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You Asked For It! By Sorado Justin

May | Have This Dance?

omeone asked me, “Are |'|1:r||1|.:-

dancing more than ever, or is it

my imaginaton?" So [ wsked my

friend George, a devoted student
of swing. Recently divorced, he
explained that social dance is the
“new” way to meet people. Personal-
ly, mention dance and T can’t help but
picture my high school gymnasium —
sweaty palms and hearthreak. Bur
Gearge informs me, in today's social
dance scene you don't have to look
like Patrick Swayze or Jennifer Grey
to have a good time; you just have w
know how to dance. And he must be
right, because nation-wide, singles,
couples, young and old are *quick
stepping” it to dance class.

In the past year, the Boston Center
for Adult Education's (BCAE) wait
list for swing class has inereased from
22 peaple to 100. Just as the early
19805 movie Karate Kid renewed
interest in martial arts, many dance
instructors point to movies such as
Serictly Ballroane, Shalf We Dance?,
Dance with Me and even the Gap
swing commercials a5 engines driving
the recent ballroom craze. Bur the
marketing of dance a5 *coal” is noth-
ing new — think Irene Castle, the
smoking flapper, Gene Kelly and the
inimitable Fred Astaire,

Partners Are In

What's really new here is thar peo-
ple today are discovering (actually
“parmer dance.” Jeff

rediscovering)

Allen, author of the best-selling
guide Qruick Start to Social Dancrag,
believes that at the root of this resur-
gence is a significant shift in our
country’'s social climate,

Sounding like 2 gym teacher and a
poet, Allen uses dance as a prism
through which to view American
sacial movements of the past 50 years.
Thn:ugh the 1930s, parmer dances
such as swing and mambo monopo-
lized North American sock hops, juke
joints and clubs, Then came “the rock
revalution,” and the Twist, when for
the first time, people danced solo

As Allen sccs ity rejecting swing and
other partner dances was ane way
today’s boamers rejected the status
quor of the era. The music and self-

exproession of the individual dance were

80 excitng, no one missed the old
torms, But Allen believes that unlike
free-form daneing, partner dancing
allows people to interacr and develop
chemistry, “If that chemistry isn't
there when you dance, you know a
relationship isn't going to work,” he
notes, “In the 1960s and on, people
didn’t learn how o touch each other in
a social sense. They didnt know if
there was chemistry — they just got it
all at once, in bed.” Allen and ather
dince instructors feel people are now
returning to partner dance m rediscov-
er that lost chemistry. Ingrid Fowler,
marketing director at BCAE, finds that
social dance elicits a sense of nostalgia
in people. “They want 1o recap-
ture the romance of the social
oceasion,” she enthuses,

Dance Transforms

Bill Morganti, owner of New
England Ballroom, believes
dancing skips a generation as
teen-agers come to embruce the
same dances that brought
wogether their grandparents,
Boomers, he ohserves, are final-
ly realizing they may have
missed out on something, and
are only now finding their way
to dance school, Morganti
believes people are no longer
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taking classes just to prepare for a
wedding. Instead, he says they're
murning to social dance as exercise, as
an aleernative w drinking, or a way o
rekindle a relationship after the kids
have grown. And, as with my friend
Gieorge, many divorced men and
Women are turning to dance as a rein
traduction to the dating scene,
“Asking someone 1o dance isn't a5
hard as starting 2 eonversation,” says
Joni Lohr, a swing instructor at
BCAE. She has watched otherwise
shy peaple transform on the dance
floor. If you can dance, she says, “you
don't have to be handsome or beansi-
ful." While several marriages have
come about through Lohr's classes,
she points out that partner dance in
Boston is not r.'m.'iu_-;:v.-r_-lg.- ahourt cot-
ples or singles. There are many places
you can dance withour a parmer, she
explains, “and then there are a few,
such as the Bay Tower Room, where
vou just wouldn't go without a dage.”
Lohr has made some asture observa-
tuns about men and women by
watching their approaches 1o dancing.
She finds, for example, that singles
tend to stick with dancing longer than
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couples. Often with couples, one is
better than the other, which can cause
serious tension. She recalls one couple
that couldn’t even get past the door,
Single or in pairs, she believes the besi
classes have people rovate partners,
since “nothing is more boring than
dancing with the same person.”

Dance Is Visval

Whether dancing with a stranger,
spouse, or someone in between, Lohr
offers several basic dps for parmers;
First, she explains that dance is very
visual. You must watch carefully and
try to picture the steps. Since it's all
ﬂI‘le.l[ E[I][liﬂl]ﬂlﬁ][lngl !"“: ITEAN ISt
be willing to make clear what he
WANIE, H'HIHHH IN:,'.I“E: .'I_H_L_"!"'E‘L‘-i:'l"l:'
Women, an the other hand, will gen-
crilly take away the lead if they sense
their partner can’t do it. They must
let themselves be led, and oy not w
anticipate whar's going to happen.

Jedf Allen has noticed that in learn-
ing to dance, men and women often
listen to different voices — for women,
the experience or the emoton of the
dance may draw them. Men, on the
other hand, want first to know exactly



what they're doing; they don’t want to
risk looking ridiculous in front of
their mates. And, Allen reminds us,
dancing is fundamentally about
attracting a mate.

Ultimately, emotion plays a part for
both men and women in their choice
of dance. “What sparks one person to
wear red and another brown is the
same as what sparks one to dance tan-
go and another swing,” says Morgan-
ti. “One may be drawn to the passion;
the other, the exhilaration,” he con-
cludes. But Morganti never worries
his students won’t want to branch out.
With each new dance, he says, “the
music just gets to you.” Supporting
the importance of not specializing to
the point of exclusion, Allen notes
that “dancing is all the same - it’s the
music that’s different.”

While Morganti does admit that
Boston has an historically puritanical
relationship to dance, we are rapidly
becoming a dance-friendly city, in the
same way our cuisine has become
more sophisticated. The reason? Our
growing international population.

While Bostonians may still have

some “loosening-
up to du. Mor-
gnntt believes that
as Americans, we
have an advantage.
“American culture is so
rhythmic. If you live in
America, you have
rhythm. You don't stop
moving. In this country,
we are a locomotive,” he laughs.

While few can deny the allure of the
dance, most of us experience some of
the self-doubt Lewis Carroll
expressed when he wrote, “Will you,
won't you, will you, won’t you, will
you join the dance?”

Sarada Fustin writes frequently for
Booming and is also a free-lance TV and

film producer, living in Cambrige.



