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Marshall and Jean Stearns against Modern Jazz Dance: Is the Legacy of Marshall 

and Jean Stearns’ Jazz Dance Still Relevant in That Regard? 

 

Marshall and Jean Stearns’ (the Stearnses’) Jazz Dance: The Story of American Vernacular 

Dance, at the time of its publishing in 1968, was a groundbreaking study on jazz music-

related dances that originated from the transatlantic slave trade and its aftermath. 

Officially, slavery in North America ended in 1865, but African Americans’ (means 

people of African descent in North America) fight for Civil Rights has continued until 

our days.1 That shows long lasting effects of the slave trade. One of these effects are 

“Afro-American dances” (African American dances) whose very origins can be tracked 

down to Africa.2 These transatlantic slave trade-related dances that blended mainly 

 

1 Marshall and Jean Stearns, Jazz Dance: The Story of American Vernacular Dance (New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1994), 18-24. Michael Vorenberg. “The Thirteenth Amendment Enacted,” in Lincoln and Freedom: 
Slavery, Emancipation, and the Thirteenth Amendment, ed. by Harold Holzer and Sara Vaughn Gabbard 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2007), 192. Regarding the concept of ‘African American’, 
see Don C. Locke and Deryl F. Bailey, Increasing Multicultural Understanding (Thousand Oaks: SAGE 
Publications Ltd., 2014), 106. See also Harri Heinilä, Hip hop ja jazztanssi: Afrikkalaisamerikkalaisen 
tanssin jatkumo (Helsinki: Musiikkiarkisto, 2021), 8, 
https://www.musiikkiarkisto.fi/oa/_tiedostot/julkaisut/hip-hop.pdf . One of the prime examples of the 
continuing Civil Rights fight is the Black Lives Matter movement. 
2 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 11-24, 29-32, 42. Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory and 
the Foundations of Black America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 95-97. Ousmane K. Power-
Greene, “U.S. Slavery and the Black Radical Tradition: The 25th Anniversary Edition of Sterling Stuckey’s 
Slave Culture,” Reviews in American History 43 (2015): 731-732. The Jazz Dance uses the form “Afro-
American” dances, but I use the form “African American dances” as based on the concept of “African 
American” in Locke and Bailey, Increasing Multicultural Understanding, 106. 

https://www.musiikkiarkisto.fi/oa/_tiedostot/julkaisut/hip-hop.pdf
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African and European influences, mostly in North America, but also in the West Indies, 

have been called jazz dance(s) since the end of the 1910s.3 

 

I will concentrate on the Stearnses’ struggle against the “modern jazz dance” as it was 

conveyed in their Jazz Dance and perceived mainly by academics in their studies, who 

took a stand on the struggle in the context of the Stearnses’ discussion about it in the 

Jazz Dance. Delving into this struggle is supported by the fact that the Stearnses referred 

to it as one of the most significant motivators of making the Jazz Dance4.  

 

In 1995, Jill Flanders Crosby in her doctoral dissertation on the roots and essence of jazz 

dance and, in 1997, Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro in her doctoral dissertation on Mura 

Dehn’s efforts on jazz dance discussed the Jazz Dance-related studies, particularly those 

studies that have touched on the Stearnses’ struggle against the “modern jazz dance” 

and have been presented in academic jazz dance research during the decades since the 

Jazz Dance was first published in 1968.5 This article looks critically into the studies, 

including both Crosby and Chandler Vaccaro’s doctoral dissertations in that regard, and 

elaborates on Crosby and Chandler Vaccaro’s analyses of what has taken place mainly in 

academic jazz dance research regarding the struggle since 1968, in addition to exploring 

 

3 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 16-24, 109, 210. Jill Flanders Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please 
Stand Up? A Critical Examination of the Roots and Essence of Jazz Dance with Implications for Education” 
(doctoral dissertation, Columbia University, 1995), 91-105. Harri Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem 
Dancers to Achieve Equality – The Recognition of the Harlem-Based African-American Jazz Dance 
Between 1921 and 1943” (doctoral dissertation, University of Helsinki, 2016), 46-58, 
https://helda.helsinki.fi/handle/10138/159332 . Harri Heinilä, Hip hop ja jazztanssi, 13. See also Russella 
Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage” (doctoral dissertation, The 
Florida State University, 1977), 515-517. 
4 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, xvi-xviii. Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” Annual Review of Jazz 
Studies (New Brunswick: Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1997/1998), 306. 
5 Jill Flanders Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 66-72. Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro, 
“Moved By The Spirit: Illuminating the Voice of Mura Dehn and Her Efforts to Promote and Document Jazz 
Dance” (doctoral dissertation, The Temple University, 1997), 56-65. 

https://helda.helsinki.fi/handle/10138/159332
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how the struggle against the “modern jazz dance” was depicted in the Jazz Dance. 

Actually, the struggle began at the latest in 1959 when Marshall Stearns published an 

article that criticized the “modern jazz dance” for false conceptualizations of jazz 

dance6. However, I have chosen the Jazz Dance as a starting point for my analysis 

because it turned out to be a seminal work on jazz dance7, and it arguably crystallized 

the Stearnses’ ideas of jazz dance.  

 

The Stearnses in their Jazz Dance defined “Modern Jazz Dance” as “a blend of Euro-

American styles that owe[d] little to jazz and less to jazz rhythms.” They referred to “art 

dance” that had “the free meter”-based beat, in contrast to “the strict vernacular beat” 

that obviously meant the beat (rhythm) of authentic jazz dances: the dances that 

“evolved along lines parallel to jazz music.” In a similar way to jazz music, the source of 

jazz dance(s) was “a blend of European and African traditions in an American 

environment” as the Stearnses put it.8 Therefore, they did not rule out a possibility that 

those traditions initially blended outside America: As long as the blend occurred in “an 

American environment,” it was a valid source for jazz dance.  

 

In the authentic jazz dances in general, the Stearnses saw European influences on “the 

elegance” of those dances, and African influences on their “rhythmic propulsion” and on 

 

6 Marshall Stearns, “Is Modern Jazz Hopelessly Square?” in Anthology of American Jazz Dance, ed. Gus 
Giordano (Evanston: Orion Publishing House, 1978). 
7 The Jazz Dance can be considered a seminal study because it was referred to in numerous studies. A 
search on https://books.google.com with the search phrase, "The Story of American Vernacular Dance" 
AND 1968 AND "jazz dance" AND "jean stearns", gave 1,013 results. The search was conducted on June 
29, 2022. Jill Flanders Crosby considers that the Stearnses’ study became a landmark study of the history 
of jazz dance, which supports the idea of the seminal study as well. See Jill Flanders Crosby, “Will the Real 
Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 64. 
8 Stearns and Stearns., xvi, 361. I use the phrase “authentic jazz dance(s)” to distinguish real jazz-music-
related jazz dance(s) from the ”modern jazz dance” in a similar way to the Stearnses and those who have 
used the phrase throughout the years as I explain later in this article. 

https://books.google.com/
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their rhythms, in particular. An essential characteristic of the jazz dances was “swing” 

which the Stearnses explained vaguely as a factor that “can be heard, felt, and seen, but 

defined only with great difficulty.” More precisely, they considered “American dancing 

that [was] performed to and with the rhythms of jazz” as “dancing that swings” (in italics 

in the original text). The dancing could also be “performed without any 

accompaniment” while dancing even then made those rhythms visible and created “a 

new dimension:” “American Vernacular Dance,” in which “vernacular” referred to 

“native and homegrown.”9 By taking into consideration the Stearnses’ previously 

mentioned “American environment” statement, they probably tried to suggest with the 

“native and homegrown” that those dances were either born in America or, at the very 

least, significantly developed and performed there. 

 

Another controversial or even confusing explanation of the jazz dance in the Stearnses’ 

study is their statement of the jazz dance having “a special meaning for professionals 

who dance to jazz music:” On the one hand, the Stearnses claimed in the Jazz Dance that 

the professionals meant with the jazz dance a “non-tap body movement.” On the other 

hand, the Jazz Dance discussed Tap dance in detail. If Tap dance is not part of the jazz 

dance, why to discuss it in the context of jazz dances at all? Jazz historian Terry 

Monaghan even suggested that Marshall Stearns in the Jazz Dance made “class tap” as 

“the conclusion of the dance side of the jazz tradition.”10 Therefore, in reality, the 

Stearnses considered Tap dance as part of jazz dance. Reasons for the controversial 

 

9 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, xvi. 
10 Ibid., xvi. Regarding Tap Dance that was discussed in detail in the Jazz Dance, for example, see its 
chapter ‘23 Bill Robinson: Up on the Toes’. See also Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” 307-308. 
Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 44n113. 
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statement and its relation to connotations of the term “vernacular” are discussed 

further. 

 

The “modern jazz dance” allegedly began to develop years or even decades before the 

Second World War. It was emerging as a form of dance at the latest in the 1940s, but 

was named as “modern jazz dance” later by the middle of the 1950s, although the 

phrase “modern jazz dance” was used already decades earlier to mean real jazz dances 

that were considered modern at the time.11  

 

An article on “a new style of dance” that was derived from “ballet, modern, and jazz-folk 

idioms” and called “modern jazz” appeared in November 1953 when David Maher 

discussed the “modern jazz” in the British Dance and Dancers magazine. Maher 

attributed the beginning of the new “modern jazz” movement to the West Coast of the 

US and claimed that its innovators were led by Jack Cole and Lester Horton. He 

interviewed the West Coast-related John Gregory and Chris Darrell referring to them, 

and to Peter Gennaro, as exponents of the “modern jazz.” Chris Darrell described Cole, 

Horton and Katherine Dunham as his “direct antecedents.” Both Darrell and John 

Gregory emphasized ballet as their foundation. Darrell considered the “modern jazz” as 

“a mood,” whose steps were “danced on the off beat,” and as John Gregory explained, 

especially to rhythms of jazz, blues, swing, and mambo-jazz, although, in his opinion, 

 

11 Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 48, 57-58, 407. Bob Boross. “The Jack 
Cole Notebooks,” Dance Chronicle 27, No 3 (2004): 410. Heinilä, Hip Hop ja jazztanssi, 27, 58. Constance 
Valis Hill. “From Bharata Natyam to Bop: Jack Cole’s “Modern” Jazz Dance,” Dance Research Journal 
(Winter 2001/02): 29-30. Constance Valis Hill, Tap Dancing America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
Inc., 2010),  158-160, 173. Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 
222-223. As based on my searches on newspapers, the earliest newspaper article that mentions the 
phrase ‘modern jazz dance’ likely in connection with a new form of dance that differed from authentic 
jazz dance and was named as “modern jazz dance” is from 1955. See “Jeanmaire’s Modern Jazz,” Variety, 
February 9, 1955, 2. 
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music was not necessarily needed at all. For getting ballet dancers more animated, he 

used, for example, “the ordinary pas de bourrée” as a basis and “syncopate[d] the 

rhythm a bit, change[d] the accent” and called the result as “modern jazz swing.”12 

Gregory’s statement, perhaps, hinted at his lack of knowledge of authentic jazz moves 

because historian Robert P. Crease considers that the basic structures of the pas de 

bourrée step in ballet and “the fall off the log” step in authentic jazz dance are very 

similar, but mainly the dancers’ postures in ballet and in authentic jazz dance are 

different.13 Anyway, Gregory was clearly ballet-oriented. 

 

Therefore, ballet was fundamental to the “modern jazz,” although Chris Darrell 

considered the “modern jazz” also as a departure from the centrality of ballet in 

musicals because professional dancers were now able to “move freely in the jazz 

idiom.”14 Darrell’s statement is contradicted by the fact that jazz ballets had existed 

since the 1920s. The jazz ballets used both ballet and jazz dance-based dancers to 

experiment variably with jazz dance and ballet.15 Thus, it is questionable what was 

really new in the “modern jazz” when it comes to the connection between ballet and 

jazz dance.  

 

 

12 David Maher, “Modern-Jazz,” Dance and Dancers, November, 1953, 12. Jill Flanders Crosby, “Will the 
Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?”, 60-61. Russella Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk 
Origins to Concert Stage,” 222-223. 
13 Robert P. Crease. “Jazz and Dance,” in The Cambridge Companion to Jazz, ed. by Mervyn Cook 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). Kindle edition, 76-77. 
14 David Maher, “Modern-Jazz,” Dance and Dancers, November, 1953, 12. 
15 Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 59-61. See also Crease. “Jazz and 
Dance,” 74-75. Russella Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 219. 
Constance Valis Hill. Brotherhood in Rhythm: The Jazz Tap Dancing of the Nicholas Brothers (New York: 
Cooper Square Press, 2002), 201. 
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However, Jack Cole is usually considered crucial for the development of the “modern 

jazz dance” when he fused jazz and swing music-based “vernacular” dances like 

Jitterbug / the Lindy Hop and Texas Tommy, Latin American and Caribbean dance 

forms, overall, with Modern dance, East Indian dance, and ballet. Cole has been hailed as 

the father of the “modern jazz dance,” which is known also as “theatrical jazz dance” and 

“show dance,” although he denied being the father and even criticized the phrases 

“modern jazz” and “jazz dance” as misnomers that did not describe correctly the then 

prevalent style of “theatre dance” when Cole was asked about his opinion of “modern 

jazz dance” in 1963. Jack Cole might have changed his mind later as to the opinion 

because he was connected with a dance school that taught “modern jazz dance” classes 

in the mid 1960s. Dance historian Constance Valis Hill claims that Jack Cole affected 

almost all of the new “jazz” choreographers who entered American musical films after 

him.16  

 

My use of the prefix “authentic” with the phrase “jazz dance” stems from Marshall and 

Jean Stearns and dance experts who advised the Stearnses in the making of the Jazz 

Dance. It seems that Marshall Stearns was the first scholar who used the prefix 

“authentic” with the jazz dance starting from the very end of the 1950s when he was 

featured in TV-programs as a jazz dance expert, along with jazz dancers Al Minns and 

 

16 Hill. “From Bharata Natyam to Bop,” 29-31, 37. Hill, Tap Dancing America, 158-160. Jill Flanders Crosby, 
“Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 63, 76, 78-79. Teal Darkenwald. “Jack Cole and Theatrical 
Jazz Dance,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, ed. Lindsey Guarino and Wendy Oliver 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014), 82. Boross. “The Jack Cole Notebooks,” 410. Monaghan. 
“The legacy of Jazz Dance,” 306. Clayton Cole. “It’s Gone Silly!” Dance Magazine (December 1963): 35. 
Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 61-62. Russella Brandman, “The Evolution 
of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 222, 224, 227. 
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Leon James.17 He and the dance experts used the prefix “authentic” for distinguishing 

real jazz dance from the “modern jazz dance.”18   

 

In this article, the legacy of the Jazz Dance means both the Stearnses’ Jazz Dance book as 

such and the mainly academic studies, but also a few review articles, which followed 

and cited the Jazz Dance. I will look into what took place after the Jazz Dance was 

published in 1968. Therefore, I will compare the Stearnses’ definitions and ideas of the 

jazz dance, which are conveyed in their Jazz Dance, to various definitions and ideas of 

so-called “modern jazz dance,” which have been brought out mainly in academic 

studies, and which either argue or agree with the definitions and ideas of the jazz dance 

that can be found in the Stearnses’ study. Principally, I will not look into definitions and 

ideas of the “modern jazz dance” if there is no clear connection with the definitions and 

ideas of the jazz dance that were conveyed in the Stearnses’ Jazz Dance, or unless 

otherwise there is a need to clarify what the “modern jazz dance” comprises. Ultimately, 

I will conclude whether the Stearnses’ fight against the “modern jazz dance” still is 

relevant in the light of the evidence or is it time to move on because the Stearnses’ 

conclusions of the “modern jazz dance” should be deemed inaccurate. 

  

 

17 Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 62n185. Christi Jay Wells, Between 
Beats: The Jazz Tradition and Black Vernacular Dance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021). Kindle 
edition, 163, 163n47, 174n81. 
18 Terry Monaghan, ““Stompin’ At the Savoy”: Remembering, Researching and Re-enacting the Lindy 
Hop’s relationship to Harlem’s Savoy Ballroom,” in Dancing at the Crossroads: African Diasporic Dances in 
Britain, ed. Terry Monaghan and Eileen Feeney (London: London Metropolitan University, 2005), 63n9. 
Marshall Stearns used the prefix “authentic”’ with the term “jazz dance” occasionally in lecture titles. See 
Terry Monaghan, March 15, 2005, comment on “What is the History of Lindy?” in www.yehoodi.com. The 
comment and the discussion which the comment was related to are deleted. The present writer has a 
copy of the comment. See also Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance.” 

http://www.yehoodi.com/
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I do not analyze whether other aspects of the Jazz Dance are relevant unless there is a 

relation to the connection between the “modern jazz dance” and the Stearnses’ study. 

That is because the process of creating and constructing the Jazz Dance is discussed in a 

profound manner, especially in Terry Monaghan’s article, The Legacy of Jazz Dance, 

which was published in the Annual Review of Jazz Studies in 1997. Based on Monaghan’s 

article, but also on other available studies in which the Stearnses are discussed, it 

becomes perfectly clear that there are mistakes and misinterpretations in the Stearnses’ 

Jazz Dance, and a new corrected edition of the Jazz Dance is needed, or the mistakes and 

misinterpretations should otherwise be addressed. Various academic and non-academic 

studies have already addressed these issues, although more corrections and discussion 

are still needed.19 However, exploring all the misconceptions in the Jazz Dance is not in 

the scope of my article. That is, in particular, for the sake of the limited length of this 

article, which does not allow to delve into these otherwise important issues. 

 

The Jazz Dance was noticed and argued from the very beginning. Clive Barnes, who was 

described as “a dance and drama critic of The New York Times,” reviewed the Jazz Dance 

soon after its publishing and commented seemingly on the Stearnses’ criticism of the 

“modern jazz dance.” Barnes in his article considered the Stearnses’ study as the first 

and “the best in its field,” but suggested to the Stearnses that they were “a little less 

 

19 Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance.” See also Monaghan, ““Stompin’ At the Savoy”, 46, 50, 62n3. 
Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 24, 24n55. Frankie Manning and Cynthia 
R. Millman, Frankie Manning: Ambassador of Lindy Hop (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2007), 
219-220.These are only examples of the studies that have addressed alleged misconceptions in the Jazz 
Dance. 
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sensitive on…contemporary theatrical dance.”20 With the latter, he most likely referred 

to the “modern jazz dance,” although Barnes did not elaborate on the suggestion. 

 

Later, in June 1969, Barnes in another article lauded the Stearnses for “a great book” 

and acknowledged the Stearnses’ efforts on tracing the story of “American tap and 

vaudeville dancing,” but argued briefly that the Stearnses in their study had occasionally 

misunderstood “what American classic ballet and modern-dance is all about” without 

providing to a reader more information about this alleged misunderstanding. He also 

discussed Tap dancer Paul Draper who fused “American vernacular dance” with “classic 

ballet” and with any other dance form Draper considered worth fusing together,21 

which could be taken as a reference to a “modern jazz” fusion, although Barnes in his 

June article did not mention the “modern jazz dance” or otherwise clearly referred to 

it22. Also the Stearnses in the Jazz Dance brought out Paul Draper’s interest in ballet23, 

which means that Draper’s connection with ballet was already known, and thus 

references to ballet in Barnes’ article were not necessarily related to the “modern jazz 

dance.” 

 

Russella Brandman stated in her doctoral dissertation on the evolution of jazz dance 

that Matt Mattox, a “modern jazz” innovator, in his review in 1969, also criticized the 

Jazz Dance for dismissing the idea that jazz dance could develop with new forms of it. 

 

20 Clive Barnes, “End Papers,” The New York Times, December 17, 1968, 31. See also Felix Kessler, “Man on 
the Aisle: New York Times Critic Has a Powerful Impact On American Theater,” The Wall Street Journal, 
October 16, 1968, 1. Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage”, 23. 
21 Clive Barnes, “Dance. Black Is the Color of American Jazz Dance,” The New York Times, June 29, 1969, 
D25. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 350. 
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Mattox suggested that the Stearnses’ study should have been named as “The Early 

Negro Theatre, and Its Personalities.”24 However, Mattox’s suggestion for the title might 

not have been a proper choice when considering the fact that the Stearnses did not 

discuss only performance-based dancers, but also briefly Jitterbug-related social 

dancing, and actually left out of their book concert dance forerunners and pioneers like 

Hemsley Winfield and Edna Guy.25 

 

Dolores Kirton Cayou in her article, The Origins of Modern Jazz Dance, in 1970, discussed 

briefly the history of “Modern Jazz Dance” starting from Africa and proceeding via 

remarkable real jazz dancers and jazz dances to interpretative dancers at “the New 

Negro Art Theatre” at the beginning of the 1930s, in addition to comparing similarities 

between African dancing and the jazz dance. Although Cayou did not address directly 

the Stearnses’ criticism of the “modern jazz dance,” she stated that her aim with the 

article was to put the development of “Modern Jazz Dance” into perspective, which 

allegedly had “not been done to any appreciable extent” prior to her article.26 This could 

be taken as a shot at the Stearnses, even if she considered their Jazz Dance worth citing 

in her article without clearly arguing with their conclusions27, which suggests to the 

contrary that she regarded the Jazz Dance as an important study.  

 

 

24 Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 14, 23-24. 
25 Lynne Fauley Emery discusses these concert dance forerunners and pioneers in her Lynne Fauley 
Emery, Black Dance: From 1619 to Today (Hightstown: Princeton Book Company, 1988), 241-267. From 
the names Emery mentions in that regard only Asadata Dafora, Katherine Dunham, and Pearl Primus are 
noticed in the Jazz Dance. See Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 11-13, 15-17, 36, 168, 309, 398, 416-418. 
26 Dolores Kirton Cayou, “The Origins of Modern Jazz Dance,” The Black Scholar, June, 1970. She talks 
about her aim with the article on pages 12-13. 
27 Cayou, “The Origins of Modern Jazz Dance”, 11n5. She did not criticize or address directly the Stearnses 
anywhere in her article. 
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Cayou in her book, Modern Jazz Dance, also discussed the history of the “jazz dance,” in a 

similar way to her article, but she argued that jazz dance should not include only “the 

social and stage dances of the 1920s” because the term “jazz dance” meant “the entire 

dance culture.” This dance culture most likely included also the “modern jazz dance” 

because she listed the “modern jazz”-related dancers at the end of her chapter on the 

history, and her study mainly consisted of instructions on the “modern jazz .”28 This time 

Cayou with her aforementioned comments on the term “jazz dance” addressed the 

Stearnses, at least, indirectly, although their names were not mentioned in that context.  

 

In academic studies, the Stearnses’ disagreement about the “modern jazz dance” was 

certainly addressed, but again only indirectly, when two studies of the development of 

“jazz” dance were completed in 1973. First, in September, Joanne Alba Fortunato in her 

doctoral dissertation examined “modern jazz”-related dancers between 1950 and 1971. 

While Fortunato otherwise interviewed “jazz dance practitioners,” as the Stearnses did, 

and cited the Stearnses’ definitions of jazz dance, she claimed that jazz dance was 

usually called as “modern jazz dance” without mentioning the Stearnses’ disapproval of 

the “modern jazz dance” in that context. That was probably because, unlike the 

Stearnses, Fortunato included ballet and modern dance as main ingredients in her 

definition of “jazz dance.”29 

 

 

28 Dolores Kirton Cayou, Modern Jazz Dance (London, Dance Books Ltd., 1976), xii, 11, 13. Originally, 
Cayou’s study was published in 1971, but the present writer has used the British version from 1976. See 
also Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro, “Moved By The Spirit,” 56-57. 
29 Joanne Alba Fortunato, “Major Influences Affecting the Development of Jazz Dance” (doctoral 
dissertation, University of Southern California, 1973), 1-4, 11, 14. Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please 
Stand Up?,” 66, 68. See also footnote 30. 
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She explained that the Stearnses in their Jazz Dance, for the most part, stopped their 

research on jazz dance at the year 1950, and therefore they left the 1950s and the 1960s 

mostly out of their scope, which was why she studied ”jazz dance” practitioners from 

those decades for her doctoral dissertation. Based on the names that were mentioned in 

the table of contents of her dissertation, the most of the “jazz dance” practitioners were 

not strictly related to authentic jazz dance,30 which means that her focus was not on 

authentic jazz dancers from those decades. According to Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro, 

Fortunato, nevertheless, considered the term “jazz dance” as a “misnomer,” which 

reflected the ethos of “many artists” in 1972, who did not want to be labeled as “jazz .”31  

 

Next, in November 1973, Maria Kandilakis in her unpublished thesis considered the 

history of jazz dance also as a continuum from old to new forms, but she agreed with 

Jack Cole’s 1963 criticism of the “modern jazz” and also with the Stearnses by stating 

that the prevailing style of the jazz dance at the beginning of the 1970s resembled Cole’s 

dismissing description of the “modern jazz” years earlier. However, she seemingly 

disagreed with Marshall Stearns’ criticism of Jerome Robbins’ West Side Story from the 

end of the 1950s because, unlike Marshall Stearns, she considered that West Side Story 

 

30 From the thirty different names mentioned in the headings of the table of the contents, “V. Contributors 
to the Development of Jazz Dance” and “III. Review of the Literature,” Pepsi Bethel, Paul Draper, Gower 
Champion, and Gene Kelly were strictly connected with authentic jazz dance in the sense of the Jazz 
Dance. In other words, they were discussed in that context in the Stearnses’ study, although authentic jazz 
dance-related choreographer Buddy Bradley in the Stearnses’ Jazz Dance did not consider Gene Kelly as a 
“jazz dancer.” Furthermore, regarding the names, Buddy Bradley considered that Peter Gennaro had “the 
best feeling for jazz,” in addition to acknowledging Jack Cole and Katherine Dunham, but Bradley did not 
refer to them clearly as “jazz dancers,” and although not discussed in the Jazz Dance, also Mura Dehn was 
connected with authentic jazz dance. Therefore only eight of the thirty names were related to authentic 
jazz dance, at least, to some degree. See Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 168, 281, 324, 326, 350, 355-
356. Fortunato, “Major Influences Affecting the Development of Jazz Dance,” ii-iii, 1-3, 9. The present 
writer has only the preview version of Joanne Fortunato’s doctoral dissertation which does not contain all 
pages. 
31 Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro, “Moved By The Spirit,” 58. The present writer has only the preview 
version of Joanne Fortunato’s dissertation which does not contain all pages. That is why information from 
Chandler Vaccaro’s dissertation is used in this case.  
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had a positive effect on “professional jazz dance.” Otherwise, Kandilakis argued that 

professional dance studios - since Jack Cole’s disapproval of the “modern jazz dance” - 

had sterilized the jazz dance by imposing on Modern dance and ballet trained dancers 

“rigid dance patterns and techniques” without “creative, spontaneous and 

improvisational” features which were essential to the jazz dance. Kandilakis pleaded 

with “jazz” dancers and choreographers to study roots of the jazz dance, which could 

bring “true jazz dance” back.32 

 

The alleged fallacy in the Jazz Dance’s interpretation of the “modern jazz dance” was 

directly and straightforwardly addressed in 1977 when Russella Brandman argued in 

her doctoral dissertation that the Stearnses lacked a valid perspective on the “modern 

jazz dance” because their research on jazz dance coincided with the transformation of 

jazz dance into the new form. She asserted that at the time when the Jazz Dance was 

published, the Stearnses would have had a “greater perspective” to the “modern jazz 

dance.” Furthermore, Brandman blamed the Stearnses for being biased against ballet 

and Modern dance. She stated that as established scholars, the Stearnses should not 

have adhered to “a narrow and chauvinistic orientation” in their arguments over the 

“new developments.”33  

 

 

32 Maria Kandilakis, “Jazz Dance: Where It’s Been -Where It’s at – Where It’s Going,” November 2, 1973, 
Box 22, Folder 272, Papers on Afro-American social dance, Jerome Robbins Dance Division, The New York 
Public Library, 37, 39-40. 
33 Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 24-25. See also Crosby, 
“Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 67. 
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While Brandman was correct that the Stearnses in their Jazz Dance criticized Modern 

dance and ballet,34 and it is arguable whether their criticism was justified, however, the 

“modern jazz dance” had emerged since the 1940s, as stated previously. Given that 

picture, the development of the “modern jazz dance” had occurred for over a decade 

before Marshall Stearns lambasted it in his 1959 article35. Even if the development 

period had been shorter, the Stearnses could have studied the “modern jazz dance” until 

Marshall Stearns passed away in 1966,36 which was seven years after the 1959 article 

and only two years prior to the Jazz Dance was published. This renders unfounded 

Russella Brandman’s assertation of the Stearnses lacked, in the sense of distance, a valid 

perspective to the development of the “modern jazz dance.” It was possible to them to 

look into the “modern jazz dance” as it had developed throughout two decades37, at 

least, but it is arguable whether their point of view was valid. 

 

Nevertheless, Brandman saw it differently than the Stearnses. She suggested that old 

jazz dance and the “modern jazz dance,” in fact, had a lot in common like rhythms, 

improvisation, footwork, and torso movement. She argued that, for the most part, those 

dance forms differed from each other merely as much as they used jazz music or 

“specific steps.” Brandman noticed that the Stearnses adhered firmly to the jazz dance 

that followed the music “literally” while she considered that “modern jazz”-related 

authorities could use “other musical styles” as well or no music at all. However, as 

 

34 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 304, 311, 357. Those pages are only an example of all the pages in 
which ballet and Modern dance were criticized. 
35 Jack Cole gave the first exhibition of the “modern jazz dance” at the latest in 1947. See Hill. “From 
Bharata Natyam to Bop,” 29-30. See also Vaccaro, “Moved By The Spirit,” 53. Counting from that point on, 
it was more than ten years before Marshall Stearns’ 1959 article. 
36 Regarding Marshall Stearns’ death see Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, xv. 
37 It was two decades when counting from 1947 on. See footnote 35. 
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noticed previously, also the Stearnses’ explained that a jazz dancer did not necessarily 

need an accompaniment, although even then dancing made ”jazz rhythms visible.” 

Moreover, Brandman claimed that both the Stearnses and Jack Cole felt that only the 

dances which contain steps from the jazz-related dances from the twenties or the 

thirties can be called jazz.38 As far as the Stearnses were concerned, that was not exactly 

what they argued for. The Stearnses did not deem the diffusion and blending of jazz-

related dances and steps to concern only the dances and steps that were from the 1920s 

or 1930s. Although their Jazz Dance explored particularly jazz dancing from those 

decades, which might be the source of Brandman’s inaccurate claim, it also examined 

African American dance (either strict jazz dance or jazz-related dancing) from the 

decades prior to the 1920s and after the 1930s,39 which implicates that the Stearnses 

had no clear-cut time limit for jazz dances. 

 

As an example of the “modern jazz” influences, the Stearnses argued in the Jazz Dance 

that choreographer Jerome Robbins in his N.Y. Export: Opus Jazz deployed “movements 

that [were] derived from the vernacular, changed and molded-quite properly-to fit his 

own notions” (‘derived’ in italics in the original text). The Stearnses’ argument is similar 

to what Brandman in her doctoral dissertation stated regarding “all contemporary 

forms of concert dance” which were constructed in terms of selecting and structuring 

dance movement rather by “the appropriateness to the motivational source and 

 

38 Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 240-247, 526-528. See 
also Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, xvi, 325. 
39 The Stearnses’ discussion about jazz-related dances went way back to slavery in the US and to 
connections between jazz dances and African dancing. They discussed also what took place much later in 
the 1950s and in the 1960s, although their emphasis arguably was on the 1920s and the 1930s. A prime 
example of the diffusion of African American dances, which was mentioned in the Jazz Dance, is its 
discussion about the Ring Shout that continued to influence dances starting from the slavery, at least, 
until the 1950s. See Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 11-32, 35-42, 47, 123, 129, 339-362. 
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choreographic viewpoint” than by relying either on the “pre-set forms” or on the use of 

an “established movement vocabulary.” The “concert dance” in the context of 

Brandman’s statement was clearly related to the “modern jazz” because she considered  

that jazz dance had “contemporary concert forms.”40 As much as the vernacular was 

connected with the “established movement vocabulary,” Brandman’s statement 

contradicted to some degree the Stearnses’ assertation of Robbins’ movements in Opus 

Jazz were derived from the vernacular in terms of the established dances and steps.  

 

The Stearnses also argued that Jerome Robbins’ movements in Opus Jazz neither were 

authentic nor they had “the rhythmic propulsion” of jazz while Brandman concluded 

regarding Robbins’ other play, West Side Story, that it used “some balletic extensions,” 

although it did not use taps and many of “specific foot patterns.” A comparison between 

the Stearnses’ opinion of Opus Jazz and Brandman’s opinion of West Side Story is 

justified because Brandman considered that those two plays were stylistically very 

similar. It is well known that Marshall Stearns in his 1959 article had deemed West Side 

Story to lack jazz features almost completely. However, Brandman contended that the 

dancers in the play did “quick rhythmic footwork” with their knees bent. From those 

features, particularly dancing with bent knees has been typical in authentic jazz dance 

and African dance. According to Brandman, Jerome Robbins explained that because 

dancing in West Side Story emerged from “characters and situations,” therefore his 

choreography was composed rather of “impressions” than of “steps.”41 Brandman’s 

description of Jerome Robbins’ comments bears a resemblance to Tap dancer Al 

 

40 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 357. Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to 
Concert Stage,” 529-530. 
41 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 357. Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to 
Concert Stage,” 198, 202, 230, 529. See also Heinilä, Hip Hop ja jazztanssi, 18. 
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Gilbert’s suggestion in the 1960s that a “jazz feel” arose rather from the dancer’s control 

of his own body than from “rhythm, syncopation, and improvisation.” In other words, 

Gilbert’s “jazz feel” arose from his body’s “visual shape” in relation to space as dance 

historian Jill Flanders Crosby has suggested.42 

 

On the contrary, the Stearnses claimed that jazz dancing stemmed from music43. 

However, Brandman did not consider that the lack of taps and of the foot patterns had 

significantly distinguished Robbins’ dance movements from jazz dance as she looked at 

the dance form. From movements in the movie version of West Side Story, she found 

“syncopated rhythms,” “frantic style,” and “disjointed character” which she considered 

typical in jazz music at that time.44 The lack of taps and of foot patterns did not 

necessarily disconnect dancing from jazz dance as it was especially the case with so-

called rock and roll dances, particularly in the 1960s. In these rock and roll dances, 

upper body movements were, in some cases, more essential than footwork, but those 

dances were otherwise similar to earlier jazz dances that they should be included in the 

definition of jazz dance.45 Whether Robbins’ dance-related movements really stemmed 

from jazz-related music, and they were thus part of jazz dance in the Stearnses’ sense of 

it, or whether they just stemmed from “characters and situations” as Robbins seemed to 

suggest, however, stays arguable. 

 

 

42 Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 63-64, 76. 
43 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 325. 
44 Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 202, 223, 529. 
45 Heinilä, Hip Hop ja jazztanssi, 80-81, 83. 
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Russella Brandman assumed that the dance forms the Stearnses promoted in the Jazz 

Dance were no longer fashionable in 1977.46 Ironically, there was a renewed interest in 

Tap dance and in ballroom dancing overall at that time. A Tap revivalist Brenda Bufalino 

explored the 1970s Tap revival in the “Afterward” chapter in the 1994 version of the 

Stearnses’ study, which naturally was not available when Brandman completed her 

dissertation. Bufalino curiously stated that they “didn’t do jazz dance,” which strangely 

contradicts what the Jazz Dance was about. As stated previously, the Stearnses 

considered Tap dance as part of jazz dance by including Tap dance in their study despite 

unspecified professionals who saw jazz dance as dancing to jazz music without Tap 

dance-related body movements.47 Bufalino probably agreed with the opinion of the 

professionals. Thus, it is obvious that Bufalino did not intentionally dispute the 

Stearnses’ conclusion of Tap dance as part of jazz dance, and she was not intentionally 

against the Stearnses’ definitions of jazz dance.48  

 

Similarly, the renewed interest in the Lindy Hop at the beginning of the 1980s brought 

in new mainly white Lindy Hop enthusiasts, particularly Robert P. Crease and Terry 

Monaghan, who critically evaluated the Jazz Dance. Regarding the contemporary jazz 

dance scene, they recognized like the Stearnses basically two different “jazz dance” 

forms: jazz dance which resembled the Stearnses’ definitions of it, and the “modern jazz 

dance” that differed from the Stearnses’ idea of jazz dance.49 

 

46 Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 529-530. 
47 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, xvi, 363-367. Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” 308. Monaghan, 
“”Stompin’ At the Savoy,” 48. 
48 Because Brenda Bufalino has been a professional dancer who worked with legendary Tap dancers, she 
most likely was aware of what those dancers thought about the term “jazz dance.” See Stearns and 
Stearns, Jazz Dance, 369. See also Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” 296-297. 
49 See footnotes 50, 51. See also Harri Heinilä, “Sugar Sullivan – The Savoy Lindy Hopper and Jazz Dancer.” 
Authenticjazzdance. April 22, 2020. https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/04/22/sugar-
sullivan-the-savoy-lindy-hopper-and-jazz-dancer/  . Terry Monaghan. ”AL MINNS: The Incorrigible LIndy 

https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/04/22/sugar-sullivan-the-savoy-lindy-hopper-and-jazz-dancer/
https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/04/22/sugar-sullivan-the-savoy-lindy-hopper-and-jazz-dancer/
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‘Classic jazz dance’ as Crease called authentic jazz dance in one of his articles, by his 

definition, borrowed from the Lindy Hop and other social dances or relied heavily on 

improvisation as Tap dance did whilst the ”modern jazz dance” was based on newer 

stage dance forms and on “jazz dance traditions” that were assimilated, reinterpreted, 

and adapted by “Broadway and modern dance choreographers.” Therefore, the “modern 

jazz dance” was related less to “vernacular traditions” than to “modern ballet” and 

Broadway theatres.50 “Authentic jazz dance,” as Terry Monaghan called the non-

“modern jazz” dance, was to Monaghan a tradition that originated from “the American 

vernacular dance tradition through its unique” connection with jazz music, which was 

completed by rhythm Tap, eccentric (character) dance, “the jazz chorus line”, and 

“associated ballroom social” dances like the Lindy Hop that was also connected with 

stage dances. The “modern jazz dance” in Monaghan’s definition was related to the new 

Broadway and Hollywood forms of dancing like “theatrical jazz dance.”51  

 

A remarkable difference between the old and the new “jazz dance,” according to Terry 

Monaghan, is gender roles (female and male) in authentic jazz dance, although the 

definitions of those roles could vary at times, while the “modern jazz dance” tended 

toward a one-dimensional “unisex style.” His statement is similar to the Stearnses’ 

statement, who noticed the difference in the gender roles between authentic jazz dance 

 

Hopper, 1920-1985.” Authenticjazzdance. January 1, 2020. 
https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/01/01/al-minns-the-incorrigible-lindy-hopper-1920-
1985-by-terry-monaghan/ . Monaghan, ““Stompin’ At the Savoy”, 50. 
50 Robert P. Crease, “Jazz and Dance,” In The Oxford Companion to Jazz, edited by Bill Kircher (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 704-705. 
51 Terry Monaghan, “Why Study the Lindy Hop?,” Dance Research Journal, Vol. 33, No. 2 (Winter, 2001): 
124, 126. Monaghan, “”Stompin’ At the Savoy,” 33, 45, 58, 60, 63n9. 

https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/01/01/al-minns-the-incorrigible-lindy-hopper-1920-1985-by-terry-monaghan/
https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/01/01/al-minns-the-incorrigible-lindy-hopper-1920-1985-by-terry-monaghan/
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and the “modern jazz” as to Jerome Robbins’ N.Y. Export: Opus Jazz when the Stearnses 

cited both “professional jazz dancer Leon James” and theatre critic John Martin who 

agreed that it was hard to identify the dancers’ gender in the play.52  

 

Although authentic jazz dance tended toward the gender roles, however, also the 

“modern jazz dance” utilized them to some degree. For example, the alleged father of 

the “modern jazz dance,” Jack Cole, in his Sing Sing Sing dance performance in 1947 was 

clad in a dapper suit and a porkpie hat looking like a male dancer. He also 

choreographed actor / singer Marilyn Monroe,53 which suggests gender roles in the 

”modern jazz” as well unlike Monaghan argues. Furthermore, Felix O. Begho, who has 

researched mainly the African American “modern jazz” dance and jazz music for 

identifying African heritage in the “jazz dance,” suggests that costumes in the “modern 

jazz” were, to some extent, symbolic of the purpose of dancing. As an example of this, 

“modern jazz” dancer Eleo Pomare in one of his dances explored the psyche of a man 

who was clad in leather and cycled.54 

 

In the 1990s, there was an attempt to reconceptualize the phrase “authentic jazz dance” 

as a “jazz dance” form that was depicted as “a blend of jazz, ballet and modern dance.” 

This attempt was brought out in Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro’s doctoral dissertation in 

1997. Earlier, in 1994, Chandler Vaccaro and L. P. Kriegel had recognized the current 

“jazz dance” “as a fusion of ballet, modern and jazz techniques,” which was connected 

 

52 Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” 320. Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 357. 
53 Hill. “From Bharata Natyam to Bop,” 36-37. Bob Boross. “The Jack Cole Notebooks,” 410. 
54 Felix O. Begho, “Black Dance Continuum: Reflections on the Heritage Connection Between African 
Dance and Afro-American Jazz Dance.” (doctoral dissertation, New York University, 1985), 8, 404-407. 
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with the “contemporary influences of black, white and other cultures within the United 

States.”55  

 

An idea of earlier jazz dances, ballet, and Modern dance as the equal components in the 

“authentic jazz dance” would clearly run counter both to Marshall Stearns’ use of the 

phrase “authentic jazz dance,” which was previously discussed in this article, and to the 

definitions of jazz dance in the Stearnses’ 1968 study. When considering that the 

Stearnses had shown in their Jazz Dance that the term “jazz dance” with a connection to 

jazz-related dances was presented in 1917, and the link between the term “jazz dance” 

and jazz-related dances was established in public by the late 1920s,56 it would be 

incorrect to suggest that “authentic jazz dance” actually originated from ballet or 

Modern dance, although it is arguable how much ballet and Modern dance otherwise 

influenced earlier jazz dances. 

 

The “modern jazz dance”-influenced enthusiasts and scholars in the 1990s also 

recognized the lack of jazz in the “modern jazz dance,” which led them to question their 

own motives for the “jazz dance.” That echoed Maria Kandilakis’ criticism of the 

“modern jazz” a few decades earlier. Their criticism was crystallized in the “modern 

jazz”-related scholar Billy Siegenfeld’s statement in 1993, who said that Marshall 

Stearns still was correct because there was not much about jazz music in the dance 

called “jazz.”57  

 

55 Vaccaro, “Moved By The Spirit,” 61-62, 295. 
56 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 109-110. Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve 
Equality,” 46-53. 
57 Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 29n3, 69-70. This is discussed further in the next 
chapters. 



 23 

 

From the other “modern jazz dance”-related scholars and dancers, who stepped in the 

discussion, Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro concluded in 1997 that the “modern jazz” 

enthusiasts, who were, for unspecified reasons, dissatisfied with the current state of the 

“modern jazz dance,” ultimately agreed with the Stearnses on that a better 

understanding of the jazz dance was needed.58 Jill Flanders Crosby had found out a few 

years earlier that there had existed, in fact, two different “jazz dance” forms: the current 

“modern jazz dance” whose derivate was known as pop dance or the pop style, which 

used mainly other music styles than jazz, and its emphasis was rather on the visual form 

and on how the form was performed and perceived than on music which, although it 

was played in the background, lacked a real connection to dancing. Then there had been 

the “jazz dance” which was rooted in “West African and African American practices ,” 

particularly in “the African-American early jazz social dance practices” regarding the 

dances like the Charleston and the Lindy Hop. Unlike in the vertically-oriented pop 

dance, the dancer in the “jazz dance” moved more close to the ground, improvised 

spontaneously, and the relationship between the dancer and the swinging music was 

more realistic and connected than in pop dance.59 By distinguishing the pop dance from 

the more jazz-oriented “jazz dance,” Crosby brought the “modern jazz”-related “jazz 

dance” closer to authentic jazz dance in terms of the Stearnses’ ideas of it. 

 

In 2014, dance historians, Lindsay Guarino and Wendy Oliver, edited and published a 

study whose preface chapter strongly suggested that they tried to continue from where 

 

58 Vaccaro, “Moved By The Spirit,” 64-65, 269. 
59 Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 6-7, 25, 29-30, 51-56, 68, 215, 331-335, 345-347, 
392-393. 



 24 

the Stearnses left with the Jazz Dance. However, the scope of their study was similar to 

the previously mentioned Joanne Alba Fortunato’s “jazz dance” research in 1973. While 

Fortunato argued that the Stearnses’ Jazz Dance ended mainly at the year 1950, Guarino 

and Oliver in their preface chapter claimed misleadingly that “the history presented” in 

the Jazz Dance ended in the 1950s, and it was thus reasonable to research what came 

after that. Actually, the Stearnses continued into the 1960s, although their emphasis 

was on the decades prior to the 1950s. As Fortunato did in her 1973 study, Guarino and 

Oliver with their contributors concentrated mainly on the “modern jazz”-related scene 

and its dancers, although Guarino and Oliver also included articles on the historical 

development of jazz dance. In the latter case, their study bore a clear resemblance to the 

- in 1978 published - Gus Giordano’s collection of the “jazz dance”-related articles from 

various sources, which discussed the contemporary “jazz dance” scene and its history.60  

 

Guarino and Oliver’s study stood in contrast with the Stearnses in several issues, 

although, at first glance, it did not seem to address the Stearnses’ ideas of the “modern 

jazz,” and it seemingly endorsed the Stearnses by claiming that practically every jazz 

dance enthusiast was familiar with the earlier Jazz Dance61. As it becomes clear in the 

next paragraphs, Guarino and Oliver with their contributors left many of the 1960s 

authentic jazz dancers out of their picture of the “jazz dance,” and described some of 

artistically remarkable authentic jazz dance-related dancers only briefly without 

acknowledging their full contribution to jazz dance. Considering that and their 

 

60 Although there is not mentioned who wrote the Preface, the wording in it strongly suggests that 
Guarino and Oliver wrote it together. See “Preface,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, xiii. 
Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 45-46, 46n119. Anthology of American 
Jazz Dance, ed. Gus Giordano (Evanston: Orion Publishing House, 1978). See also footnote 30 and page 12. 
61 “Preface,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, xiii. 
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aforementioned emphasis on the “modern jazz”-related dancing and dancers, this is a 

significant distortion in their picture of the “jazz dance,” particularly because Oliver 

explained that “one purpose of [their] book |was] to honor” the base of the “jazz dance:” 

the vernacular (authentic jazz dance) and African aspects of it62.  

 

From authentic jazz dancers, they included only Pepsi Bethel in the “Master Teachers 

and Choreographers, 1930-1990” chapter, which comprised otherwise nine “modern 

jazz”-related persons. Authentic jazz dance-related dancers like Bill Robinson, Buddy 

Bradley, Charles ‘Cholly’ Atkins, Frankie Manning, and Norma Miller were discussed 

briefly in various chapters of the study, and they, with the exception of Robinson, were 

referred to as choreographers in those chapters, in addition to their other dance 

activities. Particularly regarding Norma Miller, it is striking that she was identified 

mainly as a “lindy hopper,” although her Tap dance activities in the 1940s were noticed, 

but her choreographer and other jazz dance activities, which spanned decades until the 

end of the 1960s and then again from the 1980s onwards with a new jazz dance 

company, were not acknowledged correctly. The fact that Miller’s dancing activities 

were connected with jazz dance was brought out even in the subtitle of her memoir in 

1996, which clearly stated that she was a jazz dancer. Unlike Miller, Frankie Manning 

was referred to with the term “ jazz dance” on a few occasions in the 2014 study.63  

 

62 Wendy Oliver. “Introduction,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, xvi-xvii. 
63 Jill Flanders Crosby and Michéle Moss. “Jazz Dance from Emancipation to 1970,” in Jazz Dance: A History 
of the Roots and Branches, 49-50, 53, 55. Jill Flanders Crosby and Michéle Moss. “Jazz Dance from 1970 
into the Twenty-First Century,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 60-62. Karen Hubbard. 
“The Authentic Jazz Dance Legacy of Pepsi Bethel,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 78. 
Bob Boross. “Donald McKayle, Jazz Dance Then and Now,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and 
Branches, 125. Ray Miller. “Tappin’ Jazz Lines,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 144-
148. Melanie George. “Jazz Dance, Pop Culture, and the Music Video Era,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the 
Roots and Branches, 179. Moncell Durden. “Hip-Hop Dance as Community Expression and Global 
Phenomenon,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 188. Susie Trenka. “Vernacular Jazz 
Dance and Race in Hollywood Cinema,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 241-242, 244. 
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Therefore, why Miller, Manning, Atkins, or Bradley were not referred to as the “master 

teachers and choreographers between 1930 and 1990” should be questioned. All of 

them, both taught and choreographed during their dancing career. Manning 

choreographed for Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers in the 1930s and in the beginning of the 

1940s, and later for his own group when after World War II he had a dance company 

until the middle of the 1950s. Manning choreographed successfully with Cholly Atkins, 

Henry LeTang, and Fayard Nicholas for Black and Blue when they won the Tony award 

for the best choreography in 1989. He taught numerous dancers, in particular, since he 

came back to the swing scene in the 1980s. He was actually one of the cornerstones of 

the previously mentioned renewed interest in the Lindy Hop.64  

 

Similarly, Cholly Atkins’ dancing activities prior to World War II and after it helped to 

keep authentic jazz dances alive, particularly in the 1960s when he choreographed and 

taught various Motown acts. This was mentioned also in the 2014 study, but his ability 

to do ballet and Modern dance were not acknowledged at all, although the Stearnses in 

the Jazz Dance clearly pointed to Atkins’ ballet and Modern dance skills. By recognizing 

his ability to do those dance forms could have brought Atkins closer to the “modern 

jazz” that Guarino and Oliver’s study seemingly endorsed, although in reality Atkins 

adhered to the Stearnses’ concept of jazz dance. This can be concluded from Atkins’ use 

of the prefix “authentic” with the jazz terms, which was  well described in his 

 

Billy Siegenfeld. “Performing Energy: American Rhythm Dancing and the Articulation of the Inarticulate,” 
in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 270. See also ‘Contents’ in Jazz Dance: A History of the 
Roots and Branches. Norma Miller and Evette Jensen, Swingin’ at the Savoy: The Memoir of a Jazz Dancer 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996), 202-214, 217-222, 226, 237-250. Monaghan, “”Stompin’ At 
the Savoy,” 48, 51, 68-69n82. 
64 Manning and Millman, Frankie Manning, 13, 143-144, 171-174, 203-216, 225-242, 244. 
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autobiography in 2003.65 The Stearnses’ 1968 study depicted Buddy Bradley’s 

enormous contribution to jazz dance in detail, which as such should have been enough 

to earn him the title of the “master choreographer and teacher.”66 Furthermore, it could 

be asked whether Herbert ‘Whitey’ White, the head of the famous Whitey’s Lindy 

Hoppers, should rather have deserved to be discussed in depth than to be mentioned 

briefly on a few occasions. He also choreographed, as the quotation from Norma Miller 

in the 2014 study suggests, in addition to managing and teaching Savoy Ballroom 

dancers.67    

 

As to the 1960s and later authentic jazz dance scene, a glaring omission in Guarino and 

Oliver’s study was to leave the Daily News Harvest Moon Ball-oriented authentic jazz 

dance scene out of their study despite they discussed briefly Pepsi Bethel’s participation 

in the contest in the 1940s68. Particularly, it is noteworthy because Felix O. Begho in his 

doctoral dissertation in 1985 recognized Louise ‘Mama Lou’ Parks Duncanson as an 

African American jazz dance choreographer69. Parks Duncanson worked at Harlem’s 

Savoy Ballroom and became one of the Savoy Lindy Hoppers in the 1950s. She was 

 

65 Jill Flanders Crosby and Michéle Moss. “Jazz Dance from Emancipation to 1970,” in Jazz Dance: A History 
of the Roots and Branches, 50, Jill Flanders Crosby and Michéle Moss. “Jazz Dance from 1970 into the 
Twenty-First Century,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 60. Ray Miller. “Tappin’ Jazz 
Lines,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 145, 148. Melanie George. “Jazz Dance, Pop 
Culture, and the Music Video Era,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 179. Moncell 
Durden. “Hip-Hop Dance as Community Expression and Global Phenomenon,” in Jazz Dance: A History of 
the Roots and Branches, 188. Cholly Atkins and Jacqui Malone, Class Act: The Jazz Life of Choreographer 
Cholly Atkins (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 151-172, 179. 197, 200-201. Stearns and 
Stearns, Jazz Dance, 306-311, 359-360. See also Wells, Between Beats, 183. 
66 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 160-168. 
67 Jill Flanders Crosby and Michéle Moss. “Jazz Dance from Emancipation to 1970,” in Jazz Dance: A History 
of the Roots and Branches, 50, Karen Hubbard. “The Authentic Jazz Dance Legacy of Pepsi Bethel,” in Jazz 
Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 77-78. Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve 
Equality,” 169-182. 
68 Karen Hubbard. “The Authentic Jazz Dance Legacy of Pepsi Bethel,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots 
and Branches, 77-78. 
69 Begho, “Black Dance Continuum,” 405. 
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responsible for Harlem’s Rock ‘n’ Roll / Jitterbug Jive (as the Lindy Hop was also called) 

preliminaries for the Daily News Harvest Moon Ball contest between 1959 and 1974, 

and later, she had her own Harvest Moon Ball contest in the 1980s. Furthermore, she 

had a jazz dance company that toured around the world, even in Africa in 1969 with the 

help of another authentic jazz dancer, Mura Dehn. The Africa tour included also Pepsi 

Bethel as one of the dancers. Parks Duncanson’s jazz dance company worked under her 

control until her demise in 1990.70 Of course, it can be pointed out that also the 

Stearnses left Parks Duncanson and other remarkable Savoy Lindy Hoppers like Frankie 

Manning out of their Jazz Dance and ignored to a significant extent what took place in 

the first half of the 1960s, in particular, as to the Harvest Moon Ball scene.71 

 

However, it can be argued that the authentic jazz dance part of the “jazz dance” tradition 

as it is depicted in Guarino and Oliver’s study feels more like an embellishment than a 

real integral part in their otherwise “modern jazz”-oriented narrative. Their use of the 

“jazz dance” terminology lends credibility to this conclusion. They labeled the 

vernacular part of the “jazz dance” as the “vernacular jazz dance” / the “vernacular,” 

whose definition overlapped with their definition of “authentic jazz dance.” They 

claimed that the “vernacular jazz” and the “authentic jazz” were “similar, but not exactly 

 

70 Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 189, 189n725. Monaghan, “”Stompin’ At 
the Savoy,” 45, 47-49, 51, 71n123. Terry Monaghan. “CRASHING CARS & KEEPING THE SAVOY’S MEMORY 
ALIVE.” Authenticjazzdance. April 25, 2015. 
https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2015/04/25/mama-lou-parks-by-terry-monaghan/ . Harri 
Heinilä, “Sugar Sullivan – The Savoy Lindy Hopper and Jazz Dancer.” Authenticjazzdance. April 22, 2020. 
https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/04/22/sugar-sullivan-the-savoy-lindy-hopper-and-
jazz-dancer/. Mama Lu Parks (Louise ‘Mama Lou’ Parks Duncanson) was obviously mentioned twice 
(once in the Index and once in the text) in Guarino and Oliver’s study. See Lindsay Guarino and Wendy 
Oliver with author contributions. “Jazz Dance Styles,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 
25, 307. 
71 There is no mention of the Harvest Moon Ball contest and Parks Duncanson or Manning in Stearns and 
Stearns, Jazz Dance. 

https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2015/04/25/mama-lou-parks-by-terry-monaghan/
https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/04/22/sugar-sullivan-the-savoy-lindy-hopper-and-jazz-dancer/
https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2020/04/22/sugar-sullivan-the-savoy-lindy-hopper-and-jazz-dancer/
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the same:” the “authentic jazz” was the “vernacular jazz from the early twentieth 

century,” obviously from the 1920s to the 1940s, while the “constantly evolving” 

“vernacular jazz” was not restricted to “one period.” They illustrated various “jazz 

dance” forms with the help of a picture of the “jazz dance tree,” in which they described 

the “vernacular jazz dance” and the “vernacular” as the trunk of the tree from which 

various “jazz dance”-related branches had grown. For some reason, their “authentic jazz 

dance” was not depicted in the tree.72  

 

Their “authentic jazz dance” definition suggests bizarrely that there have not been new 

authentic jazz dances since the 1940s, while Tap dance and Hip Hop were depicted as 

branches in the tree73. The latter even suggests that those two dance forms did not 

belong to the dances which the trunk, the ”vernacular jazz dance” and the “vernacular ,” 

comprised as far as Guarino and Oliver’s interpretations are concerned. Wendy Oliver’s 

comments in one of the chapters of their study support this conclusion. She claimed that 

Hip Hop dance did not “share a rhythmic closeness to jazz music,” and despite Tap 

dance shared similar rhythmical features with the “jazz dance,” Tap dance expressed 

those features “mainly through the feet,” which arguably distinguished it from the 

“vernacular jazz dance.” At the same time, both Oliver and Guarino in another chapter 

stated to the contrary that Hip Hop, in addition to authentic jazz dance, actually “can be 

considered vernacular jazz.”74 That contrasted with Pepsi Bethel’s statement of jazz 

 

72 Wendy Oliver. “Introduction,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, xvi. Guarino and Oliver 
with author contributions. “Jazz Dance Styles,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 24-25, 
29-30. 
73 Wendy Oliver. “Introduction,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, xvi. 
74 Wendy Oliver. “Introduction,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, xvi-xvii. Guarino and 
Oliver with author contributions. “Jazz Dance Styles,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 
29-30. 
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dance, which emphasized that moving the feet on the floor was the most important75. 

Bethel’s statement about jazz dance is similar to Wendy Oliver’s statement about Tap 

dance, which questions Oliver’s claim that Tap dance did not belong to the ”vernacular 

jazz dance” because it was mainly done by the feet. And as stated previously, to the 

Stearnses, Tap dance was ultimately part of jazz dance without any prefix. 

 

Guarino and Oliver’s confusing terminology of the “vernacular jazz dance” and the 

“authentic jazz dance” stemmed only to some degree from those who used the term 

‘jazz dance’ with these prefixes in the past. The Stearnses did not use the phrases 

“vernacular jazz dance” or “vernacular jazz” in their Jazz Dance. The present writer, and 

Terry Monaghan who studied how the Jazz Dance was structured, have not found any 

evidence of the Stearnses had used the phrases in other contexts.76 Marshall Stearns’ 

use of the phrase “authentic jazz dance” was discussed earlier.  

 

When looked into newspapers, magazines, and books in various databases, it seems that 

the phrases “vernacular jazz” or “vernacular jazz dance” were used seldom in the 20th 

century. Regarding the ProQuest database and the Google Books, The first instance of 

the phrase “vernacular jazz” is probably from 1948 when the phrase “vernacular jazz 

tradition” was mentioned in connection with music and music arrangers.77 And the 

phrase “vernacular jazz dance” was used at the latest starting from 1981 as far as this 

 

75 “Pepsi Bethel – Interview”, box 3, folder 71, Papers on Afro-American social dance: circa 1869-1987, 
Jerome Robbins Dance Division, The New York Public Library, New York, NY. Karen Hubbard. “The 
Authentic Jazz Dance Legacy of Pepsi Bethel,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 77. 
76 Monaghan, ““Stompin’ At the Savoy”, 58. See also Monaghan, “The Legacy of Jazz Dance.” 
77 Harri Heinila. “Swing Dance or Jazz Dance – A Few Words About the Use of the Terms.” 
Authenticjazzdance. January 7, 2016. https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2016/01/07/swing-
dance-or-jazz-dance-a-few-words-about-the-use-of-the-terms/ . John A. Kouwenhoven, Made in America: 
The Arts in Modern Civilization  (New York: Garden City, 1948), 267.   
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can be concluded from the searches on databases. Similarly, the phrases “authentic jazz” 

and “authentic jazz dance” were used for the first time in 1919 (the former) and in 1960 

(the latter)78, although Marshall Stearns used the phrase “authentic jazz dance” in TV 

programs slightly earlier at the end of the 1950s as stated earlier. 

 

The “jazz dance” scholars have used variably the prefix “vernacular” with the term “jazz 

dance,” at the latest, since Maria Kandilakis’ unpublished thesis from 1973. Kandilakis 

used the prefix a few times in the form of “vernacular jazz dance” and “vernacular jazz 

steps.” The prefix in the “vernacular jazz dance” meant the “homegrown,” which evokes 

the Stearnses’ idea of the “vernacular.” She used also the phrase “authentic jazz 

material” referring to dancers like Bill Robinson, The Nicholas Brothers, and the Savoy 

Lindy Hoppers, who were related to authentic jazz dance.79  

 

Later, Kimberly A. Chandler Vaccaro in her doctoral dissertation in 1997 used the 

phrase “vernacular jazz dance” occasionally in reference to the Stearnses’ Jazz Dance, 

but particularly Jill Flanders Crosby utilized the phrase “vernacular jazz dance” with 

variations on multiple occasions in her doctoral dissertation in 1995. Crosby argued 

that the “vernacular jazz dance” is a vocabulary which, during the dance, actively 

conversated with “jazz music and rhythmic impulses,” and which included “vernacular 

jazz steps” and “vernacular jazz dances” like the Lindy Hop, Susie Q, and Shorty 

 

78 Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 62-63, 63n192,. See also Harri Heinila. 
“Swing Dance or Jazz Dance – A Few Words About the Use of the Terms.” Authenticjazzdance. January 7, 
2016. https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2016/01/07/swing-dance-or-jazz-dance-a-few-
words-about-the-use-of-the-terms/ . 
79 Maria Kandilakis, “Jazz Dance: Where It’s Been -Where It’s at – Where It’s Going,” 30, 34. 

https://authenticjazzdance.wordpress.com/2016/01/07/swing-dance-or-jazz-dance-a-few-words-about-the-use-of-the-terms/
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George.80 Crosby attributed her use of the phrase “vernacular jazz dance” to unspecified 

dance historians who identified the jazz dance from the decades between the 1900s and 

the 1940s either as “vernacular jazz dance” or as “early jazz dance.”81 

 

Terry Monaghan argued that the Broadway’s “modern jazz dance” scene relegated the 

original (authentic) jazz dance dimension of the “jazz dance” to “the vernacular” that 

was used the kind of a source for the “modern jazz dance” innovations while the 

“theatrical jazz dance” (the “modern jazz”) teachers were reluctant to acknowledge 

properly the former stage forms. He explained that the word “vernacular” could mean “ 

“populist ordinariness”,“ which would exclude experienced and trained authentic jazz 

dancers whose dancing could not be considered as “ordinary.”82 Similarly, L. Lynne 

Emery (Lynne Fauley Emery) in her Jazz Dance review years earlier had commented on 

the Stearnses’ use of the word “vernacular” by stating that the people they wrote about 

were “far from ordinary.”83  Also dance historian Thomas F. DeFrantz took a stand on 

the “vernacular” by blaming the Stearnses for overstating the “vernacular” aspect in the 

Jazz Dance, which threated to overshadow the professional achievements of their jazz 

dancing interviewees.84  

 

Monaghan attributed the Stearnses’ use of the word “vernacular,” in particular, 

regarding the title of their Jazz Dance: The Story of American Vernacular Dance, to their 

 

80 Vaccaro, “Moved By The Spirit,” 17n3, 55. Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 214, 223, 
278, 290, 294, 315, 334. 
81 Crosby, “Will the Real Jazz Dance Please Stand Up?,” 14-15. 
82 Monaghan, ““Stompin’ At the Savoy”, 58. Terry Monaghan. “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” 306n54. 
83 Lynne Emery, “Jazz Dance by Marshall and Jean Stearns,” Dance Research Journal, Vol. 13, No. 2 (Spring, 
1981), 33. See also Terry Monaghan. “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” 308. 
84 Thomas F. DeFrantz, “African American Dance: A Complex History,” in Dancing Many Drums: 
Excavations in African American Dance, ed. Thomas F. DeFrantz (Madison: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2002). Kindle edition. 
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alleged attempt to utilize the “current terminology” for increasing interest in their 

study, in addition to going against the Broadway’s theatrical definitions of the “jazz 

dance.” Monaghan based his claim on the Stearnses’ correspondence that suggested his 

interpretation.85 The present writer has found the first instances of the phrase 

“vernacular dance,” in connection with African American dance and in the context of the 

area that is known as the US, from the year 1965 when the Stearnses published several 

articles which included the phrase.86 After their 1968 study, the phrase was used quite 

frequently in the “jazz dance”-related studies.87 

 

On the other hand, it could be asked why real jazz dances like the Lindy Hop, the 

Charleston, Black Bottom, including Jill Flanders Crosby’s “vernacular jazz dances,” and 

many other dances from that genre, would not be called just as jazz dance(s) without 

any prefix or other qualifier in those phrases that describe those dances as a whole? 

That is especially when considering the fact that they were referred to as jazz dance 

prior to the “modern jazz dance” was labeled with the “jazz dance”-related terms by the 

1950s88.  

 

That could be a step to a right direction, instead of maintaining various qualifiers in 

those terms, as historian E. Moncell Durden suggested in 2022. He argued that white 

 

85 Monaghan, ““Stompin’ At the Savoy”, 58. 
86 See Marshall and Jean Stearns, “Vernacular Dance in Musical Comedy,” New York Folklore, 1966. 
Marshall and Jean Stearns, “Frontiers of Humor: American Vernacular Dance,” Southern Folklore 
Quarterly, September 1, 1966. Marshall and Jean Stearns, “American Vernacular Dance: The Whitman 
Sisters,” Southwest Review, Fall 1966. Marshall and Jean Stearns, “Vernacular Dance in Musical Comedy: 
Harlem Takes the Lead,” New York Folklore Quarterly, December 1, 1966. 
87 The searches on Google Books with the search phrase “vernacular dance” gave 118 results regarding 
books that were published before 1968, and it gave 1,910 results as to the books which were published 
between 1968 and 1999. The searches were completed on June 18, 2022. 
88 Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 46-58. 
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jazz dancers can be labeled as jazz dancers without any qualifiers like “authentic” and 

“vernacular,” whilst African American jazz dancers need a qualifier to be labeled as 

“jazz.”89 Durden’s claim is not exactly correct when considering that, as previously 

mentioned, Felix O. Begho in his doctoral dissertation in the 1980s recognized African 

American Louise “Mama Lou” Parks Duncanson as a jazz dance choreographer without 

any qualifier, and the present writer in his doctoral dissertation in 2016, and in his Hip 

Hop and Jazz Dance study in 2021, argued similarly for African American jazz dance 

without any extra qualifier90. In fact, it could be argued that jazz dancers who have not 

been part of the Modern dance and ballet-based “modern jazz dance” tradition have 

been labeled for decades with the prefixes by both the “modern jazz” and the “authentic 

/ vernacular jazz dance” supporters as this article has pointed out. Regarding the 

relation between Modern dancers, and the Lindy Hop / rhythm Tap innovators and 

choreographers, dance historian Brenda Dixon Gottschild has even suggested that all 

labels that separate popular culture from “art culture” should be rejected because 

“modern dance forms” were produced in places of entertainment like ballrooms, and on 

the musical comedy and concert stages. She states that the labels promote racism 

because they relate African Americans to “vernacular or pop culture” and whites to “the 

world of “art.” ”91 

 

 

89 E . Moncell Durden. “The Morphology of Afro-Kinetic Memory: A Provocative Analysis of Marginalized 
Jazz Dance,” in Rooted Jazz Dance: Africanist Aesthetics and Equity in the Twenty-First Century, ed. Lindsay 
Guarino, Carlos R. A. Jones, and Wendy Oliver (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2022). Kindle 
edition, 63. 
90 Heinilä, “An Endeavor by Harlem Dancers to Achieve Equality,” 70. Heinilä, Hip hop ja jazztanssi, 6. 
Although the latter used the prefix “authentic” as a qualifier with the term “jazz dance,” the term was used 
also without the prefix to mean the authentic jazz dance dimension of the “jazz dance .” 
91 Brenda Dixon Gottschild, Waltzing in the Dark: African American Vaudeville and Race Politics in the 
Swing Era (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 214-215. 
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Lately, the Stearnses’ “jazz dance advocacy” has been under the severe criticism from 

musicologist Christi Jay Wells who argued that the Stearnses (mainly Marshall Stearns) 

failed to recognize properly various aspects of African American dance by narrowing 

their research down to the “authentic jazz dance.” According to Wells, a remarkable 

omission was to exclude the African American “concert dance” artists from the Jazz 

Dance. Wells named particularly Katherine Dunham, Alvin Ailey, and Pepsi Bethel as 

those artists whom the Stearnses neglected in the Jazz Dance.92  

 

As to how the Stearnses acknowledged these artists in the Jazz Dance, Wells were 

correct that the Stearnses mentioned Alvin Ailey only once as one of those whose 

“borrowings and blends from both the art and vernacular dance traditions” they saw 

“increasingly successful” in the middle of the 1960s.93 The Stearnses’ statement was a 

positive remark for the future blending of the “modern jazz dance” and the vernacular 

dance because “the art [dance]” in their statement most likely referred to the “modern 

jazz dance” when concluded from the names like Jack Cole and Jerome Robbins they 

mentioned in that context94. Similarly, Pepsi Bethel was mentioned only once when the 

Lindy Hop’s air steps were discussed. Katherine Dunham was mentioned a few times as 

a researcher who participated in dancing in Jamaica, but she was also referred to as a 

dance school owner, and several of her dance performances were included in the list of 

the films which jazz dance historian Ernie Smith compiled for the Jazz Dance.95 This 

suggests that Dunham was regarded in the Jazz Dance as a jazz dance-related artist, not 

“principally as a fellow folklorist of vernacular movement” like Wells claimed, at least, 

 

92 Wells, Between Beats, 194-196. 
93 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 361-362. 
94 Ibid., 361. 
95 Ibid., 17, 168, 309, 326, 416-418. 
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as far as Ernie Smith was concerned, although Wells was correct that the Stearnses did 

not discuss Dunham’s choreographies and dance innovations.96  

 

Probably, those artists’ education and experience in dancing, and their varied 

commitment to the dances that could be considered real jazz dance played a part as well 

in why the Stearnses neglected the artists. Katherine Dunham studied particularly ballet 

and Modern dance, although she was also interested in “dance and rhythms” of her own 

people. At the very beginning of her teaching career, she succeeded much better by 

teaching ballet than African American dances and rhythms as she told in 1941. Dunham 

told later to another interviewer that she really learned about African American so-

called plantation dances like the Cakewalk years after her beginning in dancing when 

she found out that also people in the US did similar dances she had studied in the 

Caribbean in the middle of the 1930s. Dunham performed Caribbean, Latin American, 

African, and other African American-influenced dances, at the latest, starting from 1938. 

She combined the plantation dances with them starting from the very beginning of the 

1940s, while she indicated that ballet was very important to her at that time.97  

 

Dunham’s attitude to African American jazz dances was not always unequivocally 

positive because she explained in 1938 that she intended to “take our dance out of the 

burlesque-to make it of it more dignified art” by developing a technique that would be 

“as important to the white man as to the Negro.” In spite of her condemnatory remark 

 

96 Wells, Between Beats, 195. 
97 Dorathi Bock Pierre. “A Talk with Katherine Dunham, “ in Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine 
Dunham, ed. VéVé A. Clark and Sara E. Johnson (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 248. 
Constance Valis Hill. “Collaborating with Balanchine on Cabin in the Sky: Interviews with Katherine 
Dunham,” in Kaiso!, 237-238, 243-244, 247n1, 247n2, 247n3. 
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on burlesque, she continued performing jitterbug and other jazz dances with her other 

repertoire. On the other hand, Dunham obviously never claimed that she was a jazz 

dancer. Also one of her dancers, Vanoye Aikens, confirmed that Dunham’s company was 

not a jazz dance company, although it “performed jazz movement.” However, some 

scholars have acknowledged her as a remarkable influencer of the “jazz dance.”98      

 

Alvin Ailey first “studied tap and primitive dancing,” and observed ballet dancers. Then, 

he studied Modern dance with Lester Horton whose company he directed after Horton 

passed away. In the 1960s, he mentioned Modern dance and the “modern jazz dance”-

influenced choreographers, Lester Horton, Jack Cole, and Anna Sokolow, as the sources 

for his inspiration while his company utilized “jazz, classic ballet, primitive, [Martha] 

Graham, and [Lester] Horton” techniques of dancing.99 According to dance historian 

Thomas F. DeFrantz, Alvin Ailey’s dancers used “jazz dance as a distillation of social 

dance forms,” although Ailey attached his company to Modern dance because Modern 

dancers were more respected than jazz dancers and recognized as art. Indeed, Ailey told 

at the beginning of the 1970s that they tried to drop “the terms ‘modern’ or 

‘contemporary’ ” regarding their “dance style” because they wanted to represent 

“American dance” that was a combination of “classical ballet, jazz and ethnic forms .” The 

combination was mostly danced to African American music forms, in addition to “rock 

music” and classical music.100  

 

98 Susan Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), xiv. 
See also Constance Valis Hill. “Collaborating with Balanchine on Cabin in the Sky: Interviews with 
Katherine Dunham,” in Kaiso!, 247n3. Saroya Corbett. “Katherine Dunham’s Mark on Jazz Dance,” in Jazz 
Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 92-95. “Part III: Master Teachers and Choreographers, 1930-
1990,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots and Branches, 73-74.  
99 Brandman, “The Evolution of Jazz Dance from Folk Origins to Concert Stage,” 291-292. See also Elsie 
Cassel. ”From Football Gridiron to ”American” Dance,” in Anthology of American Jazz Dance, 114-115. 
100 Thomas F. DeFrantz. Dancing Revelations (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2004), 103. Elsie 
Cassel. ”From Football Gridiron to ”American” Dance,” in Anthology of American Jazz Dance, 114. 
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Unlike Dunham and Ailey, Pepsi Bethel was unequivocally experienced and committed 

to authentic jazz dance from the very beginning. Bethel learned jazz dances from 

Herbert ‘Whitey’ White and other authentic jazz dance-related dancers. He competed 

and performed those dances in various events including movies and theatrical 

performances. Later, he studied Modern dance which he combined with authentic jazz 

dance, although the latter remained as the core of his dancing. He had deserved to be 

discussed more in the Jazz Dance as Christi Jay Wells suggested, but, like many other 

Savoy Lindy Hoppers, he was not acknowledged properly in the Stearnses’ study. Terry 

Monaghan argued that the Savoy Ballroom part was actually “the most inaccurate” of all 

the parts in the Jazz Dance. On the other hand, Bethel founded his authentic jazz dance 

company at the beginning of the 1970s, which was years later after the Jazz Dance was 

completed and published. The company performed authentic jazz dances successfully 

well into the 1980s.101 If Marshall Stearns had been alive at that time, the success of 

Pepsi Bethel’s dance company should have shifted Stearns’ focus to Bethel.  

 

Including the whole African American concert dance genre in the Jazz Dance could have 

been more problematic and difficult than the previous discussion indicates. Despite 

African American dancers had performed on stage in New York for decades102, the very 

beginning of the African American concert dance there is attributed to Edna Guy and 

Hemsley Winfield who presented their first “concert dance” known as the “First Negro 

Dance Recital in America” in 1931. According to dance historian Susan Manning, who 

 

101 Karen Hubbard. “The Authentic Jazz Dance Legacy of Pepsi Bethel,” in Jazz Dance: A History of the Roots 
and Branches, 75-80. Terry Monaghan, “Pepsi Bethel,” The Guardian, September 28, 2002, 22. Terry 
Monaghan. “The Legacy of Jazz Dance,” 312. 
102 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 117-158. 
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cited Winfield’s notes, it included “the primitive and modern dances” with “danced 

spirituals”, and it was accompanied by both “very slow blues” and “barbaric and more 

[N]egroid” music in the final section. “Primitive dances” referred to Africa and its 

dances. The “modern dances” referred to the Modern dance from the Denishawn 

school.103  

 

African dance and jazz dance have been different dance genres, although they are 

closely related.104 The “danced spirituals” could be taken as “jazz dance” depending on 

the interpretation of the word “spiritual.” Marshall Stearns saw the African American 

spirituals as “a reservoir of inspiration” to jazz, whereas dance historian Constance Valis 

Hill saw them as one of “the earliest forms of jazz,” although the spirituals were usually 

associated with “recital and concert halls.” Moreover, the “very slow blues” could have 

been jazz dance-related.105 Otherwise, the aforementioned short description and its 

terminology suggests that Guy and Winfield’s first “concert dance” shared more with 

Modern dance and African dance than with authentic jazz dances the Stearnses depicted 

in the Jazz Dance also because Marshall and Jean Stearns in their Jazz Dance did not use 

the phrases like ”primitive dance[s]” and ”danced spirituals.”106 

 

Perhaps, comic and “exotic primitive” minstrelsy stereotypes in the preceding, early 

African American theatrical dance were a significant reason for excluding it from the 

concept of the African American concert dance as dance historian Lynne Fauley Emery 

 

103 Emery, Black Dance, 1988, 241-244. Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance, 2004, 30-32, 34.  
104 Begho, “Black Dance Continuum,” xviii. 
105 Chapters ’10. The Blues’ and ’12. The Spiritual’ in Marshall W. Stearns. The Story of Jazz (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1970). Hill. Brotherhood in Rhythm, 20-22. Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, 23, 
107, 111, 240. 
106 See Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance. 
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suggested. Edna Guy, Hemsley Winfield, and Charles H. Williams, who was one of the 

leaders of the Hampton Institute group that represented similar ideas of the “concert 

dance” a few years later, were related to the Denishawn company of Modern dance. Guy 

had studied there under Ruth St. Denis’ tutelage and worked for St. Denis while Winfield 

was indirectly associated with the school through his work with Guy, and Charles H. 

Williams had befriended Ted Shawn.107  

 

Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn directed the Denishawn company between the middle of 

the 1910s and the very beginning of the 1930s. Modern dance innovators like Martha 

Graham, Doris Humprey, and Charles Weidman began their careers in the company, but 

left it, when they got frustrated with the Denishawn’s “artistic vision.” Both Shawn and 

St. Denis were linked with racism. At one point, they limited “the number of Jewish 

students” in their company to ten percent as Doris Humprey recalled it. Edna Guy left 

the Denishawn as well because she was not “invited to join the company,” although she 

worked “as a personal assistant to” Ruth St. Denis who allegedly accepted racist 

practices when her dancers were touring in the South. Ted Shawn expressed his disgust 

at jazz, African Americans, and the indigenous peoples of the Americas by calling jazz as 

“the scum of the great boiling” that was going to “be cleared off” for “the clear fluid” that 

was America’s “Anglo-Saxon heritage,” in which lay “our most [interesting and] 

American material…if we consider ourselves more truly Americans than the two alien 

races of the red man and the black man.” Similarly, he argued that white people should 

not do African American dances because “the negro mental and emotional conditions” 

 

107 Emery, Black Dance, 1988, 236, 241-244. Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance, 2004, 3, 29, 31, 34-36, 
38. 
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could not be “translated into the white man,” and his interest in eugenics is known as 

well. While his interest in eugenics might have waned through the years, he was “sick at 

heart” in the 1940s that “millions of white people” still were into “dances of Negro 

derivation.”108 Another Modern dance pioneer, Isadora Duncan, who agreed with “white 

supremacy,” dismissed jazz dances, and even proclaimed a war against jazz before her 

passing at the end of the 1920s.109 Thus, it could be argued that while multiracial 

participation in Modern dance-influenced dance practices has alleviated these racist 

aspects of Modern dance, its racist past hovers in the background, anyway.  

 

As this article has pointed out, the Stearnses’ Jazz Dance and its fight against the 

“modern jazz dance” has been cited, criticized, lauded and overall discussed in multiple 

studies throughout the decades since the Stearnses’ study was published in 1968. 

Unlike some critics have suggested110, it is hard to conclude that the Stearnses failed 

with the Jazz Dance. It has flown on the academic radar almost all the time, which 

differs drastically from academic studies that lay unnoticed and forgotten on the 

bookshelves. The Stearnses’ comments in the Jazz Dance suggest, they understood well 

that details and generalizations in their study will be scrutinized, elaborated, altered, 

and otherwise corrected.111 Therefore, given all the discussion that is brought out in this 

article, their fight against the “modern jazz dance” is still relevant and the legacy of their 

Jazz Dance in that regard is relevant as well. A consensus on which of dance forms, 

 

108 Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance, 1, 3, 28. Ted Shawn quoted in Ann Daly, Done Into Dance: 
Isadora Duncan In America (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1995), 219-220. Ted Shawn quoted 
in Monaghan, “”Stompin’ At the Savoy,” 63n18. Paul A. Scolieri. “ “An Interesting Experiment in Eugenics”: 
Ted Shawn, American Dance, and the Discourses of Sex, Race, and Ethnicity,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Dance and Ethnicity, ed. Anthony Shay and Barbara Sellers-Young (Oct 2013). DOI: 
10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199754281.013.001. 
109 Monaghan, “”Stompin’ At the Savoy,” 63n18. 
110 Ibid., 63n9 69n94. Wells, Between Beats, 194-195, 198-199. 
111 Stearns and Stearns, Jazz Dance, xviii. 
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dances, and dancers should have been included in the Jazz Dance may never be reached, 

but there is little reason to believe that Marshall and Jean Stearns’ Jazz Dance will be 

forgotten for years to come.   
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