not the 
tottering, ape-like convulsions of the Charleston, but a striking, 
tremendous upward movement, mounting high above the Pyramids of 
Egypt, beyond the Parthenon of Greece…149  

 
Similarly, in 1926, another modern dancer, Ted Shawn, called the claim that jazz 

is an American expression as “a lie” and he added, “Jazz is the scum of the great 
boiling that is now going on, and the scum will be cleared off…”150 Two decades 
later he still expressed his disappointment by stating that he “was sick at heart 

                                                
148 Monaghan 2005, pp. 34 and 63-64. 
149 Isadora Duncan, Isadora: My Life  (London: Cardinal, 1928), p. 244. 
150  Ann Daly, Done Into Dance Ð Isadora Duncan  In America  (Middletown, 

Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1995), p. 219.  
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that…this whole vast country of millions of white people, still kept on dancing 
dances of Negro derivation”.151 

 
Attacks against jazz dance and jazz in the 1920s might have affected the use of 

the term. According to Terry Monaghan, the original jazz dancers abandoned the 
‘jazz dance’ term because of the attacks. The dancers began to describe themselves 
as eccentric dancers, chorus dancers, rhythm tap dancers, etc., according to their 
specialty in dance.152 Monaghan’s claim is supported by Marshall Stearns. Stearns 
interviewed dancers who danced to jazz music, and who usually called themselves 
with the terms of their specialty, but not with the ‘jazz dancer’ or ‘jazz’ -like 
terms.153  

 
In spite of that, some dancers, like Mura Dehn and Roger Pryor Dodge, still 

called their dancing as jazz dance in the end of the 1930s.154 The term ‘jazz dance’ 
as a term was used to some extent concerning original jazz dances in the decades 
between the 1930s and the 1950s, and beyond that, in effect, never disappearing.155 

                                                
151 Ted Shawn as quoted in Monaghan 2005, p. 63. 
152 Monaghan 2005., p. 62. 
153  Stearns 1994. Stearns had interviewed ”dozens of dancers” (Stearns 1994, An 

Appreciation, p. XV), so his study gives good picture about the reality, how dancers called 
themselves, where jazz dance is concerned.  

154  An advertisement in The New York Times, January 16, 1938, p. 156. The 
advertisement states: ”The Dance Theatre of The Y.M.H.A. Presents Mura Dehn and Roger 
Pryor Dodge And Group in a Concert Jazz Dance Recital Guest Artist William Matons…” 
Like Mura Dehn, also Roger Pryor Dodge used the term ‘jazz dancing’ in 1936. See: ’Negro 
Jazz as Folk Material for Our Modern Dance’, Dodge 1995, pp. 27-32. This was originally 
from the publication ‘National Dance Congress, 1936’. Mura Dehn also used the terms like 
’the jazz dance’, ’the jazz dancers’ and ’jazz’ (the last one describing dancing). See: Mura 
Dehn, ’A Few Words About Jazz Dancing’, National Dance Congress and Festival. 
Proceedings. 1st, 1936. New York, 1936, Mura Dehn papers. 

155 There are articles from various years of the 1930s and the 1940s, and the 1950s, 
where the terms ‘jazz dance’ or ‘jazz dancing’ were used. See for example these articles from 
the 1930s: ’Agnes De Mille Give Fine Dance Recital’, The New York Times, February 13, 
1930, p. 21; ’Old Fiddler Won’t Play For ’Hugging Set to Music’ ‘, The New York Times, May 
27, 1934, p. E6; ’Truckin’ To Be Shown.’, The New York Times, December 8, 1935, p. N3; 
John Martin, ’Thamar’ Revived By Ballet Russe’, The New York Times , October 12, 1935, p. 
13; Chanticleer, ’Amateur Night Draws Throng To Night Club’, The Washington Post, April 
14, 1937, p. 10; an advertisement in The New York Times, January 16, 1938, p. 156. The 
advertisement states: ”The Dance Theatre of The Y.M.H.A. Presents Mura Dehn and Roger 
Pryor Dodge…” See for example these articles from the 1940s: Jean Craighead,  ’New Boogie 
Woogie Dance Steps, With Strange Names, Born of Night Life’, The Washington Post, 
December 18, 1943, p. B3; Mura Dehn, ’More Respect For The Clown’ Reprinted, by 
permission, The Dance Magazine, March 1946 in Giordano 1978, pp. 24-26; Mura Dehn, ’Is 
Jazz Choreographic?’, The Dance Magazine, February 1948, pp. 24-25, Mura Dehn papers. 
See for example these articles from the 1950s: Howard Thompson, ‘ ’Of Pictures and People’ 
– ’Le Jazz Hot’ ‘, The New York Times, July 25, 1954, p. X5; John MacCormac, ’Reds Crack 
Down on ’Hooliganism’ ‘, The New York Times, April 18, 1954, p. 30; ’Newport Jumps: From 
Louis to Dizzy’, The New York Times, July 14, 1957, p. 168. 
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Similarly, Mura Dehn also continued to use the term ‘jazz dance’ through the 
following decades, even in to the 1980s, never stopping the use of it.156 

 
In fact, it stays unclear how the abandonment of the term ’jazz dance’ as a dance 

term really happened where eccentric, chorus, and rhythm tap dancers, etc., are 
concerned. Considering the fact that the term was used throughout the decades, at 
least to some degree, it would be better to talk about the common reluctance to use 
the term in public. 

 
The reluctance to use the term ‘jazz dance’ can probably be seen in the African-

American newspapers. When searching the terms ‘jazz dance’, ‘jass dance’, ‘jasz 
dance’, ‘jazs dance’, ‘jazz dancing’, ‘jass dancing’, ‘jasz dancing’, ‘jazs dancing’ 
from The Chicago Defender, The Pittsburgh Courier, The Afro-American, The New 
York Amsterdam News, and The New York Age, it seems that these terms were in use, 
at least in the form of ‘jazz dance’, in The Chicago Defender in June 1917, in The 
Baltimore Afro-American in October 1917, and in The New York Age in February 
1919, and in The New York Amsterdam News in February 1929, respectively. As it 
has been mentioned before, The Chicago Defender also used the form ‘jass dance’ in 
August 1917. The term was used in the form of ‘jazz dancing’, in The Pittsburgh 
Courier in December 1925.157  

 
The Pittsburgh Courier, the first issue of which was published in 1911, and The 

New York Amsterdam News, the first issue of which was published in the beginning 
of the 1900s158, had years between their start and until they began to use jazz dance-

                                                
156 In 1946, Dehn used jazz (as connected to dancing), jazz dancing and jazz dancer 

terms in correlation with jazz dance. Additionally, she used the term ‘concert jazz’. See: 
Mura Dehn, ’More Respect For The Clown’ Reprinted, by permission, The Dance Magazine, 
March 1946 in Giordano 1978, pp. 24-26. In 1948, she used the terms jazz, jazz dancing, jazz 
dances, and she also used jazzmaster as a term, which describes some kind of ”director” in a 
jazz choreography. See: Mura Dehn, ’Is Jazz Choreographic?’, The Dance, February 1948, 
pp. 24-25, Mura Dehn papers. In 1966, she used for example the terms jazz dancer and jazz 
dance. See: Mura Dehn, ’Jazz Dance’, Sounds and Fury Magazine , June 1966. Reprinted in 
Giordano 1978, pp. 89-91. Dehn used ‘jazz dance’ term in the 1970s. See: Mura Dehn, ’Jazz 
Profound James Berry With Mura Dehn’, Dance Scope, fall/winter 1976/77, p. 18. Mura 
Dehn still used ‘jazz dance’ term in 1985. See Mura Dehn’s interview: Dehn 1985. Dehn 
passed away in 1987. See: ‘Mura Dehn, a Choreographer And Specialist in Black Dance’, The 
New York Times, February 14, 1987, p. L 15. 

157 ‘Raiding a Cabaret’, The Chicago Defender, August 18, 1917, p. 4; ’Drafting the Boys’ 
King & Co. in Laughable Sketch; Johnny Woods at Monogram; Tim Owsley at the Owl’, The 
Chicago Defender, June 23, 1917, p. 4; ’Now It Is The Jazz’, The Baltimore Afro -American , 
October 6, 1917, p. 2; ’French Now Want Colored Musicians From United States’, The New 
York Age, February 8, 1919, p. 6; ’Alcidian Club Gives Formal Dinner Dance’, The New York 
Amsterdam News , February 13, 1929, p. 4; ’Seven-Eleven Captures Chicago’, The Pittsburgh 
Courier, December 26, 1925, p. 10. 

158 The Pittsburgh Courier  probably was published from 1910 as there is stated in The 
Pittsburgh Courier  issue from March 25, 1911, p. 1, that is “VOL. II”. The New York 
Amsterdam News  probably was published from the beginning of the 1900s, because in The 
New York Amsterdam News  issue from December 6, 1922 is mentioned in the front page 
“VOL. XVII”, which refers to the year 1906 as the beginning (16 years before year 1922).  See: 
The New York Amsterdam News,  December 6, 1922, p. 1. New York Public Library, which 
collections the author of the study has been able to use for his dissertation, has The New 
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related terms. A reason for that might have been the reluctance to use ‘jazz dance’ 
and ‘jazz dancing’ as terms, because of the attacks Monaghan mentioned. However, 
it needs more profound research to find out if that is so. In any case, they began to 
use jazz dance-related terms clearly later when compared to the other African-
American newspapers.  

 
Dancers like Mura Dehn and Roger Pryor Dodge were exceptions among 

‘professional jazz dance’ artists, who gave definitions of jazz dance in the 1930s 
and, for Dehn at least, in the 1940s and later. Mura Dehn especially tied jazz dance 
in 1936 to the two different forms, the popular expression of the dance hall, and 
theatrical jazz or the professional jazz of the theater159. Dehn stated that it was the 
dance hall where new steps, new dances and new rhythms were constantly invented 
and added to popular dances as she wrote in her article in 1936. According to Dehn, 
theatrical jazz took its influences from the jazz of the dance hall by bringing in 
“difficult tricks from other kinds of dancing-turns, kicks, adagios, acrobatics.” 
Similarly, theatrical jazz vice versa influenced dance halls as Dehn claims: 

 
Such a characteristically theater form as tap, for example, begins to 

mingle with the steps of the Lindy Hop, Shim Sham Shimmy, etc. 
Likewise the Adagio combinations now so often done to slow music in 
the dance halls have come there from the theater.”  

 
Thus, bringing in the idea about free interactions between various jazz dances 

and their different modes. In other words, none of these dances were isolated into 
any fixed format. In 1946, she considered ‘concert jazz’ as a form where “the 
traditional movements, steps and rhythms” were “re-assembled, away from their 
social or tribal form into a form usable in choreographic composition”.160  In 
practical terms, that meant to make new versions of the original ones. 

 
Mura Dehn also gave more technical definitions of the jazz dance conception in 

1946. She found similarities and differences between African and jazz dancing; 
similarities especially in rhythm and relaxation, and differences especially in 
absence of syncopation in African dancing, as according to her, syncopation is 
essential to jazz. She also stated:  

 
The basic steps and even rhythms of the jazz are American and not 

African, although they may not have existed before the Negro people 
originated it. Just as jazz music has its origin in the Negro adaption of 

                                                                                                                                     
York Amsterdam News  issues only from November 29, 1922. See: www.nypl.org and there 
’Amsterdam News’. 

159 This paragraph from now on and the next paragraph are based on Mura Dehn, ’A Few 
Words About Jazz Dancing’, National Dance Congress and Festival. Proceedings. 1st, 1936, 
Mura Dehn papers. 

160 See: Mura Dehn, ’More Respect For The Clown’ Reprinted, by permission, The Dance 
Magazine , March 1946 in Giordano 1978, pp. 24-26. 
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the white people’s melodic and musical structure, jazz dancing has its 
origin in the country, folk and social dances of America.161  

 
Thus, Dehn stressed the fact that jazz dance was basically more American than 

African. Also Roger Pryor Dodge emphasized the American aspect of jazz dance, 
when he gave a more general explanation about it in 1936162: 

 
Negro jazz, the folk form I propose for American consideration, is 

an actual new folk form, susceptible of extension. It is a valid basis for 
American art. Neither jazz music nor jazz dancing is pure African art, 
but Negro development of our art – and by our art I mean the forms a 
combined Western culture has been evolving for hundreds of years. 

 
He also connected jazz dancing to folk dancing by comparing the former to 

walking and thus bringing out two different aspects of jazz dance, which reminds the 
way Dehn explained the same by showing how jazz dance relates to both the dance 
hall and theatrical forms. According to Dodge: 

 
In jazz dancing, as probably in all folk dancing, there are two forms 

of movement. One comprises a series of juxtaposed movements which 
except for the addition of dynamics, depend entirely upon repetition for 
adequate presentation. The other form of movement is as natural as 
walking. When a person walks, we do not say ”Oh, all he is doing is 
repeating the placing of first his left foot and then his right.” No. The 
function of walking is thought of as a thing in itself which might take 
too long, but is never too repetitive. Jazz has in its various forms of the 
strut and particularly in its latest development, trucking, accomplished 
a natural function of movement that is as repetitive as walking, but like 
walking, still remains a flowing thing in itself.” 

 
In addition to the Dehn and Dodge articles, critic Jean Craighead wrote about 

jazz dancing in The Washington Post in 1943. She had at least two different articles 
about jazz dance in The Washington Post at the time. In the first of them, she 
explained how African-Americans had contributed to “the rise of Jazz”, and how 
they “borrowed from folk dances and tribal dances to enlarge their fitting 
vocabulary”.163 Craighead stated in her later article as follows: 

 
The furious development of jazz dancing has not stopped. Although 

many of the steps have been set and tabbed with strange names from 

                                                
161 Mura Dehn, ’More Respect For The Clown’ Reprinted, by permission from The Dance 

Magazine , March 1946 in Giordano 1978, pp. 24-26. 
162 This and the next three paragraphs are based on ’Negro Jazz as Folk Material for Our 

Modern Dance from Hot Jazz and Jazz Dance’, Dodge 1995, pp. 27, 29 and 32. This article 
was originally from National Dance Congress, 1936. 

163 Jean Craighead, ’Washington Frolics in Full Stride; It’s a Wartime Tradition of Ours’, 
The Washington Post, December 4, 1943, p. B3. Jean Craighead’s article also contains racist 
connotations, because she writes, ”The Negro, with his inherent sense of rhythm…”  
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the vocabulary of hot dance, it is not yet a completed art form such as 
folk dancing and ballet.164 

 
She also analyzed different jazz connected dances like Big Apple, Cakewalk, the 

Charleston and the Shag, and thus brought out the larger scope of different jazz 
dances. She stressed African-Americans’ part in this as she wrote, “Nevertheless, the 
Negro race remains the dominant creator of new Americanisms in jazz dancing”. 
Craighead also connected jazz dancing to the surrounding dress and language culture 
in the Washington context by explaining how: 

 
[…] the language and the costume becomes Washington’s original 

contribution to the jazz dancing. Although it was stirring and rising in 
Harlem, it went wild in Washington’s high schools and became 
nationally famous in the halls and ballroom of the Hotel Washington.  

 
It becomes clear, with the help of the articles, that Jean Craighead used jazz 

dancing and the jazz dance terms in connection to original jazz dances and to the 
surrounding culture of these dances. She credits Harlem as the place from where the 
culture began to spread to Washington D. C., thus implying the importance of 
Harlem in the case. 

 
The beginning of so-called modern jazz dance in the Stearns’ 1959/1968 use of 

the term is obvious in the 1940s, when there were modern dancers like Jack Cole 
who experimented with mixing American Modern, African-American social dance 
forms and classical East Indian dance technique, and who danced to the rhythms of 
fast swing. Cole has been heralded as the ’Father of Modern Jazz Dance’, even if he 
did not call his dancing ’modern jazz dance’ in the 1940s, and he denied later that he 
was responsible for “modern jazz dance”.165 

 
“Jazz dancing” with the modern dance approach and without a clear connection 

to jazz music was labeled as ‘modern jazz dance’ around 1958.166 The term ‘modern 
jazz’ was used earlier, at least from 1954, indicating the modern dance approach 

                                                
164 This and the next two paragraphs are based on Jean Craighead, ’New Boogie Woogie 

Dance Steps, With Strange Names, Born of Night Life’, The Washington Post, December 18, 
1943, p. B3. It is possible, but not sure, that Craighead’s articles were inspired by the idea of 
the U.S. war politics which boasted about national unity to some degree at the time. This is 
discussed in the chapter ‘The Consequences of Herbert White’s Methods in Guiding His 
Dance Group’ concerning the LIFE 1943 article. 

165 Constance Valis Hill, ‘From Bharata Natyam to Bop – Jack Cole’s ”Modern” Jazz 
Dance’, Malnig 2009, pp. 234-236. Constance Valis Hill claims that Jack Cole danced his 
’Sing Sing Sing’ to the ”rhythms of swing in the tempos of bop”. Even if average tempos were 
possibly higher in be bop music than in swing, also swing music was played to very fast 
tempos. 

166 The New York Times February 9, 1958, p. X10. There is an advertisement in ’musical 
education’ section, where it is stated, ”A New community of the arts - The Seven Arts Center, 
a university of the arts…Department of Modern Dance…Classes in Primitive and Modern 
Jazz Dance under the direction of TALLEY BEATTY.” It seems clear, that ‘modern jazz 
dance’ in this case was derived from the modern dance approach because ’modern jazz 
dance’ classes were located in Department of Modern Dance. 
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which lacked a clear connection to jazz music.167 The term ‘modern jazz dance’ was 
defined in 1959, when Marshall Stearns wrote his earlier-discussed article ’Is 
Modern Jazz Dance Hopelessly Square?’168 In it, Stearns claimed it ”was crucial – 
Broadway went for ballet and the contemporary dance.” He connected George 
Balanchine’s work in On Your Toes (from 1936) and Agnes De Mille’s 
choreography for Oklahoma! (from 1943), as the innovators to the process. As he 
puts it: “The dance earned an important place on Broadway, but Jazz Dance 
disappeared.” 

 
However, jazz dance did not disappear totally. Stearns admits that there were still 

exceptions on Broadway, where jazz dance was used, at least partially, like 
KnickerbockerÕs Holiday (from 1938), the Hot Mikado (from 1939), and SwinginÕ 
The Dream (from 1939). And there was still jazz dance in the Broadway play 
Gentleman Prefer Blondes (from 1949), where two jazz dancers, Honi Coles and 
Charles Atkins, were performing. 
 

2.1.2 The Beginning of Jazz Ballet 

 
Ballet was connected to jazz much earlier than in On Your Toes from 1936. The 

term ‘jazz ballet’ was used already in 1920 when San Francisco Chronicle 

                                                
167 ’Display Ad 97 – No Title’, The New York Times, June 20, 1954, p. X12. The article 

states, “Lenox Workshop of Performing Arts (Lenox, Mass.—(near Tanglewood) 
…Ethnic…Ballet…Modern & Choreography…Modern Jazz & Choreography – Leon 
Palmisano, Jr…Theatre…Music…Art…” It is possible that ‘modern jazz’ was taught with the 
modern dance approach concluding from the names of other dances. However, that is not 
sure. There also is an advertisement in The New York Times in December 1954, where it is 
stated, ”The New York Academy of Dance – Ballet – Modern, Tap, Modern Jazz, Mimo-
Drama – Ballroom”. It is not clear if ’modern jazz’ was taught with the modern dance 
approach, especially because they also taught tap dance, which has been part of the original 
jazz dances. See the advertisement: ’Display Ad 149 – No Title’, The New York Times, 
December 12, 1954, p. X18. There also is an advertisement in The Washington Post on 
September 4, 1955, p. H5, where it is stated, ”The Jones-Haywood School of Ballet – Ballet – 
Toe – Modern Jazz – Modern Tap…” It is possible that the school taught jazz and tap with 
the modern dance approach. However, that is not sure. The same also goes to ’introducing 
the June Taylor School of The Dance...Ballet – Toe – Tap – Acrobatic – Musical Comedy – 
Modern – Modern Jazz...’ The school advertised itself to be ”New York’s most modern dance 
school”. The advertisement can be found in The New York Times, May 13, 1956, p. 132. 
There also is a similar advertisement in The New York Times, January 2, 1957, p. 131: ”Ballet 
Arts… Ballet, Modern Jazz, Musical Comedy, Tap, Modern Plastic, Drama Dance, Spanish, 
Character, Oriental, Actor’s Workshop…Ballet Arts School ”61” Carnegie Hall, New York 19, 
N.Y.”. 

168 This paragraph from now on and the next paragraph are based on Stearns 1959, pp. 
41-42. Stearns seems to be inexact as far as On Your Toes is concerned. Ray Bolger hoofed 
(tap danced) in On Your Toes, and hoofing overall was part of the show. Otherwise the show 
had a clear connection to ballet. See: ‘Boston Premiere For ’On Your Toes’ ‘, The New York 
Times, March 23, 1936, p. 22 and ‘The Play – ’On Your Toes,’ Being a Musical Show With a 
Book and Tunes and a Sense of Humor.’, The New York Times, April 13, 1936, p. 14. 
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advertised ‘Jazz Ballet and Beauty Chorus’.169 The connection between jazz and 
ballet happened, at the latest, around 1925, when Mikhail Mordkin, the Russian 
dancer said that he “hopes to see an American ballet, which will embody the 
elements of modern Jazz”. He continued: 

 
I want a jazz ballet – one that will achieve the emotional effect of 

an animal’s cry, a primitive wail or a woman’s scream – a ballet that 
can be interpreted by animal movements epitomizing perfection of 
lithesomeness and graceful bodily action in faultless rhythm. 

 
I want a jazz ballet where that can be interpreted by jazz 

movements, entirely new renditions where the dancer first indulges in 
the most imperceptible hesitation and then throws himself into the beat 
of the dance.170 

 
Mordkin’s wish seemed to be partially fulfilled the next year, when Skyscrapers 

jazz ballet opened on Broadway. Skyscrapers and its music were composed by John 
Alden Carpenter in collaboration with Robert Edmond Jones. Indeed, Carpenter said, 
“it is not really a jazz ballet. But that is merely a way of saying it…” adding the 
phrase “More power to jazz!” to his statement. Thus, he emphasized the jazz aspect 
of the play. 

  
Skyscrapers had a real connection to jazz dancing, because the play was staged 

and directed by Sammy Lee, who was assigned to give a real jazz quality to the 
show as he was “a hoofer” from the dance team of Ryan and Lee. In addition to him, 
the play included Paul Whiteman, whose orchestra was playing music in 
Skyscrapers171, and Roger Pryor Dodge who performed as a dancer and acted in one 
of the leading roles172. 

                                                
169 ‘Techau Tavern’, San Francisco Chronicle, June 30, 1920, p. 5. 
170 See for Mikhael Mordkin in 1925: ’What is to become of the Jazz’, The Washington 

Post, February 1, 1925, p. SM3. The New York Herald published most of Mordkin’s 
statements already on November 30, 1924. See: ‘Jazz to Revive Dying Ballet Is Mordkin’s 
Aim’, The New York Herald , November 30, 1924, p. 15. Indeed, John Alden Carpenter had a 
jazz ballet “Krazy Kat” already in 1922 which possibly was connected to dancing to jazz. See: 
Oliver M. Sayler, ‘Theatre of Let’s Pretend’, Variety , June 9, 1922, p. 39. There also seemed 
to be other experiments with jazz and ballet between 1920 and 1925. See for example:  
‘Forty-two Cities To Send Visitors To Sciots Affair’, San Francisco Chronicle, December 26, 
1920, p. C8; the picture, ‘MISS MURIEL VANDERBILT’, The New York Herald , December 
16, 1924, p. 20. 

171 H. I. Brock, ’Jazz Is To Do A Turn in Grand Opera’, The New York Times, February 
14, 1926, p. SM5. 

172 ’American Ballet ’Skyscrapers’ Feb. 19’, The New York Times, February 8, 1926, p. 26. 
It is stated briefly in the article, ’Roger Dodge’. Roger Pryor Dodge’s son Pryor Dodge 
confirms, that his father was in Skyscrapers in 1926. See Dodge 1995, p. x in preface. The 
New York Times article on February 8 claims, ”Robert Edmund Jones, who designed both 
novel dances and stage settings…Samuel Lee has supervised the dance drama and a negro 
group has been organized by Frank Wilson.” The New York Times had an article, where it is 
stressed Sam (Samuel or Sammy) Lee’s role in Skyscraper s as the director of the dance 
scenes. John Alden Carpenter was interviewed in the latter article, so it seems to be more 
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In addition to that, the Imperial Russian Ballet, where Mordkin also danced, was 

planning for 1927, “a world première of a new ballet to express the effect of modern 
jazz music”.173 At approximately the same time, between 1927 and 1928, “Baby in 
der Bar” jazz ballet, composed by Wilhelm Grosz, had its first production in 
Hanover. Later, in 1931, the jazz ballet got its first American presentation in 
Cincinnati. The jazz ballet was, according to an article, “the combination of a 
grotesque comedy libretto and a jazz score”. The article also referred to the lack of 
jazz music in the production as “In the original German production the music was 
supplied by a jazz band seated on the stage, but, possibly because of lack of space, 
this was not the case here”.174 

 
Mura Dehn explained in 1936 how ballet had absorbed and reshaped “all the 

important vital dance movements throughout the centuries of its existence.” She 
claimed, “Even now ballet is ready to absorb the influence of modern dance and jazz 
contributions.” Dehn found examples such as Muriel Stuart, who taught modern 
dance technique at the School of American Ballet, and Paul Draper who mixed ballet 
with classical tap. Dehn also complained about the part of modern dance in this 
process: ”It’s very much to be regretted that at the present time the rich sources in 
jazz are for the most part going to waste so far as the modern dance is concerned.”175 
Thus, she implied that ballet, modern dance, and jazz dance in the “authentic” sense 
were mixing at the time. 

 
Mura Dehn used later the term ballet in connection to jazz as she created The 

Animal Circus Jazz Ballet in 1948. She used original jazz dance artists like Leon 
James in her jazz ballet.176 She also choreographed a ”Swing America” presentation 
which was staged at Madison Square Garden in 1939 by the Young Communist 
League. The presentation used swing music and the apposite dance vocabulary. As 
punchlines, there were ”There’ll be no Tango, no Charleston, no Black Bottom, or 
Lindy Hop, Quadrille, Castle Walk, or Rumba. There [will] be no Ragtime or Jazz. 
Just SWING AMERICA!”.177 Mura Dehn’s mentioned presentations seemed to be 
some kind of ”modern” versions of her other jazz dance activities, and thus they 
were in contrast to her more “authentic” jazz dance interpretations. 

 
In 1938, Ray C. B. Brown discussed “the development of an independent ballet 

characteristic of our own life”. He suggested developing their own “American 
ballet” according to the ideas which director Lincoln Kirstein had presented in his 

                                                                                                                                     
reliable, where Lee’s role in Skyscrapers is concerned. See: ‘Jazz Is To Do A Turn In Grand 
Opera’, The New York Times, February 14, 1926, p. SM5. 

173 ’Diaghileff Ballet To Appear Here Soon’, The New York Times, November 28, 1927, p. 
18. 

174 John Martin, ’The Dance: A Fantastic Jazz Ballet’, The New York Times, July 26, 
1931, p. X7. 

175 Mura Dehn, ’A Few Words About Jazz Dancing’, National Dance Congress and 
Festival. Proceedings. 1st, 1936. New York 1936, Mura Dehn papers. 

176 Mura Dehn, ’Is Jazz Choreographic?’, Dance, February 1948, p. 25, Mura Dehn 
papers. 

177 Monaghan 2005, p. 60. 
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Blast at Ballet: A Corrective for the American Audience pamphlet. Kirstein stated in 
the pamphlet how “authentic” jazz dance forms were the base for this new 
innovation, connecting “Charleston, Black Bottom, Suzy Q, Lindy Hop, Shag and 
Big Apple” and “elements of rhumba and tango, fragments of Negro, Mexican, 
Cuban and Argentine gesture and movement” to this process of creating the new 
ballet version. Brown summarized this process in his statement of how “It is with 
native dance material that Kirstein would have our American choreographers 
exercise their creative ability.”178  

 
The term jazz ballet was connected to the pure ballet dance techniques in 1940, 

when A Thousand Times Neigh was presented at the World’s Fair in New York. 
According to John Martin’s review in The New York Times: “the dancing remains 
within the field of genuine ballet. The girls are on point and there is no tap. It is, 
however, a distinctly jazz ballet, for Mr. Kirstein  reports that the music is very hot 
and the dancing quite in accord with it.”179 Thus, Martin, in his review, referred to 
jazz music. Later, until the Stearns article in 1959, the term jazz ballet was 
connected varyingly to both jazz and ballet, where jazz ballets were concerned.180 

 

2.1.3 Authentic Jazz Dance Term Comes In 

 
According to Marshall Stearns and Roger Pryor Dodge’s similar kind of 

observations, the original jazz dance was disappearing from TV and dance schools 
by the end of the 1950s.181 After the Stearns’ 1959 article, the term ‘modern jazz 
dance’ was used more and more.182 Jack Cole stated his disappointment in the 

                                                
178 Ray C. Brown, ‘Kirstein Indignant In ’Blast at Ballet’ ‘, The Washington Post, October 

23, 1938, p. TS5. 
179 John Martin, ’The Dance: At The Fair’, The New York Times, May 5, 1940, p. 155. 
180 Concerning Dehn’s ’Animal Circus’ Jazz Ballet in 1948 see Dehn 1948, p. 25. Al 

Minns and Leon James did “native” (original) jazz steps in their Jazz Ballet No 1 in 1959. 
See: Monaghan 1997, p. 304. Jerome Robbins made his ‘N.Y. Export, op. Jazz’ Ballet in 1958, 
which was described as ”Ballet In Jazz”, and which preferred ballet to jazz. See: ’Ballet in 
Jazz’, The New York Times, August 31, 1958, p. SM42. 

181 Stearns 1959, pp. 40-44. Also Roger Pryor Dodge saw in the end of 1959: ”While the 
great Lindy Hoppers stood on the sidelines, a new breed of dancer, fortified with ballet and 
modern dance training, took over show business and danced to some form of jazz music. The 
new dance has none of the style, refined or not, of the Negro dance. With its few movements 
derived from jazz, it became a choreographer’s idea of what dancers with ballet or modern 
training should do to jazz music. All of TV, movie, and musicals are loaded with this type of 
dance.”, ’Jazz Dance, Mambo Dance’, Dodge 1995, p. 284. 

182 Giordano 1978 and there especially articles Jack A. Miller, ‘Modern Jazz Dance 
Midwest’, reprinted by permission, Dance Magazine, January 1961; Jana Czernitzka 
Homsey, ‘Luigi’, Reprinted, by permission, Dance Magazine, April 1962; William Como, 
‘The ”Big Noise” is Jazz Tap’, reprinted with permission, Dance Magazine, January 1963 and 
Clayton Cole, ‘ ”It’s gone silly!” ‘, Reprinted with permission, Dance Magazine, December 
1963. Both terms ’modern jazz’ and ’modern jazz dance’ were used in the articles. In addition 
to those, ’modern jazz’ was cited as a music term in John Martin, ‘Dance: Ballet resume-1’, 
Reprinted, by permission, The New York Times, March 1961 in Giordano 1978. 
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quality of modern jazz (dance) in 1963: ”almost all that is called modern jazz today 
is a misnomer. I personally believe the quality of such dancing is closer in style to 
’pop’ music than to jazz.”183 

 
Terry Monaghan claims, concerning the professional jazz dancing artists at the 

time: 
 

[They] appeared to feel no special need for a general descriptive 
”generic” term for their activities until after WW2. The claims of the 
new Broadway styles of theatrical dance to be ”Modern Jazz Dance” or 
even ”Jazz Dance” provoked only limited responses.184 

 
Likely, as a counter reaction to the increased use of the term ‘modern jazz dance’ 

in the connection of modern dance, Marshall Stearns began to use the term ‘jazz 
dance’ in the form of ‘real, authentic jazz dance’ in 1959, when the term ‘jazz dance’ 
with the prefix ‘authentic’ was possibly used first time.185 At the beginning of the 
1960s, such dancers like Al Minns and Leon James began to use the term ’authentic 
jazz dance’, when they advertised their dance teaching activities with the help of the 
one and the same advertisement appearing in Dance Magazine every month between 
December 1960 and October 1961. They advertised themselves as “The Jazz 
Dancers”, but in the lower right corner of the advertisement is mentioned, 
“Specialists in the History of Authentic Jazz Dance”.186 They also called themselves 

                                                
183 Clayton Cole, ‘ ”It’s gone silly!” ‘, Reprinted with permission, Dance Magazine, 

December 1963 in Giordano 1978, p. 73. 
184 Monaghan 2005, p. 63. 
185 Marshall Stearns used ’real, authentic jazz dance’ as the term in the Playboy Club clip 

from 1959, where he discusses various styles of jazz dancing. See: ‘Al Minns and Leon 
James; Playboy Club Show, excerpt’, Ernie Smith Jazz Film Collection, 1894 - 1979 #491, 
Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Washington D.C. The collection 
description claims, that the copyright of the excerpt is from 1964. See: 
http://amhistory.si.edu/archives/d4491-1.htm and there: ‘18. Al Minns and Leon James; 
Playboy Club Show, excerpt’. The site was accessed on November 15, 2015. It is possible that 
the copyright is from 1964, but the clip was done already in December 1959. That can be 
confirmed in Stearns’ Jazz Dance. See: Stearns 1994, p. 425. Ernest (Ernie) Smith did the 
film list for Stearns’ Jazz Dance. See: Stearns 1994, pp. 403-404. Also ‘Playboy’s Penthouse 
– Show Run-Down Sheet’ (The date of the sheet is unknown) confirms that the date is 
December 1959. That can be found from ‘Subseries 2E: Television, 1951-65, Undated’, 
Marshall Stearns papers, Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University Libraries.  

186 Monaghan 2005, p. 63. See also: Terry Monaghan, ‘Al Minns: The Incorrigible Lindy 
Hopper, 1920-1985’, unpublished. Monaghan sent a copy of this to the author of the 
dissertation in the end of December 2009. Monaghan claimed in the unpublished article: 
”They (Al Minns and Leon James) regularly advertised their activities at the time in Dance 
Magazine  as the leading Authentic Jazz Dance teachers.” There, however, are no notes in 
Monaghan’s Al Minns article. Instead of that, Monaghan writes in his ‘Jazz Legacy’ article in 
1997/1998, that James and Minns advertised themselves as ”Al-Leon, The Jazz Dancers – 
Specialists in the History of Authentic Jazz Dance” in April-August editions of Dance 
Magazine in 1961. See: Monaghan 1997, p. 309. Monaghan is clearly wrong with dates as 
Minns and James advertised with the same advertisement in Dance Magazine once a month 
between December 1960 and October 1961. See: ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz 
Dancers” ‘, Dance Magazine, December 1960, p. 27; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz 
Dancers” ‘, Dance Magazine, January 1961, p. 28; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz 
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“The Authentic Jazz Dancers” in an advertisement in January – February, 1961.187 A 
Russian immigrant, dancer Mura Dehn also used the terms ’authentic jazz dance’ 
and ’the authentic jazz’ from at least 1964, and she still used it, at least, until 
1982.188 Dehn, who originally danced jazz in Europe, came to New York in 1930, 
because she wanted to come home to where jazz dance was created.189 

 
Dancer Pepsi Bethel joined them at the beginning of the 1970s when he began to 

use the term ‘authentic jazz dance’190. Also rhythm tap dancer and choreographer 
Cholly Atkins used the term ‘authentic jazz dance’, but mostly in the form of 
’authentic jazz’191. The term ’authentic jazz’ which described jazz music was used 
much earlier, from at least 1919.192 The terms ‘authentic jazz dance’ and ‘authentic 
jazz’ mean the same original jazz dances that Stearns has described.193  

                                                                                                                                     
Dancers” ‘, Dance magazine, February 1961, p. 28; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz 
Dancers” ‘, Dance magazine, March 1961, p. 56; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz 
Dancers” ‘, Dance magazine, April 1961, p. 50; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz 
Dancers” ‘, Dance magazine, May 1961, p. 57; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz Dancers” 
‘, Dance magazine, June 1961, p. 61; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz Dancers” ‘, Dance 
magazine, July 1961, p. 12; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz Dancers” ‘, Dance 
magazine, August 1961, p. 12; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz Dancers” ‘, Dance 
magazine, September 1961, p. 30; ‘Al Minns – Leon James – “The Jazz Dancers” ‘, Dance 
magazine, October 1961, p. 53.  

187 ‘Al-Leon Go On Tour With Randy Weston’, The Dancing Newsletter, Volume II No.1, 
January – February 1961, Minns Albert – Dance Clipping File, the New York Public Library.     

188 Mura Dehn used ’authentic jazz dance’ term concerning her course in fall 1964. See: 
Down Beat  (magazine) March 26, 1964, vol. 31, no 8, p. 193. There is stated, ”…dancer Mura 
Dehn will give a lecture-demonstration course ”Authentic Jazz Dance,” assisted by James 
Berry and Teddy Brown. The fall semester begins Sept. 21”. There also is an advertisement, 
where it is stated as follows, ”A New Course – Authentic Jazz Dance – Fri., 6:00 P.M.  M. 
Dehn”. See: ’Display Ad 136, The Dance’, The New York Times, August 30, 1964, p. E12. She 
still used the authentic jazz term in 1982. See: Glances at past: Documentation of jazz dance. 
Produced by ARC videodance as part of television series on Eye on dance. Recorded June 1, 
1982 at ARC video studios in New York. This is called later Dehn 1982. 

189 Dehn 1985. 
190 Monaghan 2005, p. 63. Pepsi Bethel likely started to use the term ‘authentic jazz 

dance’ in the very beginning of the 1970s as it is stated in Dance World : ”Since 1971 [he] has 
been (an) artistic, director-choreographer for Pepsi Bethel Authentic Jazz Dance Theatre”. 
See: John A. Willis, Dance World 1978 (New York: Crown Publishers, 1979), p. 186. Pepsi 
Bethel used the term ’authentic jazz dance’, at least, until the beginning of the 1990s, when 
he published his autobiography. See: Pepsi Bethel, Authentic Jazz Dance: a retrospective  
(unknown publishing place: American Authentic Jazz Dance Theatre, 1990). 

191 Cholly Atkins and Jacqui Malone, Class Act Ð The Jazz Life of Choreographer Cholly 
Atkins  (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2001). Atkins used mostly the ’authentic 
jazz’ term in his autobiography. 

192 The earliest article, where the ’authentic jazz’ term is used might be ’The Real, Right 
Jazz.’, The Manchester Guardian,  April 4, 1919, p. 6. The term ’authentic jazz’ is used there 
in the connection with music like in the other similar kind of articles later. See for example: 
’The Wonderful World of Jazz’, The Washington Post, June 18, 1939, p. B8 and Austin 
Stevens, ’Books of The Times’, The New York Times, January 9, 1943, p. 11. 

193 This becomes very clear, when examining dance activities of James, Minns  and 
Bethel at the time. See for James and Minns: Ebony, August 1961, pp. 32-34, 36 and 38. See 
for Bethel for example: ‘Dance: A Final Mixture: Bethel’s ’Jazz Suite’ and ‘New Orleans’ 
Bring New York Festival to a Close’, The New York Times, September 10, 1974, p. 37; Mark 
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There was also used the term ‘authentic jazz ballet’ in 1959, when Al Minns and 

Leon James defined their Jazz Ballet No. 1. They used original jazz steps in the 
program’s first half, with Marshall Stearns narrating, and the second half consisted 
of “reinterpretation of the Harlequin, Pantaloo, Pierrot and Columbine” plot with 
Minns, James, Jacqueline Walcott and Will Sandberg. That was likely the only jazz 
ballet from them.194 Ten years later, in 1969, both James and Minns criticized jazz 
ballet and jazz ballet dancers. They both felt that jazz ballet was “more ballet than 
jazz”. Minns also said, “You can’t find any strong jazz-ballet dancers today. Kids 
who are trained in ballet are too effete. They just don’t lay down any leather.”195 

 
In spite of their use of the term ‘authentic jazz dance’, Al Minns and Leon James 

also used ’jazz dance’ without any prefix, as a term for their dancing activities 
through the 1960s, and also referred to themselves as ’jazz dancers’ at the end of the 
1960s.196 They used these terms meaning the same jazz dances as Stearns did in his 
Jazz Dance study. Al Minns still used the ’jazz dancing’ term in a 1984 interview in 
Sweden.197 Dehn also continued to use the term ‘jazz dance’ without any prefix, as 
she filmed The Spirit Moves documentary starting at the beginning of the 1950s and 
finishing the documentary in 1986.198 

 
Mura Dehn and Louise ‘Mama Lou’ Parks Duncanson, both Savoy Ballroom 

dancers and dance company owners, also used the ’traditional jazz dance’ term199 
                                                                                                                                     

Deitch, ‘Pepsi Bethel – Master of Jazz Dance’, The New York Times, August 6, 1978, p. D12 
and 16. However, it is unclear, when Charles ’Cholly’ Atkins began to use the term ’authentic 
jazz’ to mean same dances like James, Minns  and Bethel did. His autobiography does not 
give a clear answer to this. See: Atkins and Malone 2001. 

194 Monaghan 1997, p. 304. This Jazz Ballet was advertised in The New York Times at 
the same time. See: Joan Spindler, ’So Small, So Full’, The New York Times, June 7, 1959, p. 
XX37. 

195 ’Laying Down Some Leather’, The New Yorker, February 15, 1969, p. 31.  
196 ‘Popular Dances From The Cakewalk to The Watusi – Popular dance team traces 

fascinating history of American social dancing’, Ebony magazine, August 1961, p. 33. The 
article uses the terms ’jazz dances’ and ’jazz-based dances’. James and Minns also called 
themselves as ’the Jazz Dancers’ in 1961 and 1962. See for 1961: the earlier ‘authentic jazz 
dance’ discussion in this study, and for 1962: ’A Generation of Jazz’ article in Ballroom 
Dance Magazine, February 1962, p. 4. They still used ’jazz dance’ term in 1969. See: ’ Laying 
Down Some Leather’, The New Yorker, February 15, 1969, p. 29. Minns and James also 
called themselves as ‘jazz dancers’ and used ‘jazz dancing’ term in 1969. See: ‘TOP NEGRO 
STARS FEATURE DANCE IN JAZZ AT TOWN HALL FAMILY SERIES’, The ÒQueens 
VoiceÓ, January 17, 1969, p. 11, ‘James & Minns’ folder, Marshall Stearns papers, Institute of 
Jazz Studies, Rutgers University.  

197 Albert ‘Al’ Minns interview by Swedish Swing Society, October 1984. This can be 
found in YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-6DlmqOWBlg and 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uQvlwNxKJH0 . The film clips were accessed on 
February 28, 2015. The author of the study also has a copy of the interview. 

198 See for the summary of Mura Dehn’s Spirit Moves documentary and her jazz dance 
activities: Karen Backstein, ‘Keeping Spirit Alive: The Jazz Dance testament of Mura Dehn’ 
in Gabbard 1995, pp. 229-243. 

199 Concerning Dehn: ’Traditional Jazz Dance Company, Inc.’ was occasionally pre-
printed in her papers. See for example: Mura Dehn papers and there box 21, folder 254 (The 
Spirit Moves (film). According to that: “Traditional Jazz Dance Company, inc was co-
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basically in the same way ’authentic jazz dance’ was used by the dancers200. Parks 
also used ’jazz dance’, ’jazz dancers’ and even ’authentic jazz dance’ terms meaning 
the same jazz dances as Atkins, Bethel, Dehn, James, Minns and Stearns did.201 

 

2.1.4 The Variety of Variations Ð Back to Jazz Dance in Its Original 
Context? 

 
The term ‘jazz dance’, with various prefixes and forms concerning jazz music-

connected dance forms, was used frequently in the past, even when modern jazz 
dance began to disconnect the term from jazz music in the 1950s. Because the term 
‘jazz dance’ is still connected to modern jazz dance in the sense that the term has 
been used from the end of the 1950s, it seems difficult to use ’jazz dance’ in the way 
Stearns used it to describe original jazz dance forms without confusion with modern 
jazz dance.202 

 
This confusion is increased with newer ‘jazz dance’-related terms like ‘club jazz 

dance’, ‘rhythm-generated jazz dance’, ‘theatrical jazz dance’, ‘Broadway jazz 
dance/musical theater jazz dance’, ‘classic or classical jazz dance’, ‘commercial jazz 
dance’, ‘contemporary jazz dance’, ‘Latin jazz dance’, ‘lyrical jazz dance’, ‘pop jazz 

                                                                                                                                     
founded by Mura Dehn and James Berry in 1954”. See also: Dehn 1976/1977, p. 18. 
Concerning Louise Parks Duncanson: ’Mama Lu Parks 61; Actress and Dancer Headed Jazz 
Troupe’, The New York Times, September 1990, D25. See also: Terry Monaghan, ‘ “Mama 
Lou” Parks CRASHING CARS & KEEPING THE SAVOY 'S MEMORY ALIVE’. This was 
published in http://www.savoyballroom.com/dancefloor/mama_lou.htm . As of 2014, the 
site was not working. The author of the study has a copy of this. See also: Monaghan 2005, p. 
63. 

200 Dehn used terms ‘jazz dance’, ‘traditional jazz dance’ and ‘authentic jazz’ basically in 
the similar way, because she stated in 1982, that she ”was learning the authentic jazz and I 
was doing the authentic jazz with the russian accent all my life”. She also said, ”I recreated it 
(the authentic jazz) on my way. Probably you wouldn’t recognize this jazz, but however, I 
never did modern dance.” See: Dehn 1982. Also already mentioned “SWING AMERICA!” 
choreography seems to be, at least, modernistic version of jazz dance. See: Monaghan 2005, 
p. 60. Dehn also was originally “trained in the movement style of Isadora Duncan”. See: 
Backstein 1995, pp. 231-232. However, it seems that, in spite of Dehn’s dance background, 
her interest in jazz dance in the “authentic” sense was real, and she tried to research and 
write about jazz dance in terms of authentic jazz dance. See: Monaghan 1997, pp. 300-302, 
where Monaghan defends Dehn’s life work in jazz dance. 

201 Monaghan 2005, p. 63. ’Mama Lu Parks 61; Actress and Dancer Headed Jazz 
Troupe’, The New York Times, September 1990, D25. See also: Terry Monaghan, ‘ “Mama 
Lou” Parks CRASHING CARS & KEEPING THE SAVOY 'S MEMORY ALIVE’. This was 
published in http://www.savoyballroom.com/dancefloor/mama_lou.htm . As of 2014, the 
site was not working. The author of the study has a copy of this. 

202 This is easy to prove, when using Google and search for ”jazz dance”. There are 
929,000 hits. When using “modern jazz dance”, there are only 184,000 hits. However, it 
seems that many of “jazz dance” hits are about modern jazz dance, when comparing the 
content of the websites by choosing randomly the links from the enormous material. 
www.google.fi accessed on February 28, 2015. 
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dance’, ‘West Coast jazz dance’, etc. The terms seem to have risen from the modern 
jazz dance background in the post-1950s sense. Dance historians Lindsay Guarino 
and Wendy Oliver present and define these forms briefly in their article ‘Jazz Dance 
Styles’, published in 2014. Most of these terms do not seem to have been used 
before the 1970s with the exception of “commercial jazz dance”, which seems to 
have been used in the 1960s203. Thus, the terminology is clearly connected to the 
post-1950s use of ‘jazz dance’ term in the modern jazz dance sense. 

 
Terry Monaghan, who has researched the origins of the ‘jazz dance’ term, has 

dealt with the problems of various ‘jazz dance’ terminology. He brings out how the 
original jazz dance and also the original Lindy Hop scene are described as 
“vernacular”, meaning, according to Monaghan, “populist ordinariness” by the 
newer enthusiasts of the Lindy, and by those who are connected to various modern 
jazz dance versions. These parties use the original jazz dance and the original Lindy 
Hop as some kind of “primitive” initial stage or source to their dance activities. They 
also have begun to use the term ‘vernacular jazz dance’ to describe these activities. 
According to Monaghan, ’vernacular jazz dance’ is complicated to use, because it 
stresses the ’vernacular’ term. The original jazz dance forms were not literally 
’vernacular’ (defined as ‘ordinary’). The forms were many times highly practiced, 
and they contained complex techniques.204 Similarly, historian Thomas F. DeFrantz 

                                                
203  Guarino and Oliver 2014, pp. 24-31. See also: ’Television Programs: Monday 

Through Saturday’, The New York Times, June 7, 1964, p. X16. The term ‘ ”commercial” jazz 
dance’ seemed to be used there for the first time. The other terms seemed to be used at the 
earliest from the end of the 1970s. Concerning ‘Broadway jazz dance’ see: ’Other Events’, 
Boston Globe, February 24, 1977, p. A14; concerning ‘contemporary jazz dance’: ’Ballet 
Hispanico of New York Offers Varied Works’, The New York Times, April 9, 1978, p. 52; 
concerning ‘pop jazz dance’: ’Dancing: Evening of Eleo Pomare’, The New York Times, June 
12, 1978, p. C18; concerning ’Latin jazz dance’: ’Performance’, The Washington Post, July 4, 
1980, p. 17; concerning ’classical jazz dance’: ’Westchester/this Week’, The New York Times, 
March 29, 1981, p. WC14; concerning ’musical theatre jazz dance’, which was already used in 
1983 as connected to music: ’Best Bets – Jazz Concert In Manchester’, The Hartford 
Courant , April 28, 1983, p. E3D. And when connected to dancing: ’Residential Summer 
Theatre School’, The Stage and Television Today, July 2, 1987, p. 20; See concerning 
‘theatrical jazz dance’: ‘Dance: Jazzdance Troupe, With Danny Buraczeski’, The New York 
Times, January 21, 1988, p. C22; concerning ’lyrical jazz dance’: Leslie D. Netting, A course 
of study in lyrical jazz dance in secondary education  (New York: New York University, 
1995); concerning ‘club jazz dance’: ’The 28th Annual IAJE Conference, New York, New 
York: January 10-13, 2001’, Jazz Educators Journal , January 2001, Manhattan, Kansas, p. 
B63; concerning ’West Coast jazz dance’: Mary Beth Garrick and Andrew Gross, 
’Competition Guide 2004’, Dance Teacher, October 2003, Raleigh, N. C. and there: ’Dupree 
Dance Expo’. The searches were executed both in the newspaper database of the Helsinki 
University Library and in the newspaper database of the New York Public Library. The 
former search was executed September 4, 2014 and the latter July 28, 2014.  

204 Terry Monaghan’s comment in http://www.yehoodi.com/comment/64567/what-is-
the-history-of-lindy/3/#comment_90 (March 15, 2005) and Monaghan 2005, p. 58. The site 
was accessed on November 15, 2015. See also Terry Monaghan, ’A Lindy Double – Frank 
Manning and the JLH celebrate anniversaries. Part II: Frank Manning’, The Dancing Times, 
London, June 1995, p. 861. I agree with Monaghan, that ’vernacular’ term can give too 
ordinary picture about original jazz dances and jazz dancers. Although Monaghan criticized 
the use of ‘vernacular jazz dance’ term, he also had used it at least in three different articles: 
first in 1995, when he wrote about Frankie Manning and in 1996, when he wrote Mary 
Bruce’s obituary, and then in 1998 in the form of ‘vernacular jazz’ in his ‘Jazz Legacy’ article 
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has criticized Marshall Stearns for the “vernacular” aspect which threatens 
overshadow the professional achievements of the artists which Stearns and his wife 
interviewed for their research.205 

 
In spite of the criticism, Lindsay Guarino and Wendy Oliver try to connect the 

term ‘vernacular jazz (dance)’ to “everyday dances done by ordinary people”. 
However, their definition is highly arguable and confusing as it tries to distinguish 
‘vernacular jazz’ from ‘authentic jazz (dance)’ by claiming: 

 
[They] are similar but not exactly the same. All authentic jazz is 

vernacular jazz, but vernacular jazz is not limited to authentic jazz. 
While authentic jazz is vernacular jazz from the early twentieth 
century, vernacular jazz refers to more than one period. It is fluid and 
constantly evolving.206 

 
Their definition is highly “artificial” from the view of the historical use of the 

‘vernacular jazz (dance)’ term. The term ‘vernacular jazz dance’ seemed to be used 
first time in Dance Magazine in June 1982. There, it is stated in the article, ”The 
highlight of the program, however, was ‘In the Circle: Stories from the Savoy’, a 
collaborative effort of champion Lindy Hoppers Al Minns and Sugar Sullivan, and 
choreographer Marleen Pennison…Minns has been a master of vernacular jazz 
dance since the 1930s”. However, it is unclear if Minns or any other member of the 
company used the term.207 

 
According to Monaghan, the term  ‘traditional jazz dance’ is also complicated to 

use, because it is a music term in Europe and the United States, essentially meaning 
New Orleans jazz music, and in Europe it sometimes refers to the type of Skip Jiving 
danced to early New Orleans music. The original jazz dances were connected to 
other jazz music forms than just New Orleans jazz.208 

                                                                                                                                     
concerning the formation of Stearns’ Jazz Dance study. See: Terry Monaghan, ‘A Lindy 
Double – Frank Manning and the JLH celebrate anniversaries – concluded’, The Dancing 
Times, July 1995, p. 953. See also: Terry Monaghan, ‘Mary Bruce –Dancing on mean streets’, 
The Guardian , February 8, 1996, p. 15 and Monaghan 1997, p. 314. However, it should be 
noticed that Monaghan did not use the term extensively in the articles and he also used other 
terms like ‘authentic jazz dance’. He obviously changed his mind later concerning the use of 
the terms as it can be seen in the year 2005 writings. 

205 Thomas F. DeFrantz, ’African American Dance: A Complex History’ in Thomas F. 
DeFrantz (editor), Dancing Many Drums Ð Excavations In African American Dance  
(Madison, Wisconsin: The University Of Wisconsin Press, 2002), p. 13. 

206 Guarino and Oliver 2014, pp. 29-30. 
207 ’Riverside Dance Festival’, Dance Magazine, June 1982, p. 32. The author of the 

study executed the search with the search words ’vernacular jazz’ both in the Helsinki 
University Library newspaper database and in the New York Public Library newspaper 
database. He could not find any earlier example. However, it is possible that the terms were 
used to some extent in magazines or newspapers which are not in the databases. Anyway, 
those terms were not used widely in the past. The Helsinki University Library search was 
executed on September 4, 2014 and the New York Public Library search was executed on 
July 28, 2014. 

208 Terry Monaghan’s comment in http://www.yehoodi.com/comment/64567/what-is-
the-history-of-lindy/3/#comment_90 (March 15, 2005) and Monaghan 2005, p. 58. The site 
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The term ’original jazz dance’ could be a general term concerning earlier jazz 

dance forms, because the first use of ’original jazz dance’ term seems to be from 
1917.209 Nowadays, the term seems to be connected to both ”authentic” and modern 
jazz dance forms.210 Using the term to mean only African-American jazz music-
related jazz dance forms, however, can be confusing for the non-jazz-connected 
modern jazz dance dimension. 

 
Some authors have also used the term ‘swing dance’ to describe African-

American jazz and swing music-connected dance forms.211 The terms ‘swing dance’ 
and ‘swing dancing’ refer clearly to swing music, even if there existed Texas 
Tommy Swing dance long before swing music was born.212 Even Texas Tommy 

                                                                                                                                     
was accessed on November 15, 2015. See also Terry Monaghan, ’A Lindy Double – Frank 
Manning and the JLH celebrate anniversaries. Part II: Frank Manning’, The Dancing Times, 
June 1995, p. 861. 

209 ’Display Ad 49 – No Title’, The New York Times, March 8, 1917, p. 8. The article 
states: ’Original ”jazz” dance and Cuban Danzon Will be introduced by Miss Perot and Mr. 
Anderson’. The same advertisement was published in The New York Times, March 9, 1917, 
p. 7. The term ’original jazz dance’ also was used in Baltimore and Ohio  Magazine , 
November 1921, p. 56. 

210 Using www.google.fi for ”original jazz dance” gave 6,250 hits. www.google.fi accessed 
on November 23, 2015.  When comparing the content of the websites and examining both 
”authentic” and ”modern” meanings of jazz dance from those sites, the term was connected, 
for example, to the Giordano Dance Chicago which is described as ”America’s original jazz 
dance company”. See: http://www.jazzdanceworldcongress.org and 

http://northcentralcollege.edu/news/giordano-jazz-dance-chicago-presents-energetic-
performance-april-24 . See for the description of the company: Shapiro, Lynn Colburn, ‘Jazz 
Dance Opens Up’, Dance Magazine, April 1, 2013: 
http://www.dancemagazine.com/news/Jazz_Dance_Opens_Up/ . The sites were accessed 
on November 23, 2015. According to the description, “Today’s GDC boasts a repertoire of 
over 30 pieces that integrates the genres of jazz, modern, hip-hop, and ballroom”. Thus, the 
company represents “modern” meanings of jazz dance, in other words, the modern jazz 
dance. 

211 The term ‘swing dance’ is defended by Tamara Stevens and Erin Stevens. See: Tamara 
Stevens with editorial contributions by Erin Stevens, Swing Dancing  (Santa Barbara, 
California: Greenwood, 2011). However, it becomes clear from the first page, that word 
“swing” is used to mean limited number dances like the Lindy Hop, Jitterbug, Jive etc. Even 
if there seems to be an inaccuracy, when the author claims that swing dancing has been 
“developed by dancers at New York’s Savoy Ballroom in Harlem”. See: Stevens 2011, pp. 1 
and 187. Terry Monaghan, who criticizes the contemporary use of ‘swing dance’ term instead 
of using the term ‘the Lindy Hop’, states that the New York African American community 
used the term “Swing Dancer” to mean someone, who had not learned to “Lindy Hop” 
properly. See: Monaghan 2005, p. 73. Monaghan, who researched the Savoy Ballroom, does 
not mention in his articles anything which concerns swing dancing at the Savoy Ballroom, 
not even, when he examines social dancing at the Savoy Ballroom. See: Monaghan 2005 and 
Hubbard and Monaghan 2009. 

212 See for ‘Texas Tommy Swing’ dance: Rebecca R. Strickland, ‘The Texas Tommy, Its 
History, Controversies, and Influence on American Vernacular Dance’, A Thesis Submitted 
to the Department of Dance In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Arts, Florida State University, The United States of America, 2006, p. 3. Strickland 
states, that Texas Tommy Swing was ”One of many social dances that swept the nation in the 
early 1910s”. Both Marshall Stearns and Gunther Schuller claim that swing music formula 
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Swing was not the first ‘swing dance’. The first mention about ‘swing dance’ is 
likely from 1907, when The Sun described ‘the swing dance’ which was “an 
extremely graceful dance”. As The Sun was published in Baltimore, ‘the swing 
dance’ likely was not Texas Tommy Swing, which did not exist in Baltimore at the 
time.213 Otherwise, the first mention about the Texas Tommy dance seems to be 
from 1910 and about Texas Tommy Swing from 1911.214 
 

Table 2. Swing Dance/Swing Dancing vs. Jazz Dance/Jazz Dancing Terms.215 
 
 “swing dance” or 

“swing dancing”  
“jazz dance” or “jazz 

dancing” 
Before 1920 57 329 
1920 – 1935 33 1538 
1936 – 1943 476 78 
  
 
When the terms ‘swing dance’ or ‘swing dancing’ are referenced, it seems that 

the use of the terms was really increasing from 1936 (see Table 2). 
 
In spite of that, the ‘swing dance’ and ‘swing dancing’ terms were not as largely 

used as the ‘jazz dance’ and ‘jazz dancing’ terms between 1921 and 1943. The 
‘swing dance’ and ‘swing dancing’ terms started to reference the swing music after 
1935, when the popularity of the swing music increased.216 The new ‘swing dance’ 
also was distinguished from the old Dixieland jazz type of music. 217  As the 
popularity of the ‘jazz dance’ and ‘jazz dancing’ terms decreased hugely at the same 
time, it seems that ‘swing dance’ surpassed ‘jazz dance’ at the time because of the 

                                                                                                                                     
was originated and developed later from the middle of the 1920s by Fletcher Henderson and 
his orchestra. See: Schuller 1968, pp. 260-279 and Stearns 1970, p. 200. 

213 ’Fete Acts Rehearsed’, The Sun, Baltimore, February 6, 1907, p. 6. ’The Swing Dance’ 
likely is not ’Texas Tommy Swing’, because the latter came from the West Coast U. S. to the 
East Coast U. S. and to New York in the beginning of the 1910s. Baltimore was not the place 
at the time, where ’Texas Tommy Swing’ existed. See: Strickland 2006, pp. 7-12. Also the 
author of the study has not found any connection between ’the swing dance’ and ’Texas 
Tommy Swing’.  

214  See for The Texas Tommy: ’The Dives Of ’Frisco’, Variety , December 10, 1910, p. 22. 
See for Texas Tommy Swing: ‘Representative Artists’, Variety , March 18, 1911, p. 38. 

215 As keywords were used “swing dance”, “swing dancing”, “jazz dance”, and “jazz 
dancing”. As time ranges were used “before January 1, 1920”, “between January 1, 1920 and 
December 31, 1935”, “between January 1, 1936 and December 31, 1943”. The newspaper 
database of the New York Public Library accessed on November 7, 2015. When only the 
African-American newspapers, The Afro-American , The Chicago Defender, The New York 
Amsterdam News , and The Pittsburgh Courier  were accessed with the keywords, “swing 
dance” and “swing dancing”, and with the time range between January 1, 1920 and 
December 31, 1943, there were only 34 hits. This refers to the fact that mainly the 
mainstream press used the terms between 1920 and 1943. 

216 See for example: ’Teachers Adopt ’Swing Dance,’ Drop Piccolino’, New York Herald 
Tribune , August 6, 1936, p. 13 and ’Teachers Declare ’Swing Dance’ Leads’, The Boston Daily 
Globe, September 19, 1936, p. 8. Marshall Stearns connects the beginning of the popularity 
of swing music to the start of ’Swing Era’ in 1935. See: Stearns 1970, pp. 211 and 214.  

217 Cecelia Ager,’Swing Dancing’, Variety , January 6, 1937, p. 188. 
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increasing use of the former term. However, the latter term did not disappear from 
the public view. It was still used during the later decades. On the other hand, the 
‘swing dance’ term is difficult to connote to all jazz music-related dances, because of 
its connection to the swing music-related dances. That is why ‘jazz dance’ is a more 
reasonable choice. 

 
To avoid confusing terminology, ‘jazz dance’ should be transubstantiated to 

reference original jazz dances in Stearns’ manner, as the term ‘jazz dance’ was 
mainly used from 1917 until so-called modern jazz dance world in the 1950s started 
to transubstantiate the term to concern jazz dancing with the modern dance 
approach, and without a clear connection to jazz music.  

 
This study defends the term ‘jazz dance’ in its original connotation to jazz music-

connected dances. That is why ‘jazz dance’, without any prefix, is the term which is 
used in this work to describe Harlem-based jazz dance in the period between 1921 
and 1943. It is time to bring jazz dance back to its roots. 

 

2.2 Jazz Music in Harlem from the Jazz Age to the Swing 
Era 

 
Jazz and jazz music-related music styles have usually been defined as the era 

between years 1921 and 1943 as follows: the Jazz Age, which is defined to begin 
somewhere between 1896 and 1917 depending on different historians, and to end, 
correspondingly, at the time of the Great Depression, at the end of the 1920s or in 
the very beginning of the 1930s.218 The Swing Era, which is usually defined as 
starting in 1935, when Benny Goodman kept his famous Palomar Ballroom concert 
in Los Angeles, and played swing music at the end of the concert. The era is usually 
defined to end around the middle of the 1940s, when big bands started to fade off.219  

                                                
218 See for the Jazz Age: Stearns 1970, p. 154, where Stearns defines year 1917 as the start 

of the Jazz Age. On page 189, he defines year 1929 as the end of the Jazz Age, when he 
claims: ”With a few notable exceptions, jazz was not heard from until 1935, six years later.” 
He claims on page 155 that mainly sweet music and commercial jazz bands survived. 
Stearns’ claims do not seem to be according to his other claims, and they are exaggerated 
which becomes clear in this chapter of this dissertation. Gunther Schuller suggests that “jazz 
age” started somewhere between 1896 and 1917. See Schuller 1968, p. 63. He suggests that it 
ended somewhere in the first half of the 1930s, when after the Depression “gangster ridden 
“jazz age” gave way to an audience characterized by a more personal, deeper involvement 
with jazz.” See: Schuller 1968, p. 356.  

219 Marshall Stearns defines the Swing Era from 1935 to 1945. See: Stearns 1970, pp. 211 
and 217. Gunther Schuller defines the Swing Era between years 1932 and 1945. See: Schuller 
1989, p. 845. Albert McCarthy defines the Swing Era starting from 1935 and ending 
somewhere in the middle of the 1940s. See: Albert McCarthy, The Dance Band Era Ð The 
Dancing Decades From Ragtime to Swing 1910-1950 (Radnor, Pennsylvania: Chilton Book 
Company, 1982), pp. 122, 129 and 130. There also has emerged ”new thinking” about the 
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The jazz music eras cannot, however, to be defined exactly to begin from some 

year and ending in some year. In reality, the eras overlapped each other. For 
example, swing music was played in Harlem much earlier than 1935, and it still was 
played in Harlem ballrooms after 1945, as argued later in the chapter. 
 

2.2.1  The Jazz Age and the Birth of Swing 

 
Jazz music was brought to New York by the Original Dixieland Jazz Band on 

January 15, 1917, when the band opened in the new Reisenweber’s Restaurant near 
Columbus Circle in Manhattan. The band consisted of five white musicians who 
played in the racially segregated venue. The band did not succeed for the first two 
weeks, when it only played a couple of numbers between sets of the local dance 
orchestra. When the band moved to the 400 Club of the venue to play on their own, 
it succeeded among dancers. Alyn Shipton states that concerning the significance of 
the band, when it played jazz in public, the band got inappropriate fame about the 
music, the true innovators of which were Creole and African-American people.220 
Later, Dixieland jazz evolved to charleston format as James P. Johnson composed 
his successful Charleston song for the RunninÕ Wild show in 1923.221 

 
Both Marshall Stearns and Gunther Schuller claim that the swing music formula 

was originated and developed later by Fletcher Henderson and his orchestra which 
began to experiment with the sounds in the middle of the 1920s, which affected the 
development of the formula.222 The sound started to be more horizontal, more linear 
and more driving. According to Don Redman, Henderson’s arranger at the time, the 
result came from Louis Armstrong, who was part of the orchestra between the end of 
1924 and November 1925: “[Armstrong] changed our whole idea about the band 
musically”223. The swing formula was later worked further by multiple Harlem 
connected orchestras like Chick Webb, Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, Don 
Redman, Jimmie Lunceford, and Cecil Scott before Benny Goodman picked up the 
formula after buying Fletcher Henderson’s arrangements in 1934. In addition, white 

                                                                                                                                     
Swing Era in terms of the Earlier Swing Era and the Later Swing Era. The Earlier Swing Era 
is set between 1930 and 1941, and the Later Swing Era is set between 1942 and 1955. The 
Earlier Swing Era is, in effect, same as the mentioned historians’ Swing Era and the Later 
Swing Era is the era after the Swing Era. The author of the study will argue later in the study 
for the Swing Era term concerned also the 1950s. See for the Early Swing Era: Dave 
Oliphant, The Early Swing Era  (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002), p. Introduction 
viii-ix. See for the Later Swing Era: Lawrence McClellan Jr., The Later Swing Era, 1942-
1955 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2004), p.  Introduction xiii and xv. 

220 Alyn Shipton, A New History of Jazz  (New York, NY: Continuum, 2001), pp.  97 and 
103. 

221 Stearns 1994, p. 145. Schuller 1968, p. 20. 
222 Schuller 1968, pp. 260-279. Stearns 1970, p. 200. 
223 Jeffrey Magee, The Uncrown ed King of Swing Ð Fletcher Henderson and Big Band 

Jazz (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 94-95.   



                           An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality Ð 

          The Recognition of the Harlem -Based Jazz Dance Between 1921 and 1943 

 72 

orchestras like The Dorsey Brothers and the Casa Loma band picked up the swing 
formula, starting in the beginning of the 1930s.224 That all speaks for the fact that 
years before Benny Goodman started the Swing Era in his 21 August, 1935 Palomar 
Ballroom concert225, swing as music was already known in Harlem and elsewhere by 
the mentioned orchestras and others, who picked up swing before Benny Goodman. 

 
According to Seppo Lemponen226, who has examined the use of the term for his 

PhD dissertation, ‘swing’ as a music term was used in 1899, when a tune ‘In the 
Hammock’ (composed by Richard Ferber) was published with the blurb “Swing 
Song. With just the right swinging motion”. Jelly Roll Morton used the term in the 
title of his composition Georgia Swing in 1927. Lemponen also states, “swing is not 
in evidence as a generic term for jazz nor did it convey the now accepted sense until 
about 1930. Such words as syncopation or simply rhythm were used”.  

 
In spite of that, Louis Armstrong used ‘swing’ as a term to describe Coleman 

Hawkins’ playing, somewhere in 1925. Hawkins was another member of the 
Fletcher Henderson orchestra. However, it seems that ‘swing’ as a music term really 
stuck from 1932, as Lemponen explains: 

 
[In] February 1932 Duke Ellington recorded his composition from 

the previous year ‘It Don’t Mean a Thing If it Ain’t Got That Swing’, 
which presaged the Swing Era and brought the word into common 
currency. Jazz, as pointed out above, began to be referred to as swing 
music, and such exhortations as “Swing it!” And comments like “really 
swinging” came into regular use. 

                                                
224 Stearns 1970, pp. 200-211. Stearns explains the background of the Swing Era, where 

swing music is concerned. All the mentioned bands were connected to Harlem before 1935. 
Chick Webb, Cecil Scott and Jimmie Lunceford played at the Savoy Ballroom before 1935. 
See for Webb and Scott: Hennessay 1994, pp. 97 and 110-111. See for Lunceford: Eddy 
Determeyer, Rhythm is our business: Jimmie Lunceford and the Harlem Express  (Ann 
Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 2009), p. 69. Duke Ellington and Cab Calloway 
played in the Cotton Club. See: Cab Calloway and Bryant Rollins, Of Minnie The Moocher & 
Me (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1976), pp. 91 and 106. Don Redman played in 
Connie’s Inn in 1931. See: Stearns 1970, p. 200. Fletcher Henderson played at the Savoy 
Ballroom, Connie’s Inn and elsewhere in Harlem. See: Magee 2005, pp. 111, 120, 136 and 
168. Also Schuller stresses Harlemites’ appreciation of bands like Duke Ellington, Chick 
Webb, Jimmie Lunceford, Cab Calloway and Fats Waller in the early 1930s. See: Schuller 
1989, p. 201. 

225 Stearns defines the date as the birthday of the Swing Era. See Stearns 1970, p. 211. 
226 The next paragraphs are based on Seppo Lemponen’s PhD dissertation from 2001 

until the phrase “came into regular use”. See: Seppo Lemponen, Swing to Bop Ð Hep to Hip. 
A Study in Jazz Parlance (Jyväskylä, Finland: University of Jyväskylä, 2001), pp. 47-49. 
Lemponen does not specify when Louis Armstrong began to use the swing term. It has to 
have happened during 1925, because Armstrong left the Henderson orchestra in November 
1925, and Lemponen cites William ’Buster’ Bailey who was a member of the Henderson 
orchestra between 1925 and 1926. Bailey heard Armstrong talking about ’swing’, as far as 
Coleman Hawkins’ playing was concerned. Lemponen also states ”The Trolley Car Song, a 
popular tune published in 1912, includes the following line, ”It’s the cutest little thing/Got 
the cutest little swing” “. However, it is hard to say if ’swing’ in the case really meant music. 
Concerning Armstrong’s departure from the Henderson Orchestra see also: Magee 2005, p. 
95. 
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The Swing Era and swing music were usually based on large bands, which were 

known as big bands. Benny Goodman claimed that those bands were standardized in 
1934 or a little earlier with five brass, four saxes and four rhythm. Stearns explains 
that ‘five brass’ were three trumpets and two trombones. The rhythm section was 
based on string bass and guitar. According to Stearns, the Benny Moten orchestra 
innovated “walking” (playing all the four beats in a bar) string bass and guitar in jazz 
in 1932.227 Stearns seems to be partly incorrect: Although Walter Page played “two-
beat” string-bass in the Blue Devil’s Squabblin’ in 1929, there was also “four beat” 
guitar playing in Squabblin’.228 For comparison, Fletcher Henderson used guitar 
playing starting in 1928, when he recruited Clarence Holiday for the job. According 
to Jeffrey Magee, Henderson also began to use string-bass on regular basis starting 
in 1933, when John Kirby rarely played tuba anymore. Kirby was alternating 
between tuba and string-bass before that. However, Kirby was able to play tuba in 
4/4 –rhythm like string-bass. Kirby was in Fletcher Henderson Orchestra between 
April 1930 and March 1934.229   

 
Outside of Harlem and New York, there was also developing a more linear sense 

of playing. Gunther Schuller states, that in addition to Walter Page’s string-bass, 
there were drums and piano as well as other instruments in the rhythm section. 
Schuller argues, “The antecedents of this development go back to two earlier Kansas 
City orchestras: Walter Page’s Blue Devils and the remarkable Bennie Moten band 
of the early thirties.” Schuller gives credit about the development to Page and Count 
Basie, who both worked in the mentioned orchestras at the end of the 1920s and in 
the beginning of the 1930s.230  

 
The Fletcher Henderson orchestra recorded  “Hot and Anxious” in 1931, which 

presented, according to Gunther Schuller, the composition and arrangement formula 
by Horace Henderson, which Schuller claims to have been: 

 
[…] worked to death in hundreds of Swing Era bands, only to peter 

out gradually in the world of rhythm and blues and early rock and roll 
in the 1940s and 1950s. The formula consisted of three primary 
elements: (1) a steady four-to-the-bar ‘chomp-chomp’ beat, unvaried 
and relentless in all four rhythm instruments, (2) simple riffs whose 
melodic contours could fit any one of the three major steps (I, IV, V); 
and (3) the gradually receding ‘fade-out’ ending, preferably with bent 
blue notes in the guitar.231  

 
Stearns explains that in big band swing, the four saxophones play together as one 

voice and the brass play together as the second voice, except when the three 

                                                
227 Stearns 1970, pp. 198-199 and 205.  
228 Schuller 1968, pp. 297-298. 
229 Magee 2005, pp. 143-144. 
230 Schuller 1989, pp. 226-229. 
231 Schuller 1968, pp. 276-277. 
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trumpets and two trombones follow different lines232. He claims “the trick of making 
a big band swing had been amazing simple.” According to Stearns: 

 
[…] arrangers returned to the West African pattern of call-and-

response, keeping the two sections answering each other in an endless 
variety of ways…There were still hot solos on top, with one or both 
sections playing a suitably arranged background…The repeated 
phrases which the brass and reed sections threw back and forth became 
known as ‘riffs’…The individual musician had to work harder than 
before. He had to be able to ‘swing’ separately as well as with his 
section. And then the sections had to swing together, too. 

 
Although Stearns claimed “the trick of making the big band swing has been 

amazing simple”, he also admitted that it meant endless rehearsals and high-level 
team work, but also a comparative loss of identity, except for the solo-stars. 

 
Henderson’s “Hot and Anxious” in 1931 might have been the real beginning of 

the Swing Era, as far as record publishing is concerned. How early the swing music 
was heard in Henderson’s live performances is not known. Where Harlem is 
concerned, it can be argued that “Swing Era” started there between the middle of the 
1920s and the beginning of the 1930s. 

 
The connection between the Lindy Hop and swing music also proves for that. 

Historian Howard Spring claims that the Lindy Hop influenced musicians when they 
started to use more 4/4 rhythms at the end of the 1920s. In other words, swing music 
developed according to the Lindy Hop.233 On the contrary, Savoy Lindy Hopper 
Frankie Manning claims that emerging swing music in the 1930s was one reason for 
changing his lindy hopping to a more horizontal posture compared to earlier vertical 
dance postures.234 In this case, that means music affected the dance, not vice versa 
like Spring claims. Terry Monaghan states that concerning the Lindy Hop, creators 
George Snowden and Mattie Purnell’s invention, ”Hitherto prevailing two-beat 
’Ragtime’ and ’Jazz’ steps were rephrased in line with the parallel developments in 
jazz music that were similarly experimenting with lengthened time signatures.”235 
Thus connecting the dance and the music to each other, but not stating which 
affected which. 

 
Additionally, Marshall Stearns connects the development of the Lindy Hop to 

swing music and especially to big band swing music. He explains that the Lindy is 
“choreographed swing music” in the way in which it flowed more horizontally and 
smoothly compared to earlier dixieland jazz, and to the Toddle, which was danced to 
dixieland jazz. Stearns stresses the similarity between swing music and the Lindy as 

                                                
232 This and the next three paragraphs are based on Stearns 1970, pp. 198-199. 
233 Spring 1997, pp. 183-207. 
234 Manning and Millman 2007, pp. 80-81. 
235 Monaghan 2004, pp. 49 and 51. 
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jazz dancers closely followed the music. When the band arrangement led into a solo, 
dancers went into a breakaway and improvised individual steps.236  

 
Big bands as a concept were already known in the 1920s and even before that, at 

least, in New York, New Orleans, and Chicago.237 There were brass bands in New 
Orleans which contained over ten players by the 1910s238. Also, James Reese Europe 
had the Clef Club Symphony orchestra with tens of players in New York by 1911.239 
Later, in the 1920s, for example, the Fletcher Henderson orchestra consisted of 
eleven players in 1924 and of twelve players in 1927.240 Paul Whiteman had an 
orchestra with over twenty players in New York in 1924.241 Chick Webb and his 
Harlem Stompers consisted of eleven pieces in 1927.242   

 
Overall, large orchestras and their orchestral concepts were nothing new in the 

Swing Era as Schuller states: 
 

Historically, of course, jazz started with small groups. In the early 
years, except for the parade bands of New Orleans and the larger 
ragtime ensembles of the teens, the latter sometimes expanded to 
twelve or fifteen players in the richer and larger venues, jazz ensembles 
rarely exceeded the quintet size. The big orchestras such as 
Henderson’s and Ellington’s did not come along until the mid-
1920s…the full flowering of what one could accurately call orchestral 
jazz did not occur until the dawn of the Swing Era in the early 1930s. 
But, as noted, even some of the small units, though limited in physical 
numbers, often tried to emulate the orchestral concepts initiated by 
Henderson or Ellington or Moten – and Whiteman.243  

 
Small swing music ensembles also were known in the Swing Era. Schuller states 

concerning those groups: 
 

When big bands roamed the land, small groups were rare and were 
considered, as in the case of the Goodman Trio, the John Kirby Sextet, 

                                                
236 Stearns 1994, pp. 324-325. 
237 Geoffrey C. Ward and Ken Burns, Jazz Ð A History of AmericaÕs Music (New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 2000). See pictures on pages 41, 42, 44 and 58-59, which show some of 
those large bands. See also: Schuller 1989, pp. 806-807. 

238 Ward and Burns 2000, p. 41, includes the picture of The Colored Walf’s Home Brass 
Band in 1913 with over ten players. See also page 42, with the picture of Johnny Fischer’s 
Marching Band, around 1910, with over ten players, and page 44, the picture of Papa Jack 
Laine’s Reliance Marching Band, in 1912, with over ten players. 

239 Ward and Burns 2000, pp. 58-59, includes the picture of the Clef Club Symphony 
orchestra in 1911. 

240 Magee 2005, unnumbered pages between 114 and 115, includes the pictures of 
Henderson orchestra in 1924 and 1927. 

241 Ward and Burns 2000, p. 100, includes the picture of Paul Whiteman and his Palais 
Royal Orchestra in 1924. 

242 ’Night Club Reviews – Rose Danceland (New York), Variety , December 21, 1927, p. 
54. 

243 Schuller 1989, pp. 806-807. 
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or the Nat King Cole Trio, a refreshing novelty. Such groups offered a 
distinctive type of chamber-music jazz, often in direct reaction to the 
ever-expanding, louder orchestral forces so overwhelmingly favored in 
the late Swing Era.244  

 
Schuller explains of the small groups at the time, that they were mostly 

“miniature big-bands”, which were cut to smaller size by economic reasons or other 
reasons, but in spite of that, these bands tried to sound “as ample as the bigger 
bands.”245 Thus, it could be argued that most of the orchestras played “big band 
swing” in the United States during the Swing Era. 

 

2.2.2  The End of the Swing Era 

 
As for the end of Swing Era, there have been different thoughts. For example, 

Schuller explains: 
 

Inevitably jazz turned to the small combo: quartets and quintets, 
occasionally ranging to octets and nonets…With this new music 
(bebop) challenging the primacy of the big bands, with the postwar 
period now dominated by singers and the whole field experiencing 
dramatic economic changes, the end of the Big Band Era was in 
sight.246 

 
Accordingly, Stearns has given some reasons for the end of the Big Band Era or 

the Swing Era: 
 

Another war, the record ban, a tax on dance floors, the microphone 
(which gave volume to any weak voice), a new style, and other 
imponderables brought the big-band boom to an end around 1945.247  

 
Kenneth J. Bindas connects ‘the decline of swing’ to the change of the popular 

music taste and to the rise of the new technology. The Swing Era teenagers matured 
during WWII and their music taste changed. At the same time, the need of 
individuality rose as the Cold War caused fear of the collective identity of 
totalitarianism. Television became a vehicle which informed viewers about the 
outside world, while “promising domestic bliss with the products it advertised”248 

 

                                                
244 Ibid., p. 806. 
245 Ibid., p. 806. 
246 Ibid., pp. 848-849. 
247 Stearns 1970, p. 217. 
248 Kenneth J. Bindas, Swing, That Modern Sound  (Jackson, MS: University Press of 

Mississippi, 2001), pp. 158-167. Even though Bindas claims that ”rock and roll officially 
ended swing” in the end of the 1950s, swing did not disappear during next decades. 
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Coinciding with the swing era of the 1940s, happened the grand transition from 
swing to bebop. Bebop or bop for short was already developing from the end of the 
1930s, and it was completed somewhere in 1946-47.249 According to Stearns, bebop 
was a refusal to “play the stereotype role of Negro entertainer” which was associated 
with Uncle Tomism. Bebop musicians wanted to be “judged on the merits of the 
music alone”.250 

 
However, it seems that the Big Bands did not disappear totally. For example, 

Duke Ellington did not disband his big band after World War II, continuing until his 
death in 1974.251 Also, Count Basie restarted his big band in 1952 after a break in 
1950-1951.252 White big bands like Ray Anthony, Stan Kenton with a short break for 
health reasons in 1947, and Woody Herman with a short break between 1946 and 
1947 and with a short small group phase between 1949 and 1950, continued to 
perform through the 1950s.253 

 
In spite of the declining big bands, swing music was played through the 1940s 

and the 1950s, although with lesser amounts than in the peak 1930s years. Swing 
was also danced after WWII as, according to Terry Monaghan, the Savoy Ballroom 
in Harlem was swinging until the ballroom closed in 1958.254 It can be argued that 
the end of the Swing Era did not happen in the 1940s, but rather it happened at the 
end of the 1950s when the Savoy Ballroom was closed. 

 

!"#$%&'(!)*+,-./)* (
 
The ‘jazz dance’ as a term concerning jazz music-related dances was in use, at 

least from 1917. The term was defined from the beginning to concern jazz music-
related dances and steps. The ‘jazz dance’ term spread around the United States with 
the help of the mainstream press through the decades. By the 1920s, it got new 
prefixes and forms such as ‘modern jazz dance’, ‘the modern jazz dances’, ‘jazz 
steps’, and ‘jazz dances’. The prefix ‘modern’ meant that the dances were modern at 
the time. By the late 1920s, also term variations like ‘jazz dancing’ and ‘jazz 
dancer’, which still were connected to jazz music, were established in the common 
use in the mainstream press. 

                                                
249 Schuller 1989, pp. 846-847. For the bebop origins in the 1930s see: Stearns 1970, pp. 

226-234. 
250 Stearns 1970, pp. 219-222. 
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of jazz from The Archives series (executive producer: Vincent Pelote), WBGO Radio, 
Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University Libraries. The writer has a copy of the tape. This 
program is later called Monaghan 2008. 
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Critics like John Martin, from the mainstream newspaper The New York Times, 

and W. Adolphe Roberts, from The American Dancer, connected jazz dance to the 
Harlem dancers, at the latest, in 1928. Both critics recognized jazz dance as a 
remarkable art form, and brought out racially mixed African-American and white 
aspects of jazz dance and jazz music in their articles. There were differences 
between the critics where African-American and American aspects of jazz dance 
were concerned. Roberts considered jazz dance as a white and African-American 
mix in the American context. Martin stressed its white and non-American aspects, 
which were not native in America. Later, Mura Dehn and Roger Pryor Dodge, from 
the 1930s onwards, critic Jean Craighead in the 1940s, and historian Marshall 
Stearns from the 1950s onwards, recognized jazz dance as a racially mixed 
American art form, which was originated by African-Americans.  

 
White contemporary modern dancers like Ted Shawn and Isadora Duncan, 

dismissed jazz dance, the former even comparing it to “scum”. There also was 
criticism against jazz dance in the mainstream press articles which defined various 
jazz dances likely so that dancers could avoid them. The criticism possibly led to the 
reluctance to use ‘jazz dance’-related terms among jazz dancers. They tended to use 
their specialty-connected terms like eccentric dancer and tap dancer. However, there 
were jazz dancers, like white Mura Dehn and Roger Pryor Dodge, who still used the 
term ‘jazz dance’ in the 1930s and beyond. Thus, jazz dancers did not abandon using 
the term during the decades. Also, the term and its different variations were used in 
the mainstream press through the decades. 

 
The term ‘jazz dance’ began to get new non-jazz-related meanings from the 

1920s, when it was connected to ballet, and the term jazz ballet was formed. That 
probably later led to new connotations of the term jazz dance, when new “modern 
jazz dance” began to take over the term jazz dance. Another rival to the term jazz 
dance came in the middle of the 1930s, when the terms ‘swing dance’ and ‘swing 
dancing’ were clearly used more than before in the mainstream press. The terms 
exceeded even the use of ‘jazz dance’ and ‘jazz dancing’ terms. Probably the 
popularity of big bands, which played swing music during the Swing Era, led to the 
increased use of the swing-related terms. The Lindy Hop was especially connected 
to swing music, so that swing and the Lindy Hop even affected each other. The 
Lindy Hop flowed horizontally, similar to swing music. Because the term ‘swing 
dance’ was mostly connected to swing music in the 1930s and in the 1940s, it is 
difficult to connote to all jazz music-related dances. In spite of the decreasing use of 
the term jazz dance from the 1930s, it never disappeared from public. It was still 
used in the 1980s to mean jazz music-connected dances. That is why it is a proper 
choice for the term to describe all jazz music-connected African-American dances. 
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3 Jazz Dance - Inside Harlem 

 
 
Jazz dance was connected to the surrounding community via dancers who 

danced, performed, and even lived in Harlem. It is reasonable to first find out what 
kind of a community Harlem was during the years to understand why dance existed 
in the way it did. The Harlem environment probably had a significant effect on the 
Harlem entertainment and dancers. These effects are brought out especially in the 
Savoy Ballroom chapter. The Harlem entertainment had its beginning inside Harlem 
in the form of ballrooms and nightclubs which existed in the area. These places are 
examined for finding out what kind of places they were racially and where dancing 
is concerned. The integration and segregation of the places is explained if there has 
been information about the racial status of the places.  

 
In addition, the Charleston performances and competitions in Harlem in the 

1920s are analyzed. The Charleston was one of the remarkable jazz dances that were 
performed in Harlem. Similarly, it is examined how tap dance was performed in the 
Harlem places of entertainment. Social dance, in the form of the Charleston, is 
analyzed in its own chapter. The Savoy Ballroom, where, in particular, the Lindy 
Hop was danced through the decades, is used as an example of social dance, and 
examined to find out how important the ballroom was as far as dancing, integration, 
and the community are concerned. It also is analyzed as to how the mainstream press 
reported on the Harlem-based jazz dance of the Savoy Ballroom. 

 

3.1 Harlem Background: Infrastructure and Its Population 
from the 1870s Until 1943 

 
Harlem was changing from a rural county to an urban area starting from the 

1870s, when improvements in infrastructure like sanitation, water supply, 
transportation, communication, lighting, and building were settled. It was annexed to 
New York City in 1873. According to Gilbert Osofsky, Harlem was becoming an 
upper- and upper-middle-class community at the time, when investors made fortunes 
buying Harlem land, and reselling it later at great profit. Older and wealthier New 
Yorkers were attracted to Harlem. Many of the late nineteenth century Harlemites 
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were born in downtown Manhattan or immigrated to America in the middle of the 
nineteenth century. They mostly came from Great Britain, Ireland and Germany.255 

 
Although Harlem was primarily a white community at the time, there were likely 

already substantial numbers of African-Americans living there at the end of the 
1890s. Because they were scattered around the neighborhood, it looked like Harlem 
rapidly changed to an African-American community when migration to Harlem 
increased during the next decades.256 

 
After the Civil War, there was a small, but steady African-Americans movement 

northwards from the Southern United States, approximately 41,000 persons for each 
decade between 1870 and 1890. After that, it increased to about 108,000 persons, 
that when the New York African-American population almost tripled by 1910, there 
were about 92,000 African-Americans in New York. At that time, Washington D.C. 
had the largest, and New York had the second largest, African-American population. 
By 1920, New York, with about 152,000 African-Americans, had become the largest 
African-American urban center in the United States, because of the migration 
movement. Also foreign-born African-Americans had a part in this development as 
55 percent of them, approximately 55,000, lived in New York in 1930. The total 
African-American population in New York was expanded to about 328,000 by the 
time.257  

 
Harlem was not originally the primary target for the migration, as the most of 

African-Americans in New York lived in poorer housing on the West Fifties and 
Sixties streets in midtown, in the very beginning of the twentieth century.258 
However, Harlem became the primary target for the migration during the very next 
decades. 

 
The increase in Harlem migration was the result of the aftermath of the real 

estate boom which happened at the very end of the nineteenth century and in the 
very beginning of the twentieth century. The boom collapsed between 1904 and 
1905, because “too many houses” were built at the same time. That caused problems 
to get houses rented, which obviously led to decreasing prices. African-American 
realtors used the situation for their benefit and as a consequence many African-
Americans began to relocate to West Harlem.259 

 
There also were other reasons for the rapid increase in African-Americans’ 

migration to Harlem: first of all, there were violent race riots in the West Side of 
Manhattan, where African-Americans were living at the time. The first of those riots 
started in August 1900, when African-American Arthur Harris hit a police officer 
with his penknife, who then struck him with his club, after Harris tried to rescue his 
wife from the police officer who had arrested her for soliciting. The police officer 

                                                
255 Osofsky 1996, pp. 75-79. 
256 Ibid., pp. 83-85 and 105.  
257 Ibid., pp. 17-18 and 128.  See also for the foreign-born African Americans: Greenberg 
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258 Greenberg 1991, p. 14. 
259 Osofsky 1996, pp. 87-91. 
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died and a riot broke out in the West Side. As the consequence of tensions in the 
area, African-Americans, who lived in the area, started to move northwards and 
especially to Harlem.260 

 
As another consequence of the African-Americans’ move from midtown to 

Harlem, major African-American institutions also moved to Harlem by the 
beginning of the 1920s. That made it possible for the Harlem community to maintain 
social services on its own.261 

 
By 1920, at least, two-thirds of Manhattan’s African-American population, 

approximately 73,000-84,000 African-Americans, were living in Harlem, an area 
which was bordered, depending on the source, from about 125th or from 130th Street 
to 145th Street, and between 5th Avenue and 8th Avenue.262 

 
By 1930, at least two-thirds of Manhattan’s African-American population, about 

165,000-190,000 African-Americans, were living in Harlem in an area which was 
bordered between Amsterdam Avenue and Harlem River southwards to about 110th 

Street, and northwards at least to 155th or even to 166th Street. Additionally, Harlem 
continued between 8th Avenue and Amsterdam Avenue southwards to 98th Street, 
and possibly northwards to between 126th Street and 166th Street from Harlem River 
to the Hudson River.  

 
When African-Americans were moving to Harlem, white Harlemites moved out 

from Harlem. Between 1920 and 1930, about 119,000 whites, especially Italians and 
Jews, left Harlem, and about 87,000 African-Americans arrived. Osofsky argues that 
the Italians’ and Jews’ move from Harlem did not only happen because of the 
African-Americans’ move, but also because of the conditions of life which were 
better outside Harlem.263 

 
In addition to that, by 1930, about 45,000 Puerto Ricans moved into flats vacated 

by the Italians and Jews. Especially in East Harlem, where Italians used to live in the 
area which was located between Harlem River and Third Avenue, and between 110th 
and 125th Streets, was settled by Puerto Ricans. African-Americans settled the 
former Jewish area from 110th to 125th Street and between west of Lexington 
Avenue and Seventh Avenue.  

 
There was also the white opposition against the African-American settlement in 

Harlem. This white opposition consisted of community groups like white realtors, 
businessmen, journalists, clergymen, members of the Board of Commerce, and local 
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citizens. However, this opposition collapsed because it could not gain “the total and 
unified support of all white property owners” in Harlem.264 

 
At the same time, the rents were higher in Harlem than in any other African-

American section of New York. African-Americans, who were able to pay the high 
rents, moved in at the turn of the century. It was also a common practice to increase 
rents when African-Americans moved in to the Harlem houses. Segregation in other 
parts of New York was possibly the main reason for this: African-Americans had no 
choice to live elsewhere in New York. Landlords set up higher rents and did not 
upkeep their buildings. In addition, African-American landlords fleeced their 
African-American tenants.265 

 
It should be noted that African-Americans owned real estate in Harlem worth 

$60 million in 1925.266 Even if the figure implies that African-Americans had power 
in Harlem real estate business, it seems to be connected largely to well-to-do 
African-Americans who bought those buildings for themselves.267 They were in the 
minority of all African-Americans in New York. Also, different African-American 
churches had a remarkable share in this. When the churches became largest real 
estate owners in Harlem, at the latest by 1920, that helped the Harlem transformation 
to the African-American section. Osofsky states that in addition to this, and to 
African-American Phil Payton’s Harlem real estate business in the beginning of the 
twentieth century, there were 21 African-American real estate firms in Harlem in 
1920. Those firms were specialized in Harlem property. In fact, real estate dealers 
composed the largest single African-American professional group in the 1930 
census. Osofsky claims that even so, African-Americans’ holdings in Harlem stayed 
limited and could not be compared with white landlords’ holdings in the area.268  

 
Osofsky summarizes concerning Harlem: 
 

Initially, its name was a symbol of elegance and distinction, not 
derogation; its streets and avenues were broad, well-paved, clean and 
tree-lined, not narrow and dirty; its homes were spacious, replete with 
the best modern facilities…Harlem was originally not a slum, but an 
ideal place in which to live. For the first and generally last time in the 
history of New York City, Negroes were able to live in decent homes 
in respectable neighborhood.269 

 

                                                
264 Ibid., pp. 106-109. 
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He continues by stating that the most profound change that Harlem experienced 
during one decade in the 1920s, was its emergence as a slum with various social and 
economic problems270. Osofsky quotes the chairman of a city housing reform 
committee in 1927, who said that the State would not even allow cows to live in 
some of these apartments where African-American people lived in Harlem. 

 
Osofsky claims that the most important factor which led to the deterioration of 

Harlem housing was the high cost of living in Harlem. Basically, Harlem buildings 
were built for larger families with larger incomes. So-called rent parties were 
organized for paying rents. The high rents and poor salaries led to conditions where 
those apartments were crowded with lodgers, so that even “The bath tub was used to 
sleep on, two individuals taking turns!” as African-American educator Roscoe 
Conkling Bruce wrote. Some landlords even lost interest in taking care of their 
property and the buildings wore out. Osofsky also claims that the migrants 
themselves caused a significant part of the deterioration in Harlem as they did not 
take care of their homes and buildings.  

 
Cheryl Lynn Greenberg, who has researched Harlem during the Great 

Depression, agrees with Osofsky that Harlem was emerging as a slum in the 1920s. 
Both Greenberg and Osofsky think that poverty, overcrowding, and poor housing 
conditions led to high illness and mortality rates. For example, in 1925 there were 
16.5 deaths for every thousand African-Americans in New York City. That was forty 
percent higher than the figure of the city generally and thirteen percent higher than in 
Manhattan. According to Greenberg, Harlem’s illness and mortality rates were 
almost comparable to the African-American rate in the rest of the city and 
nationwide. That seemed to indicate that Harlem’s African-Americans’ lower life-
expectancy was similar to the life-expectancy of all African-Americans of the 
period.271 

 
When it comes to the crime in Harlem at the time, homicides were much more 

common in Harlem than elsewhere in Manhattan, and almost four times higher than 
in the whole of New York City. More than 67 percent of those murdered in 
Manhattan were African-Americans. 272  The numbers game, bootlegging and 
prostitution flourished in Harlem. In addition, drugs were around at that time, as the 
Lincoln News newspaper reported in 1929, that the sale of dope and drugs in Harlem 
still continued to be a problem to the Police Department. The newspapers claimed 
that cocaine, heroine and morphine could be purchased in Harlem.273 

 
African-American employment in the New York area was problematic, too, as 

two-thirds of all gainfully employed African-Americans in New York were 
classified as unskilled workers in 1920274 . In 1925, the number of gainfully 
employed African-Americans was increased to three-quarters which included both 
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unskilled and service occupations. About ninety percent of all employed African-
American males were blue-collar workers. The African-American community 
remained lower class and earned correspondingly low wages. 

 
According to investigations, $33 a week minimum income was needed to 

maintain a decent ““American standard“ of living for a family of four in Manhattan”. 
In 1928, African-American unskilled workers in New York City earned $20 a week 
and skilled African-American workers at the highest around $30 a week. The same 
applied to employed African-American women in Manhattan. Almost seventy 
percent of them worked in domestic and personal service in 1920. They earned 
approximately $15 a week in the 1920s. Almost a fourth of African-American 
women in New York worked in manufacturing and mechanical industries. They 
usually received from $2 to $5 a week less than white workers. 

 
African-Americans ran less than a fifth of all Harlem’s businesses in 1929, 

approximately 1,908 out of a total of 10,319. Those African-Americans businesses 
were usually poorly capitalized and were not able to compete with better-financed 
white businesses. That is why African-Americans moved into low-profit branches.275 

 
Although the migration influx to Harlem and the impossibilities to control this 

process well in the segregated society were the main reasons for Harlem’s 
transformation from a well-doing community to a slum during the 1920s, there also 
was internal friction in Harlem’s African-American community.  

 
According to Cheryl Lynn Greenberg, the relationship between migrants from 

the Southern United States and the established African-American community “were 
often strained” in Harlem. Because Southern African-Americans lacked education 
and skills, they were looked down on, so much so, that Charles Johnson, the editor 
of the National Urban League’s journal Opportunity, wrote in 1925 that the 
differences between Southern and Northern African-Americans were even “greater 
than the differences between whites and Negroes”. Greenberg argues that there were 
similar differences between native-born and foreign-born African-Americans. The 
latter, who were usually more skilled than native-born African-Americans, felt little 
kinship with the native-born African-Americans. On the other hand, native-born 
African-Americans resented the foreigners for being “dismissive and overbearing” 
toward other African-Americans, and foreigners were considered to be “too radical 
politically”. As a result, “different groups tended to cluster in smaller, separate 
neighborhoods” in Harlem.276 

 
During the Great Depression, the next phase in the Harlem history, there is a 

commonly quoted phrase from African-American journalist George S. Schuyler, 
who stated in 1960: “The reason why the Depression did not have the impact on the 
Negroes that it had on the whites was that the Negroes had been in the Depression all 
the time.” Schuyler seemed to be correct as far as 1920s African-American Harlem 
is concerned. Harlem was already economically down when the Great Depression 
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started in 1929, and when the unemployment rate quadrupled in New York during 
the first depression year. As the Great Depression continued, African-Americans, 
however, found themselves in a new situation in the labor market when white 
unemployed workers started to compete with unemployed African-Americans for 
previously all African-American jobs. When work was slow and there was a need to 
reduce workforce, the result usually was that African-Americans were fired first, and 
when there was work, white workers were hired first.277  

 
In 1930, most African-Americans in New York worked in service, manufacturing 

and mechanical occupations. Practically all African-American workers were 
employed in menial jobs as hall men or porters, cleaners and messengers.278 For 
example, in one of Harlem’s communities, whites owned approximately 83 percent 
of the 2,308 business establishments in 1931. Of the white owned establishments, 
almost 29 percent employed African-Americans, mostly in menial, low-paying 
positions. The rest of the mentioned white-owned establishments did not have any 
African-American employees.279  

 
Many Harlemites went on welfare during the Depression years. Between 1929 

and 1931, African-American relief applications tripled280. Overall, in the end of 
1929, 25,000 families and individuals in New York City received some kind of 
financial help from either public or private organizations. In addition to the 
governmental organizations, the most remarkable of the private and public 
organizations in Harlem were the Urban League, Father Divine with his followers, 
and different churches like the Abyssinian Baptist Church, St. Philip’s Protestant 
Episcopal Church, and the Catholic churches in Harlem. 

 
By 1932, the relief amount in New York had multiplied to 164,000. When 

Franklin D. Roosevelt became the president in 1933, the amount had climbed to 
217,000. By 1936, African-Americans constituted a fifth of the New York City’s 
relief rolls, which was above their proportion to New York City’s population, when 
compared to the 1930 figure of 5.5 percent of the total New York City population. 

 
When Franklin D. Roosevelt started his New Deal program in 1933 for bettering 

economic conditions, there was also an option for work relief281. That meant that 
                                                
277 Ibid., pp. 41-43 and 69. 
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279 Winston Charles McDowell, The Ideology of Black Entrepreneurship and Its Impact 

On the Development of Black Harlem. 1930-1955. A Thesis submitted to the faculty of the 
graduate school of the University of Minnesota. In partial fulfillment of the requirements for 
the degree of doctor of philosophy. Clarke A. Chambers. Advisor. June 1996, p. 92. 
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population figure. 
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different administrations like the Civil Works Administration between 1933 and 
1934, the Temporary (later Federal) Emergency Relief Administration (1931, 1933) 
and the Works Progress Administration (1935-) provided income support and jobs. 
At the lowest level, more than 100,000 men and women participated in work relief 
programs. By the beginning of 1936, African-Americans held eleven percent of 
WPA-jobs. In 1935, the Communist party estimated that eighty percent of “Harlem 
household heads were unemployed” in New York, while the Urban League 
estimated that figure as sixty percent. 

 
WPA-projects also offered educational programs for Harlemites. At least 30,000 

participated regularly in at least one of these programs. Cheryl Lynn Greenberg 
states that educational levels overall rose in the 1930s because African-American 
children attended school for longer during the Depression than before. 

 
Despite dropping mortality statistics, homicides rose from 19 per 100,000 in 

1925 to 24 per 100,000 in 1937, while the rates in New York City fell. Overall, adult 
crimes rose, where arrests of all types were concerned. Two of the most crime-
ridden areas in 1931 were in Central Harlem and they were still like that years 
later.282 

 
When the United States entered World War II, New Yorkers did not benefit 

much from early war preparations. New York City contained more consumer 
industries than it had war production-related industries. New York City had more 
unemployed persons in 1942 than in 1939. In 1940, forty percent of African-
Americans still were on relief in New York City and thirty percent of the labor force 
in Central Harlem were on work relief or were totally unemployed. In addition, 
racist practices in military production were common. For example, only five percent 
of the participants in war production training programs were African-Americans, and 
only 194 of over 4,500 United States training courses accepted African-Americans. 
Only 142 African-Americans were occupied in the ten New York area war plants 
which had 29,215 positions overall.283 

 
Eight American Federation of Labor unions and seven non-American Federation 

of Labor unions still excluded African-Americans in the middle of the 1940s, 
although African-Americans began to organize in the 1930s into political parties and 
trade unions, so that the number of African-American union members nationally rose 
from 180,000 in 1935 to 1,250,000 in 1945.284 

 
Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802 in June, 1941, which 

required all defense industries and training programs receiving governmental 
contracts to provide for the full and equitable participation of all workers without 
discrimination because of race, creed, color or national origin. The order led to better 
employment opportunities for African-Americans as their proportion of skilled and 
semi-skilled jobs doubled in New York between 1940 and 1944.  

                                                
282 Greenberg 1991, pp. 187 and 192. 
283 Ibid., pp. 199-200. 
284 This and the next paragraph are based on Greenberg 1991, pp. 201-202. 



Jazz Dance Ð Inside Harlem  

 87 

 
According to Cheryl Lynn Greenberg, Harlem’s economic and social situation 

did not change substantially in the very beginning of the 1940s. Despite expanded 
economic opportunities, discrimination continued. African-Americans did not 
improve their economic standing at the same rate as whites did.285 

 
However, it seems that Harlemites were in a better position in 1943 than before 

the Depression. The New Deal improved the conditions of Harlem with relief 
programs. Work relief projects in Harlem not only provided employment, they also 
improved the community with better infrastructure and brought, for example, day 
care, health, and educational services. In spite of that, most of problems of the 
African-American ghetto remained. 286  Also the segregation definitely did not 
disappear, in spite of more laws which existed in 1943 prohibiting discrimination. 
African-Americans continued to face discrimination because many public agencies 
and private organizations ignored those laws. African-Americans were still excluded 
from several unions and training programs and they still continued to be 
discriminated against in hiring and promotions, just to mention a few examples 
about the segregation at the time.287 

 

3.2 The Beginning of the Harlem Jazz Dance 
Entertainment 

 
Langston Hughes argues that the musicals Shuffle Along and Running Wild, and 

the Charleston dance, started Manhattan African-American Renaissance. He also 
claims, “certainly it was the musical revue ‘Shuffle Along’, that gave just 
scintillating send-off to that Negro vogue in Manhattan”, even so, that “it gave the 
proper push – a pre-Charleston kick –to that Negro vogue of the 20’s that spread to 
books, African sculpture, music and dancing.”288 Hughes seems to be right as by 
1923, Harlem was the center of New York’s African-American population, and its 
theaters, clubs, and dance halls provided most of jobs for the city’s African-
American musicians. At the time, the part of Harlem with the greatest concentration 
of African-American residents extended roughly from 125th Street on the south to 
145th Street on the north, and from Lexington Avenue on the east to Eight and St. 
Nicholas avenues on the west.289 
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Table 3. Harlem Ballrooms and Places of Entertainment in 1923.290 
  
Alamo Café (in the basement of the 
Hurtig and Seamon’s) 

253 West 125th Street 

Alhambra Theatre 2110 Seventh Avenue (near 126th 
Street) 

Barron’s Exclusive Club 198 West 134th Street 
Capitol Palace 575 Lenox Avenue (near 139th 

Street) 
Club Cabaret 416 Lenox Avenue. 
Connie’s Inn (from 1923) 2221 Seventh Avenue (near 131th 

Street) 
Congress Casino Ballroom Seventh Avenue at 132nd Street 
The Cotton Club 644 Lenox Avenue (near 142nd 

Street) 
Garden of Joy Seventh Avenue between 138th and 

139th Streets 
Happy Rhone’s Orchestra Club (later 
Lenox Club)  

652 Lenox Avenue (near 143rd 
Street) 

Harlem Opera House  209 West 125th Street 
Herman’s Inn (at the latest from 
1924).  

2493 Seventh Avenue (near 145th 
Street) 291 

(The) Hurtig and Seamon’s (later the 
Apollo Theatre) 

253 West 125th Street 

J.W. Connors Café 71 West 135th Street 
Lafayette Theatre (next to Connie’s 
Inn) 

2227 Seventh Avenue (near 132nd 
Street) 

Leroy’s Restaurant (until 1923) 2220 Fifth Avenue (near 136th Street) 
Lincoln Theatre 58 West 135th Street 
Manhattan Casino (Rockland Palace 
from 1928) 

280 West 155th Street at Eight 
Avenue 

The Nest Club 169 West 133rd Street292 
New Star Casino 107th Street at Third Avenue 
One-Hundred-One Ranch Club 101 West 139th Street 

                                                
290 The list is based on Hoefer 1964 if not otherwise mentioned. 
291 ’Rendezvous for New York ’Night Goers’ – Herman’s Inn Club’, The Pittsburgh 

Courier , July 19, 1924, p. 12; ’Plays Six At a Time’, The Pittsburgh Courier , September 27, 
1924, p. 9; ’Famous Eastern Band To Play for Herman’s Inn Club’, The Pittsburgh Courier , 
October 4, 1924, p. 13. The Herman’s Inn was mentioned as a place in 1925: ’New York 
Orchestras’, The Billboard , January 24, 1925, p. 20. The club was likely known as Herman’s 
Inn still in 1928: ’Lloyd Scott’s Band Makes Debut at Herman’s Inn’, The Pittsburgh Courier , 
February 4, 1928, p. 12. There exists a claim for the club was known as ’Hermit’s End’, but no 
proof for that has been found. ’Herman’s Inn’ also was known as ’Basha’ less than for six 
months between 1926 and 1927. See: Hoefer 1964, ’Club Basha’. 

292 According to The Afro-American , the Nest Club had “first anniversary” in 1924. See: 
‘Clubs’, The Afro-American , November 29, 1924, p. 14. Jacque Malone, who has researched 
African-American dance, claims that the Nest Club opened already in 1923. See: Malone 
1996, p. 89. 
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The Palace Garden Club (opened in 
March 1923)  

2389 Seventh Avenue (near 140th 
Street) 

Renaissance Casino and Ballroom 150 West 138th Street 
Rhythm Club 168 West 132nd Street 
Small’s Sugar Cane Club  2212 Fifth Avenue (near 135th Street)  
Tempo Club 138 West 136th Street 
 
 
Table 4. Harlem Ballrooms and Places of Entertainment in 1929.293 
 
Alhambra Theatre  2110 Seventh Avenue (near 126th 

Street) 
Alhambra Ballroom 2110 Seventh Avenue (near 126th  

Street) 
Alhambra Grill 2120 Seventh Avenue 
Bamboo Inn (earlier The Palace 
Garden)  

2389 Seventh Avenue (near 140th 
Street)294 

Barron’s Exclusive Club (or 
Theatrical Grill) 

198 West 134th Street 

Capitol Palace 575 Lenox Avenue (near 139th Street) 
(The) Clam House 136 West 133rd Street 
Club Harlem (Possibly opened 
already in 1928, or definitely in 
1929.) 

West 130th Street and Lenox 
Avenue295 

Connie’s Inn 2221 Seventh Avenue (near 131st 
Street) 

Congress Casino Ballroom Seventh Avenue at 132nd Street 
The Cotton Club 644 Lenox Avenue (near 142nd 

Street) 
Lenox Club (earlier Happy Rhone’s 
Orchestra Club) 

652 Lenox Avenue (near 143rd 
Street) 

Harlem Opera House 209 West 125th Street 
Herman’s Inn  2493 Seventh Avenue (near 145th 

Street) 
Hollywood Cabaret  41 West 124th Street 
(The) Hurtig and Seamon’s (later the 
Apollo Theatre) 

253 West 125th Street 

J.W. Connors Café (or possibly 71 West 135th Street296 

                                                
293 The list is based on Hoefer 1964 if not otherwise mentioned. 
294 The place became Bamboo Inn in 1925. See: ‘Grand Opening Tues. Eve’g, Oct. 6 – 

Bamboo Inn – (Formerly the Palace Garden)’, The New York Amsterdam News , September 
30, 1925, p. 6. The place became Dunbar Palace in 1930. See: ‘ ”Club Chats” ‘, The New York 
Amsterdam News , August 6, 1930, p. 4. 

295 ‘Club Harlem Opens’, The Chicago Defender, October 6, 1928, p. 11 and ’Club Harlem 
Opens’, The Chicago Defender, February 2, 1929, p. 7. The club was closed at the latest in 
November, 1929. See: Maurice Dancer, ’Stage Facts’, The Pittsburgh Courier , November 23, 
1929, p. A3. 
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Murray’s Roseland from the very 
end of 1926) 

Lafayette Theatre (next to Connie’s 
Inn) 

2227 Seventh Avenue (near 132nd 
Street) 

Lincoln Theatre 58 West 135th Street 
Rockland Palace (from 1928. 
Manhattan Casino earlier.) 

280 West 155th Street at Eight 
Avenue 

Mexico’s 140 West 133rd Street 
The Nest Club  169 West 133rd Street 
New Star Casino 107th Street at Third Avenue 
Odeon Theatre  256 West 145th Street 
One-Hundred-One Ranch Club 101 West 139th Street 
Performer’s And Entertainer’s Club 2221 Seventh Avenue 
Pod’s And Jerry’s (officially 
Catagonia Club) 

168 West 133rd Street297 

Renaissance Casino and Ballroom 150 West 138th Street 
The Rhythm Club  168 West 132nd Street298 
Rose Danceland 209 West 125th Street 
The Savoy Ballroom 596 Lenox Avenue 
Silver Dollar Café 721 St. Nicholas Avenue 
Small’s Sugar Cane Club  2212 Fifth Avenue (near 135th Street)  
Smalls’ Paradise Smalls’ Paradise: 2294 !  Seventh 

Avenue (near 135th Street) 
Tillie’s Chicken Shack (or Tillie’s 
Chicken Inn at the latest from 1930) 

134 West 133rd Street (or 148 West 
133rd Street)299  

Victoria Café West 141st Street and Seventh 
Avenue 

Vo-De-Do Club 2110 Seventh Avenue 
(The) Yeah Man 2456 Seventh Avenue (or 2350 

Seventh Avenue) 
 
 

                                                                                                                                     
296  An advertisement from the very end of 1926 mentions ”Murray’s Roseland – 

Harlem’s Newest Dance Palace…(Formerly Connor’s Inn)”. See: The New York Amsterdam 
News, December 29, 1926, p. 12. The same kind of an advertisement was published again in 
the very beginning of 1927. See: “One Big Night at Murray’s Roseland…(Formerly Connor’s 
Inn)”, The New York Amsterdam News , January 5, 1927, p. 11. See also: Hoefer 1964. 
Hoefer gives a picture that the place worked as J.W. Connors Café until 1930. 

297 Willie The Lion Smith with George Hoefer, Music On My Mind Ð The Memoirs Of An 
American Pianist  (New York, New York: Da Capo Press, 1978 - originally published in 1964), 
pp. 166-167.  

298 The place was known as the Rhythm Club in 1930. See: Floyd G. Nelson, ‘Harlem 
limited Broadway bound’, The Pittsburgh Cour ier , September 6, 1930, p. A6. 

299 ‘ ”Make this holiday stop, where eating is truly a pleasure” – Tillie’s Chicken Inn’, The 
New York Times, December 31, 1930, p. 18. George Hoefer claims, that the place was called 
’Tillie’s Chicken Shack’ and its street address was 134 West 133rd Street. See: Hoefer 1964. It 
is possible that the place was earlier located elsewhere, but there is no other evidence for 
that.  
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The Harlem ballrooms and places of entertainment in 1923 and in 1929 (see 
tables 3 and 4) seem to follow the concentration of African-Americans in Harlem, 
which supports the view about Harlem as being the place for African-American 
entertainment during the 1920s300. 

 
It seems that the Harlem entertainment venues increased between 1923 and 1929, 

when Table 3 is compared to Table 4. There were, at least 26 places in 1923, and, at 
least 38 places in 1929. That supports the fact that Harlem’s popularity increased in 
the 1920s. However, the lists are only directional. There were many more places of 
entertainment in Harlem in addition to the listed examples. The content of this 
chapter makes this assertion clearer. 

 
Harlem also was filled with so called ‘lap joints’, which mean cheaper 

speakeasies. It was estimated that in 1929, there were nearly ten of those to every 
square block.301 The famous cartoonist Elmer Simms Campbell estimated that there 
were 500 speakeasies in Harlem in 1932.302 According to the Committee of Fourteen 
report in 1928, only five percent were owned by African-Americans, five percent 
were owned both by African-Americans and whites, and ninety percent by whites, as 
based on the sample of 85 Harlem speakeasies303. The primary functions of those 
speakeasies were drinking and discussions. There were no signs of large social dance 
activities in the speakeasies which would have been difficult, as they usually had 
small spaces.304 

                                                
300 See for the concentration of African-Americans in Harlem the chapter ’Harlem 

Background: Infrastructure and Its Population from the 1870s Until 1943’. 
301 Allon Schoener, Harlem In My Mind: Cultural Capital Of Black America, 1900-1968 

(New York, NY: The New Press, 2007), p. 84. 
302 Elmer Simms Campbell was cartoonist, who made the Harlem Night Club map 

obviously in 1932 like it is signed in the lower left corner of the map. Whether the map was 
published already in 1932 is unclear. It was published in Campbell’s friend Cab Calloway’s 
autobiography in 1976. Calloway and Campbell were friends already in the 1930s. Calloway 
and Rollins 1976, the map and p. 120.  

303 Committee of Fourteen hired African American investigator Raymond Claymes to 
investigate for Committee of Fourteen. He made the report ‘A Brief Summary of Conclusions 
of Vice Conditions in Harlem‘ in 1928 based on his personal findings concerning Harlem 
nightlife. See: Heap 2009, pp. 81 and 318-319. The report is unsigned and undated, but it 
can be verified to come from Claymes in 1928. See for the report: ‘A Brief Summary of 
Conclusions of Vice Conditions in Harlem – Based on Personal Observations by 
investigator‘, Committee of Fourteen Papers, box 82, ‘Harlem-Report On Conditions’ folder, 
New York Public Library. See also: Lerner 2007, p. 220. 

304 Lerner 2007, p. 140. Kathleen Drowne, Spirit of Defiance: National Prohibition and 
Jazz Age Literature, 1920-1933 (Columbus: The Ohio State University, 2005), pp. 97, 105-
111. Drowne discusses the speakeasies, especially, in the chapter ‘Hidden in Plain Sight: The 
Drinking Joints’. The earlier mentioned evaluation ”There was nearly ten of those in one 
square block in Harlem” also refers to ”small joints” where the space was small. Neither 
Michael A. Lerner nor Chad Heap, who have used the Committee of Fourteen papers in their 
studies and also have discussed the Harlem dance activities in their works, found any proof 
for common dance activities in the Harlem speakeasies. See: Lerner 2007, pp. 199-226 and 
Heap 2009, pp. 81-82 and 190. Also the author of this dissertation has not found any proof 
for common dance activities in the Harlem speakeasies by going through the same 
Committee of Fourteen papers which Lerner and Heap have examined. Although it is clear 
that the main focus of the investigators was not on dancing, they seemed to report if there 
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However, dance parties were not unknown in Harlem. Carl Van Vechten has 

described the Harlem nightlife and dancing in an account of his Nigger Heaven in 
1926, which is reasonable to quote in full length for getting the idea what it was 
about: 

 
Dancing parties, assuredly, were no novelty in Harlem. A night in 

which there was no opportunity to go to one might be counted as 
exceptional. There were, first, the modest rent-parties, to which little 
groups were invited to dance to the music of the phonograph in 
somebody’s small apartment, individual contributions of fifty cents 
helping to defray the occupant’s exorbitant rent. Similar small, 
informal dances in apartments were often given without expense to the 
participants, although it cannot be said that hostess was likely to 
complain if one of the guests brought in a bottle of gin. Moreover, on 
any occasion when two or four wanted to dance, and had the money, 
they might visit a cabaret. Finally, at least once a week and not seldom 
twice, some society or institution or club arranged a ball in one or 
another of the larger halls. These naturally varied considerably in 
importance. The parties given by the theatrical set were small and more 
or less exclusive. The sporting set, too, interested in prize-fighting and 
gambling, pretty much flocked by itself. There were other dances, 
however, at which the intellectuals and the smart, fast set mingled to an 
extent which never happened at dinners or small social gatherings of 
any kind.305 

 
According to Van Vechten’s description, Harlem nightlife in its various forms 

was popular at the time. He also describes ”mingling of the intellectuals and the 
smart, fast set”. However, he does not take a stance on racial mixing in these cases. 
Michael A. Lerner claims that ”Of the hundreds of speakeasies, nightclubs, and 
cabarets…in Harlem during Prohibition, only a handful maintained the strict racial 
segregation”306. As there are no statistics about the racial policy of the Harlem places 
of entertainment like speakeasies, nightclubs and ballrooms, the correctness of 
Lerner’s statement cannot be verified. However, it seems that when based on 
newspaper articles, advertisements, memories, and earlier research, that there were 

                                                                                                                                     
was any kind of dancing in the Harlem places of entertainment. That happened usually by 
mentioning dance activities in general, but sometimes by reporting in a more detailed way. 
See for examples: ’Barron Wilkins’ Club, 198 W. 134th Street’, October 6, 1927, Box 35, 
Committee Of Fourteen Papers, New York Public Library and ’Barron’s Club, 134th Street’, 
4/22/27, Box 35, Committee Of Fourteen Papers, New York Public Library. In spite of lack of 
the evidence, there have been claims about social dancing was an important function in 
speakeasies. See for example: Kathleen Drowne and Patrick Huber, The 1920s (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 2004), p. 226 and Ralph G. Giordano, Satan in The Dancehall. Rev. 
John Roach Straton, Social Dancing, and Morality in 1920s New York City  (Lanham, MD: 
Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2008), p. 13. 

305  Carl Van Vechten, Nigger Heaven  (Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, unknown 
publishing year), pp. 143-144. Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven was originally published in 
1926.  

306 Lerner 2007, p. 222. 
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both segregated and integrated places in Harlem during the 1920s. Some of the 
places changed their policy from integration to segregation and vice versa during the 
1920s. 

 
Segregated places were at least as follows: Alamo Café, Cotton Club, Hollywood 

Cabaret, and Rose Danceland, which were for whites, and possibly the Harlem 
Opera House, which started later to take colored entertainers, when West 125th 
became an area in Harlem in the 1920s307. Hurtig and Seamon’s seemed to 
discriminate against African-Americans to some degree by segregating African-
Americans to different seating areas, although African-Americans were allowed to 
enter the place.308 Connie’s Inn started as an integrated place in 1923, but changed to 
segregation by 1926, when the place became almost exclusively for white 
customers309.  

 
Alhambra Theatre had switched their segregation policy to integration by August 

1927, when it opened under new management as an integrated theatre.310 It was 
reported that Alhambra ”reopened primarily for the patronage of Negroes”, even if 
the management had always maintained ”a policy of strict equality for all”. It was 
also was reported from time to time that at least forty per cent of its income came 
from other sources than African-Americans.311 Thus, it is possible that the Alhambra 
Theatre had the policy for racial equality for a longer time, possibly from spring 
1927.312 The theatre also used African-American stage acts. Different dances like 
Cakewalk, the Charleston, Black Bottom, and chorus line were performed on the 

                                                
307 ’Alamo Café’, ’Cotton Club’, ’Hollywood Cabaret’ and ’Harlem Opera House’, Hoefer 

1964. For Rose Danceland see: ‘Night Club Reviews – Rose Danceland (New York)’, Variety , 
December 21, 1927, p. 54 and ‘Webb’s Orchestra Is Mainstay Of Rose Danceland’, The Afro-
American , January 7, 1928, p. 7. According to the articles, Rose Danceland catered to whites, 
but it had African American orchestra Chick Webb and his Harlem Stompers as the 
orchestra. 

308 For Hurtig and Seamon’s see: ’Separated Colored and White at Negro Show’, The 
New York Amsterdam News , February 25, 1925, p. 1 and 3 and ’Corroborates Rogers’ 
Charge of Discrimination in Hurtig-Seamon’s’, The New York Amsterdam News , March 11, 
1925, p. 12. 

309 ’Broadway at Its Best Has Nothing on Connie’s Inn’, The New York Amsterdam 
News, July 25, 1923, p. 7; ‘Easter to Be Fittingly Celebrated at the Savoy – Connie’s Inn 
Revue to Be One of the Special Features at Harlem’s Most Beautiful Resort’, The New York 
Amsterdam News , March 31, 1926, p. 5; Jimmy Perry, ‘Society Slants’, Atlanta Daily World , 
July 22, 1936, p. 3.  

310 ’Alhambra Theatre Will Open Under New Policy Monday, August 22’, The New York 
Amsterdam News , August 17, 1927, p. 10; ’Alhambra Revue Went Over Fine’, The New York 
Amsterdam News , September 7, 1927, p. 13. See also: Hoefer 1964. 

311 ’Alhambra Theatre Rounds Out a Year Under Management of Milton Gosdorfer’, The 
New York Amsterdam News , August 15, 1928, p. 7. 

312 The Pittsburg Courier  stated in December 1927, that Alhambra went colored last 
spring. See: ’ ”Harlem Expansion Has Amazed New Yorkers” – Calvin’, The Pittsburg 
Courier , December 3, 1927, p. 2. It is possible that Alhambra Theatre changed its racial 
policy gradually between spring 1927 and September 1927, when their policy change was 
announced in public. 
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stage. Notably, the theatre was only for stage performances, not for social 
dancing.313 

 
Integrated places were places like Barron’s Exclusive Club, where whites and 

African-Americans were reported to sit at the same tables in the very beginning of 
the 1920s314. However, Ada ‘Bricktop’ Smith, who worked in the club in 1922, 
claimed that only light-skinned African-Americans or African-Americans of 
importance were allowed to enter to the club.315 It is possible that the club changed 
its politics for selective integration because also Ethel Waters claimed that ordinary 
African-Americans could not enter it, and Harlem Renaissance writer Rudolf Fisher 
stated that he was not allowed to enter Barron’s because he was too dark.316 Small’s 
Paradise was mostly for African-Americans in 1926, but also some whites 
frequented the place. According to Langston Hughes, both nationally respected 
African-Americans and whites could be found there almost every night in 1927.317 
Also The New Yorker advertised Small’s in 1928 as ”among the better places for first 
[white] visitors not under expert guidance”.318 The Garden of Joy, the Nest Club, and 
the Savoy Ballroom were for both African-Americans and whites. The Savoy 
Ballroom, which started in March 1926, had, at best, fifty percent African-
Americans and fifty percent whites in its audience. Lafayette Theatre and Lincoln 

                                                
313 ’Audience Shares ”Joys of 1928” ’, The New York Amsterdam News , January 4, 1928, 

p. 10; ’The High and The Low’, The New York Amsterdam News , May 22, 1929, p. 13. 
314 Lerner 2007, pp. 216 and 332. According to Lerner: ”colored men and white women 

were sitting at the same tables” at Baron Wilkins’ in 1920. Lerner’s statement is based on 
Committee of Fourteen reports. The Committee investigators visited the places. Thus, it is 
clear, that Baron Wilkins’ was surely racially mixed to some extent. See also: Anderson 1982, 
pp. 172-173. 

315 Bricktop with James Haskins, Bricktop  (New York: Atheneum, 1983), p. 75. 
316  Shane Vogel, The Scene of Harlem Cabaret – Race, Sexuality, Performance 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), p. 80.  
317 Grant Dixon, ’Lights of New York’, The Hartford Courant , October 31, 1926, p. C7. 

See also: ’About Town – Calendar of Events Worth While’, The New Yorker, March 27, 1926, 
p. 5; ’About Town – Calendar of Events Worth While’, The New Yorker, April 3, 1926, p. 5; 
’About Town – Calendar of Events Worth While’, The New Yorker, April 10, 1926, p. 5. It 
becomes clear from the Small’s Paradise descriptions in The New Yorker and in The 
Hartford Cour ant , that African-Americans were the majority in Small’s Paradise: even 90 % 
of the customers were African-Americans. See for Langston Hughes: “These Bad New 
Negroes: A Critique on Critics,” LHP 3773 (March 22, 1927) in Christopher C. De Santis 
(editor), The Collected Works Of Langston Hughes (Columbia, Missouri: University of 
Missouri Press, 2002), p. 39. On the contrary, Rudolf Fisher claimed in 1927 that Small’s 
Paradise was mostly for whites. See: Rudolph Fisher, ‘The Caucasian Storms Harlem’ in 
Nathan Irvin Huggins (edited by), Voices From The Harlem Renaissance (New York, New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 75. This suggests that the ratio between African-
Americans and whites in Small’s in 1927 varied depending on the night. Anyway, the place 
was for both African-Americans and whites. 

318 ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker, June 16, 1928, p. 6. The New Yorker 
advertised the Small’s in the similarly way in its other issues in 1928: ’Goings On About 
Town’, The New Yorker, June 9, 1928, p. 4; ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker, June 
23, 1928, p. 2; ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker, June 30, 1928, p. 4; ’Goings On 
About Town’, The New Yorker, July 7, 1928, p. 2; ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker, 
July 14, 1928, p. 6. 
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Theatre were open to African-Americans and probably whites, too.319 As for dancing 
in the Lafayette and Lincoln theaters, they seemed to have only stage acts and stage 
dancing like the Charleston, Black Bottom and tap dance.320  

 
There were also places which were meant for mostly or for only African-

Americans. The New Yorker claimed in its issues between June and July 1928, that 
only the Nest, Connie’s Inn, and Small’s were suitable clubs for a first time white 
visitor in Harlem without a guide who knows those places. The New Yorker even 
claimed that a visitor should have ”a friend who’ll personally conduct you” as ”most 
amusing places [are] not open to unknown whites”.321 It is possible that most of the 
Harlem places of entertainment, including speakeasies, were not strictly for whites, 
but that there was no ”tight racial segregation” in those places322. However, it is clear 

                                                
319 For Lafayette and Lincoln theaters see: Anderson 1982, p. 110 and Hoefer 1964. For 

Garden of Joy see: Watson 1995, p. 136. Watson also claims, that ’Garden of Joy’ was gay. 
Watson 1995, p. 136. There, however, is no other evidence for that. For the Savoy Ballroom 
see: Hubbard and Monaghan 2009, pp. 132-135; Anderson 1982, p. 313. On October 16, 
1929, Variety  magazine published an article about Harlem. The New York Amsterdam News  
stated concerning the correctness of the article, “...for the lack of space we would consider it 
a labor of love to pick every untrue item”. According to The New York Amsterdam News,  the 
Variety  article listed “eleven class white trade night clubs”, Cotton Clubs, Connies Inn, the 
Nest, Small’s Paradise, Barrons, Spider’s Webb, Saratoga, Ward’s Swanee and Catagona. 
See: ’Is This Really Harlem?’, The New York Amsterdam News,  October 23, 1929, p. 9. The 
list is exactly same in the original article. See: ‘Black Belt’s Nite Life’, Var iety , October 16, 
1929, pp. 1 and 12. As the list includes the Nest Club, it is possible that the Nest Club was 
segregated at some time point. In addition, Rudolph Fisher stated in 1927 that the Nest was 
mostly for whites. See: ‘The Caucasian Storms Harlem’ in Huggins 1995, p. 75. The Nest also 
was mentioned regularly in The New Yorker as the place for the first time white visitor 
between June and July 1928. See : ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker, June 9, 1928, 
p. 4 and ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker , July 14, 1928, p. 6. According to The 
New York Amsterdam News, the Nest, however, was frequented by both African-Americans 
and whites in 1928. See: ’Nest Club Cabaret Submits to Padlock’, The New York Amsterdam 
News, September 5, 1928, p. 3. It seems that the Nest was integrated in 1928. The Variety  
list also contains for example Small’s Paradise, which was not really a “white trade” club at 
least in 1926 because even 90 % of customers were African-Americans at the time. Also 
another nightclub mentioned in the list: Barron’s (Exclusive Club) was racially mixed to 
some degree. Thus, it is possible that the list contains also racially mixed clubs listed as 
”white trade” nightclubs. The Saratoga Club had the NAACP.’s ’Spring Cabaret Party’ in 
1930. See for The Saratoga Club: ’Clubs’, The Chicago Defender, April 19, 1930, p. 11 and 
’Tid-Bits of New York Society’, The Chicago Defender, May 10, 1930, p. 11. Connie’s Inn was 
mostly for ”white trade” at the time as stated earlier in the chapter.  

320 Some examples of dancing in Lincoln Theater and Lafayette Theater: ’Lincoln 
Theater, N.Y. (Reviewed Week of December 8)’, The Billboard , December 20, 1924, p. 16; 
’Hudgins Still In Limelight’, The New York Amsterdam News , August 22, 1928, p. 6; ’ 
”Broadway Rastus” ’, The Billboard , May 16, 1925, p. 48. Also Bill Robinson performed at 
least in Lafayette Theater: Salem Tutt Whitney, ’Timely Topics’, The Chicago Defender, 
August 4, 1928, p. 7 and Stearns 1994, p. 187.  

321 ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker, June 16, 1928, p. 6; ’Goings On About 
Town’, The New Yorker, June 23, 1928, p. 6. See also: ’Goings On About Town’, The New 
Yorker , July 14, 1928, p. 6; ’Goings On About Town’, The New Yorker, July 21, 1928, p. 4. 

322 Michael A. Lerner states in his Prohibition study, ”Of the hundreds of speakeasies, 
nightclubs, and cabarets…in Harlem during Prohibition, only a handful maintained the strict 
racial segregation”. See: Lerner 2007, p. 222. 
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that there were more places for whites than The New Yorker claimed in 1928. For 
example, there was the segregated Cotton Club, which was not mentioned in The 
New Yorker. The New Yorker also forgot the integrated Savoy Ballroom. 

 
Additionally, the Manhattan Casino was for African-Americans and also for 

whites, to some extent. The Renaissance Casino and Ballroom was mainly for 
African-Americans. Leroy’s Restaurant was for African-Americans. The Sugar Cane 
was mostly for African-Americans, but there was a sprinkling of white customers.323 
Alhambra Ballroom, which was opened in 1928, was also mostly for African-
Americans.324 

 
Table 5. Harlem Ballrooms and Dance-Related Places in 1935.325 
 
Alhambra Ballroom 2110 Seventh Avenue (near West 

126th Street) 
The Apollo Theatre 253 West 125th Street 
The Cotton Club 644 Lenox Avenue (at West 142 

Street) 
Dickie Wells (formerly the Nest Club) 169 West 133rd Street 
Dunbar Palace (formerly Bamboo 2370 Seventh Avenue (near West 

                                                
323 See for the Renaissance Casino and Ballroom: ’New Renaissance Ballroom to Open 

Next Week’, The New York Amsterdam News , August 18, 1926, p. 11; Timme Rosenkrantz 
(adapted and edited by Hamilton Garner), Harlem Jazz Adventures Ð A European BaronÕs 
Memoir , 1934-1969, Studies in Jazz, No. 65 (Lanham, Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 
2012), p. 99. See for Manhattan Casino: Anderson 1982, p. 72. It seems that Manhattan 
Casino was for both African-Americans and whites as the famous ballroom dance couple 
Vernon and Irene Castle had danced there, too. See: Anderson 1982, p. 75. Also the dance 
marathon between June and July 1928 gathered whites into the audience. See: ‘The 
Rockland Palace Dance Marathon in 1928’ chapter. See for ’Leroy’s Restaurant’: Malone 
1996, p. 85. See for The Sugar Cane: Watson 1995, pp. 128-129. Watson claims, that The 
Sugar Cane was a ’speakeasy’. See: Watson 1995, p. 128. Because ’the Sugar Cane Club’ - as it 
was known - was mentioned in newspaper articles as a ”party place”, Watson’s claim does 
not seem to be correct. The place seemed to be a legal club. See: Viola Woodlyn James, ’New 
York Society’, The Pittsburgh Courier , September 3, 1927, p. 6; ’Woman Stabs Man To Death 
With His Knife After Party’, The New York Amsterdam News , February 22, 1928, p. 1; 
’Woman Slain by Man In Taxicab’, The New York Amsterdam News , April 4, 1928, p. 1; 
’Club Chats’, The New York Amsterdam News , February 27, 1929, p. 4. 

324 ’Many at Opening Of Alhambra Hall’, The New York Amsterdam News , October 10, 
1928, p. 6. Although the headline of the article uses the name ’Alhambra Hall’, the term 
’Alhambra Ballroom’ is used in the article text. It also becomes clear from the article, that the 
ballroom was located above the Alhambra Theatre, so it was the Alhambra Ballroom which 
was located at the same address. The ballroom was obviously closed for a while between 
1928 and 1929 as it opened again in September 1929. ’Grand Opening Alhambra Ballroom’, 
The New York Amsterdam News , September 4, 1929, p. 8. According to the article, in the 
end of September 1929, it also was ”entirely renovated”. That refers to the fact that it was 
reopened in September 1929. See: ’Alhambra Ballroom Has Grand Opening’, The Chicago 
Defender, September 21, 1929, p. 11. It is possible, that the ballroom was reopened twice as 
there is a claim, that it was opened already in 1926. No evidence for that can be found in the 
newspapers. The claim can be found from the official homepage of The Alhambra Ballroom: 
http://www.alhambraballroom.net/. The site was accessed on April 30, 2015. 

325 The list is based on Hoefer 1964 if not mentioned otherwise. 
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Inn) 139th Street)326 
Harlem Opera House 211 West 125th Street327 
Hoofer’s Club 2235 Seventh Avenue (near West 

132nd Street) 
Lafayette Theatre 2227 Seventh Avenue (between West 

131st and 132nd Streets) 
Lincoln Theatre 58 West 135th Street 
Renaissance Casino and Ballroom 138th Street and 7th Avenue 
Rockland Palace 155th Street and 8th Avenue 
Rose Danceland (possibly until 1935) 209 West 125th Street 
Small’s Paradise 2294 !  Seventh Avenue (near West 

135th Street) 
The Savoy Ballroom 140th and 141st Street and Lenox 

Avenue 
Ubangi Club (formerly Connie’s Inn) 2221 Seventh Avenue 
 
 
See Table 4 and Table 5. When compared to the 1929 list, there were clearly less 

places of entertainment in Harlem in 1935. Similarly to before, the list only gives a 
directional picture of the Harlem entertainment. There were likely more places for 
entertainment in the area. Basically, the list refers to the fact that the popularity of 
the Harlem places of entertainment decreased between 1929 and 1935.328 A reason 
for that was possibly the Great Depression, which affected New York as well as 
Harlem.  

 
According to Burton W. Peretti, who has researched New York nightlife between the 
1920s and the 1940s, the Great Depression affected “the pernicious ghettoization” of 
Harlem as Harlem nightclubs like Barron’s and Connie’s Inn perished, because of 
the effects of the Depression.329 In spite of that, Harlem nightlife still continued as it 
can be found from Table 5, and is reinforced by the contents and evidence presented 
in this chapter. Although affected by the Depression, its effects were not critical!"#!

                                                
326 The correct address can be found: ’Breckinridge Continues Drive’, The New York 

Times, October 21, 1934, p. 25. 
327 The correct address can be found: ’Harlem Theatre On Auction List’, The New York 

Times, June 15, 1934, p. 42. Although the theatre was offered in the auction, it still continued 
at the same address in 1937. See: ’Thieves’ Ruse Starts A Theatre Stampede’, The New York 
Times, August 17, 1937, p. 40. 

328 It becomes clear that there were more places of entertainment in Harlem at the time, 
when reading the chapter ’Harlem-Based Jazz Dance and Political Movements’. However, it 
seems that there were less regular places in 1935 than before, when comparing the lists. 

329 See: Peretti, 2007, p. 104. This is supported by the fact that the Savoy Ballroom also 
had economic problems during the Great Depression as it becomes clear in the chapter ’The 
Savoy Ballroom Between 1926 and 1943’. In addition, although Connie’s Inn was closed 
somewhere in the period between 1933 and 1934, it was re-established in midtown, New 
York in 1935. Thus, it perished only in the Harlem context. See: Harri Heinila, ‘Sad Losses in 
Harlem’, 2013, published in https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2013/03/11/sad-
losses-in-harlem/ . The site was accessed on November 15, 2015. Also Chad Heap states in 
general, as based on the contemporary reporting in the very beginning of the 1930s, that the 
beginning of the Depression decreased Harlem entertainment. Heap 2009, p. 82.  
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determining the survival of Harlem entertainment, at least as far as nightclubs and 
ballrooms in Harlem are concerned.  

 
The ballrooms and places on the 1935 list in Table 5, which had social dances, 

were, at least, the Savoy Ballroom, Renaissance Ballroom and Casino, Rockland 
Palace, Dunbar Palace, Alhambra Ballroom, and Rose Danceland.330 The rest of the 
places shown in Table 5 mostly had performances and other non-social dance-related 
activities.331  

 
Where Harlem and social dance from the period between 1923 and 1943 is 

concerned, and when sampling from The New York Times, The Washington Post and 
The Wall Street Journal, it seems that the mainstream press only rarely reported on 
dance-related events in different Harlem ballrooms like Rockland Palace, 
Renaissance Casino and Ballroom, Dunbar Palace and the Alhambra Ballroom. The 
reports were mostly included in articles which told about different events with a few 
details.332 The Savoy Ballroom was a distinct exception where Harlem social dance 
is concerned. It seemed to be mentioned quite frequently in the mainstream press 
articles especially between 1935 and 1943, as shown in the chapter ‘The Savoy 
Ballroom Between 1926 and 1943’. The Savoy seemed to be the most advertised 
Harlem ballroom in the mainstream press.  

 
Where performances are concerned, it also seems that the Harlem nightclubs and 

theaters did not usually advertise frequently in the mainstream newspapers like in 
The New York Times and in The Wall Street Journal between 1920 and 1931. The 

                                                
330 Concerning all the ballrooms in the list see: Hoefer 1964. Additionally, concerning 

the Savoy Ballroom see: Hubbard and Monaghan 2009; concerning the Renaissance Casino 
and Ballroom and Alhambra Ballroom see: Millman and Manning 2007, pp. 47-48, 62 and 
66; Rockland Palace, which was known as Manhattan Casino until the end of 1920s, had 
occasional dance-related events like a dance marathon in 1928. The ballroom also had 
dance-related political events like President Roosevelt’s Birthday Ball in 1937. See: ’Dances 
Tomorrow Honor Roosevelt’, The New York Times, June 29, 1937, p. 16. And it had 
theatrical events with dancing like the St. Ambrose Protestant Episcopal Church organized 
theatrical ball in 1937. See: ’Coronation Is Set To Swing In Harlem’, The New York Times , 
May 13, 1937, p. 21. 

331 Concerning the places mentioned in the list see: Hoefer 1964. 
332  The search concerning the Savoy Ballroom, Rose Danceland, Manhattan 

Casino/Rockland Palace, Renaissance Casino and Ballroom, and Alhambra Ballroom 
between January 1923 and December 1943 was performed in ProQuest database and with 
The New York Times, The Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal  during March 
2014.  Concerning Rockland Palace see: ’Dances Tomorrow Honor Roosevelt’, The New York 
Times, June 29, 1937, p. 16 and ’Coronation Is Set To Swing In Harlem’, The New York 
Times, May 13, 1937, p. 21. Concerning Renaissance Casino and Ballroom, there seems to be 
only one advertisement which possibly refers to social dancing in 1936: ’Santa ’Trucks’ In 
Harlem – 800 Children Press About Bill Robinson at Celebration’, The New York Times, 
December 25, 1936, p. 4. Concerning Alhambra Ballroom, there is an article which briefly 
mentions Alhambra Ballroom as the place for the ball in 1937. See: ’Panorama: The New 
York Scene’, The New York Times, May 9, 1937, p. E9. In addition to these ballrooms, 
Dunbar Palace was searched in the same three newspapers from January 1923 to December 
1943, on April 30, 2015. Only The New York Times once briefly reported a dance in the 
Dunbar Palace. See: ‘Jinx Up In Harlem Fells Defiant Six’, The New York Times, October 14, 
1933, p. 17. 
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Cotton Club advertised in The New York Times only in the very beginning of its 
existence in 1924.333 When sampling from the New York Herald Tribune between 
1924 and 1931, the Cotton Club was mentioned only in articles which reported on 
the bands which played in the club, or when the articles reported on something else, 
like crimes which happened in the connection to the club. The club did not advertise 
actively during the period.334 The Cotton Club in Harlem, however, still was 
mentioned in The Wall Street Journal as a favorite place in December 1935.335  

 
When searching Variety and The Billboard from 1924 to 1930, Harlem’s Cotton 

Club was mentioned occasionally in reviews and advertisements.336 The Cotton Club 
was frequently mentioned in Variety’s ‘Broadway Guide’ as a recommended place 
in Harlem from 1926 to 1929.337 In addition, the club and its acts were also 
frequently mentioned in Variety’s ‘Cabarets’ list from 1929 to 1936 along with 
different New York places of entertainment and names of their weekly acts without 
further information.338 Thus, the Cotton Club in Harlem was mentioned frequently at 
least in Variety between 1926 and 1936. The readers of the magazine were likely 
able to recognize the club as a place of entertainment.  

 

                                                
333 ’Cotton Club’ advertisement, The New York Times, December 14, 1924, p. X10; 

’Cotton Club’ advertisement, The New York Times, December 7, 1924, p. X12. 
334 The search concerning New York Herald Tribune  was done into the New York Public 

Library database in July 2014. See for example: ’Cotton Club and Eight Other Places 
Padlocked’, The New York Herald , June 23, 1925, p. 32. ’Bootlegger Testifies Dry Agent 
Accepted $600 Bribe, at Trial’, New York Herald Tribune , June 17, 1927, p. 10. ’The Infinite 
Variety’, New York Herald Tribune , August 17, 1930, F4. ’The Infinite Variety’, New York 
Herald Tribune , November 16, 1930, p. H6. ’Block, Partner In Night Clubs, Slain After 
Feud’, New York Herald Tribune , May 1, 1930, p. 3. 

335 ’The Theatre’, The Wall Street Journal , December 5, 1935, p. 13. 
336 See for example: ’Colored Revues in Harlem’, Variety , September 17, 1924, p. 40; 

’Lucille Hegamin’, Variety , January 31, 1925, p. 51; ’Cotton Club’, Variety , October 14, 1925, 
p. 47; ’Colored Cabaret Suits’, Variety , February 3, 1926, p. 47; ’Cotton Club’, Variety , March 
23, 1927, p. 49; ’Cotton Club’, Variety , December 7, 1927, pp. 54 and 56; ’Cotton Club’, 
Vari ety, April 3, 1929, p. 65; ’Johnny Hudgins High Pay For Colored Nite Club’, Variety , 
May 7, 1930, p. 75. See also: ’Chas. A. Matson’, The Billboard , February 21, 1925, p. 53; 
’Hurtig & Seamon Sponsoring Another Black And White Show’, The Billboard , March 28, 
1925, p. 36; ’Walter Brooks Presents ”The Cotton Club Revue” ’, The Billboard , April 4, 1925, 
p. 36; ’Cotton Club Gets Judgment’, The Billboard, December 4, 1926, p. 23; ’Vaude. Notes’, 
The Billboard , August 10, 1929, p. 13. 

337 See for example: ’ ”Variety’s” Broadway Guide’, Variety , November 17, 1926, p. 2; ’ 
”Variety’s” Broadway Guide’, Variety , March 9, 1927, p. 33; ’ ”Variety’s” Broadway Guide’, 
Variety , June 8, 1927, p. 33; ’ ”Variety’s” Broadway Guide’, Variety , December 7, 1927, p. 42; 
’ ”Variety’s” Broadway Guide’, Variety , March 7, 1928, p. 44; ’ ”Variety’s” Broadway Guide’, 
Variety , March 13, 1929, p. 47. 

338 The search with key words, ’variety bills” and ’cotton club’ was done in the New York 
Public Library database on November 11, 2014. ’Variety Bills’ is the main headline of the lists 
which contain the cabarets. See for example: ’Cabarets’, Variety , December 18, 1929, p. 45; 
’Cabarets’, Variety , April 23, 1930, p. 55; ’Cabaret Bills’, Variety , April 29, 1931, p. 71; 
’Cabaret Bills’, Variety , April 5, 1932, p. 62; ’Cabarets’, Variety , April 25, 1933, p. 48; 
’Cabarets’, Variety , April 24, 1934, p. 50; ’Cabarets’, Variety , April 24, 1935, p. 50; 
’Cabarets’, Variety , January 29, 1936, p. 49. 
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Lafayette Theatre seemed to be mentioned in the mainstream newspapers during 
the year 1936, for its Work Progress Administration’s (WPA’s) Federal Theatre 
Project’s activities. The theatre was mentioned mostly positively in these reviews. It 
was stated in The New York Times in the end of June 1936, “The Lafayette Theatre 
has become one of the brightest spots in Harlem.” Those plays rarely included 
dancing, and if they were included, like the play in the beginning of December 1936 
did, it seemed to be African, but not jazz dancing.339 The Apollo Theatre, after its 
beginning in Harlem in 1934, was rarely mentioned in those articles.340 An exception 
seemed to be Variety and The Billboard magazines, which had, according to a 
sampling between 1934 and 1941, occasional reviews and advertisements 
concerning bands and different acts in the Apollo Theatre.341 

 
Where other Harlem nightclubs are concerned, especially Dickie Wells restaurant 

on West 133rd Street, and Ubangi Club on West 131st Street, they were mentioned 
quite frequently in the articles and advertisements of the mainstream press, like The 
New York Times and The Washington Post in the middle of the 1930s. Ubangi Club 
in Harlem was mentioned mostly in the 1935 issues, at least once a month, but 
during February 1935, the club was mentioned four times in The New York Times. 
Dickie Wells was mentioned at least three times a year between 1935 and 1936. 
Dickie Wells was mentioned only occasionally between 1937 and 1941.342 In 

                                                
339 For June 1936: ’The Play – Pine Forest’, The New York Times, June 27, 1936, p. 21. 

For December 1936: John Martin,’ ’Bassa Moona’ Seen In Harlem Theatre’, The New York 
Times, December 9, 1936, p. 35. See also: ’News Of The Stage’, The New York Times, 
January 30, 1936, p. 15; Brooks Atkinson, ’The Play’, The New York Times, February 5, 1936, 
p. 15; Brooks Atkinson, ’The Play – Harlem Mumbo-Jumbo’, The New York Times, March 
12, 1936, p. 18; Bosley Crowther, ’Macbeth’ The Moor’, The New York Times , April 5, 1936, 
p. X1. 

340 Brooks Atkinson, ‘The Play: Apollo Theatre in Harlem Is Staging Tabloid Revues for 
Weekly Engagements – Notes on ‘Tropicana’, The New York Times, March 6, 1941, p. 24; 
‘Apollo to Show Negro Pageant’, The New York Times, March 19, 1942, p. 17. 

341 See for example: ’Variety House Reviews – Apollo, Harlem’, Variety , November 13, 
1934, p. 17. ’Band Reviews – Al Cooper’s Savoy Sultans With Evelyn White’, Variety , April 
24, 1940, p. 42. ’Andy Kirk and his ”Clouds of Joy” ’, Variety, October 23, 1940, p. 40. ’New 
Acts and Band Reviews – Jeni Le Gon’, The Billboard , December 12, 1936, p. 19. ’The One 
And Only – Jimmie Lunceford And His Orchestra’, The Billboard , February 6, 1937, p. 14. 
’Reviews of Acts and Bands – Nicholas Kids’, The Billboard , March 6, 1937, p. 19. ’Andy Kirk 
And His Clouds Of Joy’, The Billboard , May 31, 1941, p. 13. 

342 See for Dickie Wells: ’Cochran Calls Off 6 New Productions’, The New York Times, 
March 2, 1935, p. 18; Leonard Lyons, ’The Post’s New Yorker’, The Washington Post, 
September 11, 1937, p. 20; Jack Gould, ’News Of The Night Clubs’, The New York Times, 
December 12, 1937, p. 194; Leonard Lyons, ’Candid Cameras Sometimes Snap The Wrong 
Man’, The Washington Post, February 20, 1938, p. 3; Leonard Lyons, ’New Yorker’, The 
Washington Post , January 25, 1939, p. 14; ’Leonard Lyons:’, The Washington Post, March 4, 
1941, p. 8. See for Ubangi Club: ’Harlem’s Hot Spot!’, The New York Times, January 29, 
1935, p. 37; ’Places to Dine’, The New York Times, February 8, 1935, p. 26; ’Night Club 
Notes’, The New York Times, February 9, 1935, p. 11; ’Places to Dine’, The New York Times, 
February 15, 1935, p. 22; ’Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, February 23, 1935, p. 15; 
’Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, March 30, 1935, p. 10; ’Night Club Notes’, The 
New York Times, April 13, 1935, p. 11; ’Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, April 20, 
1935, p. 16; ’Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, May 4, 1935, p. 16; ’Night Club Notes’, 
The New York Times, May 11, 1935, p. 20; Ed Sullivan, ’Broadway’, The Washington Post, 
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addition, another Harlem nightclub which advertised quite frequently its dance 
performances in the mainstream press, especially in WomenÕs Wear Daily between 
1937 and 1939, was the short-lived Plantation Club which was located in the site of 
the former Cotton Club between 1936 and 1939.343  

 
Otherwise, it is possible that the Harlem nightclubs and ballrooms already were 

known well enough among the downtown people that there was no need for 
                                                                                                                                     

May 24, 1935, p. 7; ’Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, June 8, 1935, p. 12; ’Night Club 
Notes’, The New York Times, July 20, 1935, p. 16; ’Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, 
August 3, 1935, p. 16; ’Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, August 31, 1935, p. 16; ’Night 
Club Notes’, The New York Times, September 21, 1935, p. 18; ’Harlem’s Hot Spot!’, The New 
York Times , October 16, 1935, p. 26; ’Harlem’s Hot Spot!’, The New York Times, October 23, 
1935, p. 19; ’Harlem’s Hot Spot!’, The New York Times, October 30, 1935, p. 17; ’Harlem’s 
Hot Spot!’, The New York Times, November 27, 1935, p. 15. See for both Dickie Wells and 
Ubangi Club: ’The Theatre’, The Wall Street Journal , December 5, 1935, p. 13; ’Night Club 
Notes’, The New York Times, December 21, 1935, p. 11;  ’Places to Dine’, The New York 
Times, February 22, 1936, p. 12; Ed Sullivan, ’Broadway’, The Washington Post, March 5, 
1936, p. 24; ’Places to Dine’, The New York Times, March 14, 1936, p. 11. 

343 The Plantation was established in the end of 1936. See: ‘Plantation To Take Over 
Former Cotton Club Spot’, The Pittsburgh Courier , August 29, 1936, p. 17; It was closed in 
1939. See: ‘Plantation Club Is Fined’, The New York Herald Tribune , September 19, 1939, p. 
17; ‘Harlem’s Closed Plantation Under Gun For 7 Grand’, The Pittsburgh Courier , September 
30, 1939, p. 20. Although the articles claimed that the Plantation Club was closed in May 
1939, the club still advertised after that and even had a show in the beginning of August. 
Thus, it is likely that the Plantation was closed by September 1939. See for example: 
‘Harlem’s Hot Spot’, Women Wear Daily , June 2, 1939, p. 40; ‘News in Brief’, Women Wear 
Daily , July 7, 1939, p. 47; ‘News and Notes of Night Clubs’, Women Wear Daily , August 4, 
1939, p. 42. Otherwise see for example: Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear 
Daily , May 27, 1937, p. 23; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, July 1, 
1937, p. 22; ‘Night Club Notes’, The New York Times, July 3, 1937, p. 18; Ben Schneider, ‘The 
Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, July 8, 1937, p. 30; ‘Dining and Dancing’, The New York 
Herald Tribune , August 21, 1937, p. 4A; ‘Plantation Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, October 1, 
1937, p. 18; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, October 8, 1937, p. 15; 
‘Dining and Dancing’, The New York Herald Tribune , October 9, 1937, p. 10; Ben Schneider, 
‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, November 22, 1937, p. 19; Ben Schneider, ‘The 
Night Club - New Plantation Club Revue’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, February 4, 1938, p. 18; 
Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, February 8, 1938, p. 33; Ben 
Schneider, ‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, February 23, 1938, p. 34; Ben Schneider, 
‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, April 6, 1938, p. 27; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club 
– Returns to Plantation’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, April 15, 1938, p. 16; Ben Schneider, ‘The 
Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, October 5, 1938, p. 16; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club – 
Plantation Keeps Harlem on Map’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, November 4, 1938, p. 18; 
Theodore Strauss, ‘News Of Night Clubs’, The New York Times, November 6, 1938, p. 174; 
‘Night Club Reviews – Plantation Club, New York’, The Billboard , November 12, 1938, pp. 
20-21; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, November 18, 1938, p. 15; 
‘Night Club Reviews – Plantation Club, N.Y.’, Variety , November 30, 1938, pp. 42 and 45; 
‘Plantation’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, December 16, 1938, p. 16; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night 
Club – Sheila Barrett Stays’ and ‘Plantation, WomenÕs Wear Daily, December 23, 1938, p. 
14; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club – News of the World of Night Clubs’, WomenÕs Wear 
Daily , March 10, 1939, p. 30; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club – News of the World of Night 
Clubs’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, March 24, 1939, p. 34; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night Club – News 
of the World of Night Clubs’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, March 31, 1939, p. 30; Theodore Strauss, 
‘News Of Night Clubs’, The New York Times, April 2, 1939, p. 132; Ben Schneider, ‘The Night 
Club – New Plantation Revue Due’, WomenÕs Wear Daily, April 21, 1939, p. 30. 
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advertisements. It also seems that those ballrooms and nightclubs were mentioned in 
the mainstream press if there happened to be incidents like shootings, boxing-
matches, political meetings, and dance marathons344. Thus, the articles also informed 
the downtown people about the Harlem places, although not always in a positive 
way. Exceptions seemed to be Variety and WomenÕs Wear Daily. The former 
mentioned the Cotton Club in Harlem frequently in its lists of recommended places 
and cabaret between 1926 and 1936. The readers of the magazine likely recognized 
the club as a place of entertainment in a positive sense, although information of the 
entertainment was limited mainly to the names of the acts in the shows. Another 
exception, WomenÕs Wear Daily, advertised quite frequently dance activities of the 
Plantation Club between 1937 and 1939. Thus, the readers of the newspapers and 
magazines were able to perceive the Harlem jazz dance in Harlem cabarets from the 
mainstream press, at least, between the 1920s and the end of  the 1930s. In other 
words, the continuation of Harlem places of entertainment during the years was 
recognized in the mainstream press. 

  

3.3 The Charleston Performances and Competitions in 
Harlem Between 1923 and 1928 

 
The Charleston, which became a dance craze in the United States, also became 

part of Harlem entertainment in the 1920s. It was performed on stages and 
competitions in Harlem.345 Some of the best-known ballrooms and theatres like the 
Savoy Ballroom, Manhattan Casino, and Lafayette Theatre occasionally had those 
competitions between 1925 and 1928. The Savoy announced in The New York 
Amsterdam News its plans for the Charleston competition every Tuesday for the next 

                                                
344 See for example concerning Connie’s Inn: ’Woman Slain In Gun Volley From Auto’, 

The Washington Post, March 27, 1932, p. M2; ’Gang Shots Kill Woman Passer-By’, The New 
York Times, March 26, 1932, p.16. And for example concerning Manhattan Casino: 
’Gonzales Stopped By Fletcher in 4th’, The New York Times, May 15, 1928, p. 23; ’Smith 
Draws With Corri.’, The New York Times, April 12, 1928, p. 23; ’De Valera Farewell Attended 
By 7000’, The New York Times, April 28, 1927, p. 12; ’Harlem’s Dance Derby On.’, The New 
York Times, June 18, 1928, p. 11. 

345 Frankie Manning recalls that the Charleston was ”very big” in Harlem, and he adds, 
”You heard it all over, on records, at parties, and in vaudeville shows. Chorus girls or 
showgirls or somebody was always doing it, and there were lots of Charleston competitions.” 
Manning and Millman 2007, p. 49. Norma Miller remembers, too that the Charleston was 
”the big dance” in Harlem. Miller 1996, p. 25. The Charleston as the dance craze see for a 
brief summary of the Charleston Craze, for example: Giordano 2007, pp. 53-56. Giordano’s 
summary contains at least one fault concerning the Charleston in the play as he claims, ”It 
was later re-choreographed by two black dancers Cecil Mack and James Johnson for an all 
black Harlem show ’Runnin’ Wild’.” That is not true, because Mack and Johnson were 
responsible for the song of the show, The Charleston. However, Giordano’s summary gives a 
picture, how big the Charleston craze was. For the Charleston craze also see Stearns 1994, 
pp. 110-112 and 145. 



Jazz Dance Ð Inside Harlem  

 103 

two months, July and August 1926346. The Pittsburgh Courier claimed over a decade 
later, that the Savoy had the Charleston competitions on Sundays in 1926. Nothing 
concerning possible Sunday competitions has surfaced. 347  Lafayette Theatre 
organized the Charleston competition in August 1928.348 There does not exist any 
results or participant list. The biggest Charleston contests in Harlem, however, were 
organized in the Manhattan Casino between 1925 and 1926. These Manhattan 
Casino competitions were noted in the African-American newspapers. 

 
The Manhattan Casino had at least three different Charleston competitions 

between April and June in 1925. ’Clef Club of New York’ organized the first of 
them on Easter Monday, April 13. The winner, African-American Clyde Parks got 
the Al Jolson silver cup from African-American Garland Anderson, who was white 
comedian Al Jolson’s protégée.349 The reason why Al Jolson did not present the cup 
to the winner is unclear. It was announced over a week before the contest that he was 
to ”personally present the winner of the contest a beautiful silver loving cup”350. In 
addition to that, he was claimed to have been the originator of the contest351. The 
competition judges or other competitors’ race is unknown. 

 
The second of the competitions, ’World’s Championship Charleston Contest’, 

was organized in the Manhattan Casino on May 1, 1925. The competition judges 
included both whites and African-Americans. Ernest Truex, W.C. Fields, George 
White, and the Duncan Sisters represented whites, and Flournoy Miller and Aubrey 
Lyles represented African-Americans as the judges. The Duncan Sisters also sang 
and danced in the event. The committee, which organized the event, included 
African-Americans. The contestants were announced to be from Broadway’s best 
shows and revues.352 The fact that contest authorities were racially mixed means that 

                                                
346 ’Unusual Holiday Program Planned for Local Popular Savoy Ballroom’, The New 

York Amsterdam News , June 30, 1926, p. 6. 
347 The Pittsburgh Courier  claimed in its article in 1940, that the Savoy held the 

Charleston competition every Sunday afternoon in 1926. See: ’Savoy Has Played Host To 
Almost 10,000,000 People In Last 13 Years’, The Pittsburgh Courier , March 9, 1940, p. 20. 
That is possible, but nothing else has surfaced about that. It also is possible that the paper 
mixed the dates and those competitions were actually held on Tuesdays as stated before in 
this chapter. 

348 ’Hudgins Still In Limelight’, The New York Amsterdam News , August 22, 1928, p. 6. 
349 ’Fifteen Anniversary Reception – Clef Club of New York City’, The Chicago Defender, 

April 4, 1925, p. A7; Thelma E. Berlack, ’Post Lenten Dances Give Many Thrills’, The 
Pittsburgh Courier , April 25, 1925, p. 3. The winner Clyde Parks lived on 309 West 131st 
street, which was an African-American area in Harlem in 1925. Thus, Parks was probably 
African-American. Garland Anderson was African-American. See: Anthony Duane Hill, 
Garland Anderson , http://www.blackpast.org/aah/anderson-garland-1886-1939 . The site 
was accessed on April 30, 2015. The competition judges’ race is unknown.  

350 ’15th Anniversary Reception – Clef Club’, The Pittsburgh Courier , April 4, 1925, p. 
15. 

351 ’Famous Clefties Ready for Big Easter Monday Night Doings at Manhattan Casino’, 
The New York Amsterdam News , March 25, 1925, p. 4. 

352 ‘May Carnival And Dance’, The Afro-American , May 2, 1925, p. A2; ’To Give May 
Carnival’, The Chicago Defender, May 2, 1925, p. A5. At least, Mrs. Bessye Bearden and H. 
Binga Dismond were African-Americans among the committee members of the event. See 
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the contestants were probably also both African-Americans and whites, but there 
does not exist any list of participants or winners.353  

 
The third of the Manhattan Casino Charleston competitions, ’Greatest Charleston 

Contest’, happened on June 5, 1925. It was advertised with the theme ’Broadway vs. 
Harlem’, which suggests that the competition was racially mixed, although again, 
there is no list of the competitors or the winners. The event was advertised: ”The 
colored employees of the Keith-Albee Circuit and its theaters are holding their 
annual dance and entertainment”. John Cassidy, who was white, was announced to 
be master of ceremonies in the event.. Two weeks before the event it was announced 
that one of the performers in the event would be Allan K. Foster and His 16 
Hippodrome Dancing Beauties ”Direct From Broadway”354. This group possibly 
included white dancers.  

 
A couple of days before the event, performers of the event were announced as, 

“the revue from the ”Club Alabam”; Sissle and Blake, Covan and Walker.” All four 
performers were African-Americans. In addition to them, it was mentioned, ”There 
are others on the same bill and the entertainment will naturally be of the highest.” 
However, it is unclear if Allan K. Foster and his dancers still were included in the 
event. Paul Whiteman’s Orchestra was ”Among Attractions” in the event as the New 
York Amsterdam News announced only two days before the event.355 That suggests 
that they also played there, but it is not certain, because the Will Vodery Orchestra 
as the orchestra in the event, was only mentioned a week before356. It is possible that 
the orchestra was changed during last days before the event. 

 
A big Charleston competition in the Manhattan Casino in November 1926, was 

mentioned in The New York Amsterdam News on October 20, 1926.357 There had not 
likely been any similar competitions during 1926, because, according to the paper, 
indications were that the masquerade and the Charleston competition in the event 
”will be the biggest thing in Manhattan Casino in this season”. This time, the 
competition seemed to have a clear racial aspect as The New York Amsterdam News 
stated:  

 

                                                                                                                                     
for example: ‘New York City Briefs’, The Chicago Defender, March 29, 1924, p. 12 and Mrs. 
H. Binga Dismond , ‘New York Society’, The Pittsburgh Courier , January 23, 1926, p. 6. 

353 The author of the study could not find anything, where the names of the participants 
are mentioned. 

354 ’They’re Here Again! The Theatre Boys of the Keith-Albee Circuit’, The New York 
Amsterdam News , May 20, 1925, p. 6; ’Colored K.-A. Help Will Make Merry’, The Billboard , 
May 30, 1925, p. 18. 

355 ’Paul Whiteman’s Orchestra Among Attractions at Theatre Boys’ Frolic’, The New 
York Amsterdam News , June 3, 1925, p. 5. 

356 ’Colored K.-A. Help Will Make Merry’, The Billboard , May 30, 1925, p. 18. 
357 This and the next two paragraphs are based on the articles as follows: ’Liet. Simpson 

and Monarch Band to Entertain at Manhattan Casino’, The New York Amsterdam News , 
October 20, 1926, p. 10; ’Are You Getting Ready for the Masquerade Ball and Charleston 
Contest?’, The New York Amsterdam News , October 27, 1926, p. 10; ’Big Charleston Contest 
Feature of Monarch’s Band Entertainment’, The New York Amsterdam News , October 27, 
1926, p. 11. 
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[N]owhere in this country is there a race band as capable as Liet. 
Simpson’s Monarch Band, and few bands of the opposite race excel 
this band, which is allied with Monarch Lodge...the men might be 
encouraged to carry on in their work and keep the race and New York 
in the forefoot musically, they should be greeted with a capacity house 
that night… 

 
Also Edwin Small, the proprietor of Small’s Paradise Cabaret had donated ”a 

handsome silver loving cup” for the Charleston competition. Again, there does not 
exist the results or participant list358. 

 
The Charleston was not only performed in competitions in Harlem ballrooms. It 

was also performed there on the stages. Count Basie remembers in his autobiography 
of how he saw a Charleston performance at the Capitol Palace on summer 1924. He 
claims that the Charleston was becoming a ballroom fad at the time. Basie also states 
”the undisputed Charleston dancer in Harlem was a cat known as Brownie, whose 
act was called as The Three Browns, and it was them I saw dancing in that floor 
show [in the Capitol Palace]”.359 Brownie was possibly Russell Brown, who was 
mentioned as “the fastest Charleston dancer in show business” by another member of 
the group, Joe Peterson.360  

 
The African-American newspapers like The New York Amsterdam News and The 

Pittsburgh Courier also had occasional references to the Charleston performances. 
New Star Casino advertised a ”Dance until you tire with the Charleston Steppers” 
event in March 1925. ”The Charleston Steppers” referred to the Charleston dance.361 
In September 1926, Bramville Club had the Charleston performance by an amateur 
dancer from “Latin Row” which is the name for 114th Street, East of 7th Avenue.362 
In addition, the Savoy Ballroom had the Charleston dance performance as part of 
circus performances in December 1926.363  

 
Manhattan Casino (later Rockland Palace) had, in addition to its Charleston 

competitions, the occasional Charleston performances between 1925 and 1928. The 
New York Amsterdam News reported on the basketball contest between Renaissance 
Five and Italian Catholic Club on New Year’s Night at the very end of 1925: ”An 
unknown youngster went on the floor early and did the Charleston to the 
accompaniment of a rain of silver and other coins thrown to him for his efforts.” It 

                                                
358 The author of the dissertation could not find anything, where the results or the 

participants are mentioned. 
359 Albert Murray, Good Morning Blues Ð The Autobiography of Count Basie  as told to 

Albert Murray  (Boston, Ma.: Da Capo Press, 2002), p. 52. 
360 ’Chicago Interviews – Joe Peterson – Dec. 31, 1959’ interview, Marshall Stearns 

papers, the Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University. 
361 ’Chatter and Chimes By Thelma E. Berlack’, The Pittsburgh Courier , March 21, 1925, 

p. 14. 
362 ’Calvin’s Weekly Diary of The New York Show World’, The Pittsburgh Courier , 

September 4, 1926, p. 9. 
363 ’And the Circus Comes to Town’, The New York Amsterdam News , December 8, 

1926, p. 11. 
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was likely an impromptu performance, because the organizers of the event 
apparently did not plan it beforehand.364 The ’Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters’ 
event in the Manhattan Casino in November 1926 might have had a Charleston and 
Black Bottom performance.365 In addition to that, a few couples were reported to 
have done a Charleston exhibition during the 1928 Dance Marathon in Rockland 
Palace.366 

 
Small’s Paradise had dancing waiters who danced the Charleston when they 

served customers in October 1926.367 Small’s also had Charleston performances in 
August and September 1926, when Ms. Scott from The Grand St. Follies gave ”the 
interpretation of the Charleston” and dancer Malinda was later reported to have 
given ”her Charleston to an encore” in another Small’s event.368  

 
The Charleston also was performed in Harlem theaters between 1923 and 1926. 

Lincoln Theatre had Alberta Hunter, with Laura Miller as the pianist, and Leroy 
Broomfield who was described as “a remarkable fast dancer”. They all worked as a 
feature act and had ”a fast Charleston finish” in their act in December 1924.369  

 
Lafayette Theater had various Charleston-based numbers between August 1923 

and June 1926. The Sheik of Harlem production was staged in August 1923. It had a 
number called ‘Original Charleston Strut’.370 In January 1925, the theatre had 
ÓAlabamÕ FantasiesÓ, a play which included a ‘Do The Charleston’ episode.371 In 
May 1925, Lafayette Theatre had a ”handsome, lithe Charleston-dancer” doing a 
performance with his wife and ”two unique youngsters”.372 During the same month, 
the Charleston was possibly performed in another Lafayette play called Broadway 
Rastus. The Black Bottom was surely danced in the play.373 The Black Bottom really 
came into popularity in 1926.374  

                                                
364 ’More Than Three Thousand Fans at Manhattan Casino New Year’s Night’, The New 

York Amsterdam News , January 6, 1926, p. 6. 
365 ’Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters – Pullman Porters’ Ball’, The New Leader, 

November 27, 1926, p. 3. The advertisement of the event stated briefly: “See the Black 
Bottom and Charleston as it SHOULD Be Done”. That refers to a possible performance. In 
another advertisement it was referred to the Charleston, but without mentioning anything 
about a possible performance. See: ‘Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters’, The New Leader, 
November 27, 1926, p. 3. 

366 ’Marathoners Continue Their Athletic Gyrations at the Manhattan Casino’, The New 
York Amsterdam News , June 27, 1928, p. 6. 

367 Grant Dixon, ’Lights Of New York’, The Hartford Courant , October 31, 1926, p. C7. 
368 ’Calvin’s Weekly Diary of The New York Show World’, The Pittsburgh Courier , 

August 14, 1926, p. 9; ’Calvin’s Weekly Diary of The New York Show World’, The Pittsburgh 
Courier , September 4, 1926, p. 9 

369 ’Lincoln Theater, N.Y.’ (Reviewed week of December 8)’, The Billboard , December 
20, 1924, p. 16. 

370 ”The Sheik of Harlem”, The Billboard , August 25, 1923, p. 52. 
371 ’The New Plays On Broadway’, The Billboard , January 31, 1925, p. 38. 
372 ’Vaude. at Lafayette’, The Billboard , June 6, 1925, p. 48. 
373 ”Broadway Rastus”, The Billboard , May 16, 1925, p. 48. One of the performers was 

named as ’Miss Charleston’, which refers to the Charleston dance. It is possible, but not sure, 
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The Lafayette Theater might have had a Charleston performance in March 1926. 

The name of the play, Charleston Frigase could be a reference to that, but there is no 
description of the play.375 Charleston Steppers, featuring Andrew Tribble, performed 
in the theatre in June 1926. 376  The name Charleston Steppers refers to the 
Charleston, although there is no description about the event. Before them, Clarence 
E. Muse and his Charleston Dandies performed in the Lafayette Theater for one 
week during the same month. They were supported by the Chorus Of Charleston 
Babies 377 , which refers directly to dancing. The group probably danced the 
Charleston on the Lafayette stage. Otherwise, the Charleston Dandies obviously 
contained acting, and thus the performance was basically a theatrical play.378   

 
Overall, it seems that the Charleston was part of the Harlem entertainment scene, 

at least between 1923 and 1928, where theaters and ballrooms are concerned. It 
seems that the Charleston competitions, in particular, were occasionally racially 
mixed. That refers clearly to some kind of effort for integration in the competitions, 
although racially mixed Charleston competitions did not seem to be a regular in the 
Harlem context. However, these efforts rarely surfaced to the mainstream press, 
which mostly seemed to stay quiet about them. An exception was The Billboard 
which reported possibly only once on the mixed Harlem competitions, in addition to 
its occasional reports on the Charleston performances.379 

 

3.4  Tap Dance and Eccentric Dance Inside Harlem – 
Harlem Cabarets 

 
The Harlem tap dance and other jazz dance activities were part of the Harlem 

cabarets like Small’s Paradise, Cotton Club, Connie’s Inn, and theatres like 
Lafayette and Lincoln. The Hoofers’ Club in the basement of Lafayette Theatre 
became perhaps the most important place for serious tap dancers380. It was a place 

                                                                                                                                     
if there was the Charleston in the play. One of dance numbers was named as ’Black Bottom 
Dance’. There is no doubt about that refers to the dance. 

374 Stearns 1994, pp. 110-112. 
375 Amon Davis, ’Amon’s Pen’, The Chicago Defender, March 27, 1926, p. 6. 
376 ’Stars That Shine’, The Pittsburgh Courier , June 19, 1926, p. 10. 
377 ’Lafayette 7th Avenue, At 132nd Street – One Week, Beginning Monday, June 14 – 

Clarence E. Muse And His Charleston Dandies’, The New York Amsterdam News , June 9 
1926, p. 6. 

378 ’Given Big Ovation In Harlem - Muse Is Taking Harlem By Storm After Long 
Absence’, The Pittsburgh Courier , June 26, 1926, p. 11.  

379 This can be concluded from the chapter and its footnotes. 
380  This and the next paragraph are based on the sources as follows: Stearns 1994, pp. 

153, 173-174, 212, 338. Baby Lawrence (Laurence Jackson) interview February 1960, 
Marshall Stearns papers, the Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University. 
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