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7 Simmering Passivity
The Black Male Body in Concert Dance

Thomas DeFrantz

Racial division, cultural fragmentation, and the absence of critical theory
devoted to Afro-performance have contributed to the historical displace-
ment of dance created by African-American men. This essay addresses the
presence and potency of the black male body in concert dance through a
consideration of: 1) strategics governing performance in the Afro-American
grain, 2) critical reception of dancers and dances by mainstream press. and
3) analysis of representation as it is described by performance.

MARKED MEN IN SLAVE SOCIETY

The black man’s body entered American consciousness as a powerful
exotic commodity: aslave. Objectificd on the auction blocks of the African
gold coast and the C Caribbean. his body reached American shores bearing
a tangle of opposing physical imperatives. As commodity. it was to hold
cnormous labor capacity: while as personal property. it was to be eminently
repressible. docile, passive. These contradictory demands fed not ornly
the physical foundations of slave society: they also framed modes of stage
performance later practiced by black men. including concert dance. ~

Slave society strictly regulated public dancing by black men before the,
1800s. Uprisings. such as the South Carolina Stono Insurrection of 1739
linked the dancing body with rebellion: the resultant slave laws of 1740
prohibited any Negro from “beating drums. blowing horns or the like which
might on occasion be used to arouse slaves to insurrectionary activity™ (Winter
1947: 28). Drum dancing solidified connections between the slaves” varied
West African cultures: to minimize these powerful affinitics. slave owners
legislated performance and carefully regulated dancing affairs which might -
provide opportunities “to exchange information and plot insurrcctions™
{Hazzard-Gordon 1990: 33). Dancing came “under the strict governance and
supcrvision of whites who legitimized violence as a means of controlling the
slave population™ (ibid.: 13). Eventually. serious dancing went undergrountdy
and dances which carricd significant aesthetic information became disguised.
or hidden from public view.! For white audiences. the black man’s danum,
h()dv came to carry only the information of its xurfdu,
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