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Chapter 4 film and video in Swing

In this chapter: 

3 different types of clips/AV footage

I have arbitrarily grouped them like this so I can discuss them as:

· historical evidence of swing culture/community development and change

· so I can address issues of form and technology specifically

· I can trace the technological and historical change in terms of ideological context

I have also focussed on how these texts are used, in developing a sense of locally distinct swing communities (by producers and users) and also a sense of globalised, shared swing community/culture.

-> my attention to this use of media technology and content develops my argument that swingers constitute a fandom and also a diasporic community.

Issues to emphasise:

· how this is fan work (media use)

· how this is diaspora – race and ethnicity here (local/global)

-> local/global + media use

This chapter is considering the use of audio-visual media in swing communities. Specifically, it is considering the uses of AV material in the Melbourne swing community.

It considers this material in three groups:

1. Film

2. full-length videos and DVDs

3. digital AV texts (online and otherwise)

This grouping presents this material in terms of textual form, primarily, but this form is in fact historically grounded and representative of three general patterns in AV media use in swing communities. These groups will be considered in terms of their role in contributing to local swing culture as well as a global, or shared swing culture. They will also be considered as evidence of technological change and uptake in swing communities, and the importance of technological form itself to use. They also serve as signifiers of particular historical moments in swing culture, where particular media practices dominated at certain moments in time.

Stress historical moment issue more

1. Homeland


In the first days of the lindy hop revival in the mid 1980s, dancers in Sweden and in the US began attempts to reproduce the dance sequences in archival film material. They approached complete films like Hellzapoppin’ and A Day at the Races as repositories of dance footage, buried in the complete film text. The shorter dance sequences were edited out of the original film and read as independent texts in themselves, an approach which continues today in contemporary swing communities. Dancers then and now read these original texts as complete in themselves, and many have never watched the entire original film more than once. 

Dancers read film and filmic representations of dance in quite culturally specific terms. For dancers they are not, as is often the case in Hollywood musical narrative, merely spectacle for spectacle’s sake. They are complete, complex texts in themselves, made up of a range of signs and codes which dancers interpret to make meaning. For dancers, the ‘narrative’ structure of cinema is replaced by the choreographic structure, which is in turn bound to the musical structure of the soundtrack. The individual steps of the choreography gain further meaning as distinct steps or signs, through the intertextual comparison with other dance sequences in other film texts, and through dancers’ own physical experimentation. Dance is read in much the same way as the chapter of a book or a scene in a film.

Beyond the longer complete narrative film examples, there are also a range of animated and short films from the 1930s and 1940s which swingers watched – and still watch - with avid enthusiasm
. These were often short film ‘novellas’, featuring musicians such as Cab Calloway and Count Basie, either as performers within the narrative context of the film, or as a musical ‘voice over’ for an animated or live-action sequence that might otherwise lack a clear narrative structure
. Dancers such as Frankie Manning’s troop the Congaroos and Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers also featured in these short films, again as ‘performers’ accompanying the musicians, or as ‘characters’ who also happened to dance. Archival news footage which featured or starred dancers and dance sequences were also utilised as source material for dance sequences, and were again read on dancer-specific terms. Interestingly, dancers take great delight in reading ‘against the grain’ of these archival news programs, ridiculing the inaccuracies of voice-overs and reporters, or otherwise engaging with the texts in a range of ways other than the traditional ‘news audience’
. 

Viewing of these films, originally a film and dance audience fan activity in a more passive sense, shifted to a more active dancing fan activity with revivalist dancers. These first post-revival swing dancers focussed on the filmic depictions of  lindy hop and other swing dances as guides for movement as they attempted to recreate these original dance steps. The most important texts in their efforts were mainstream Hollywood films, produced in the States during the 1930s and 40s. The difficulties involved in working from film, as well as fascination which outgrew their source material encouraged them to seek out the dancers and choreographers credited in the films, most of whom were then in their sixties or older, and living in the US. This eventually led to the ‘rediscovery’ of dancer like Frankie Manning, who had slipped from public view with the popular decline of  lindy hop and swing music.

Revivalist swing fan communities in the 1980s were fairly limited, centered in Sweden and the US. They tended to treat swing dancing not as a social dance, but as an historical puzzle to be solved with research and physical experimentation. In later years, particularly in the US in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the popularity of neo swing bands like The Cherry Poppin’ Daddies and Royal Crown Revue, teamed with an effective television commercial by Gap Jeans
, featuring lindy hop prompted popular interest in lindy hop and other swing dances. This interest encouraged social swing dancing within the American scene, and more limited social and workshop-centered dancing in Sweden. Other countries soon followed, with swing developing in England in the late 1980s, in Australia in the mid 1990s and in Japan, Korea, Singapore, New Zealand and other countries as dancers (usually American, though not exclusively, as in the case of Singaporean Sing Lim) brought swing with them as they emigrated or returned home from visits abroad.

Make this framing as fan activity stronger here:

Swingers’ use of film and some video in these earliest moments of the swing revival were very much as researchers such as Camille Bacon Smith and Henry Jenkins describe fans’ use of original television texts as fodder for recreation of narrative and the performance of new, original fan-writing
. Swingers were making active use of mass media texts, for quite specific, fannish purposes. The interesting feature of swing dancing, however, lies in their movement beyond the use of media representations as ‘source’ material, toward the face to face interaction of dance pedagogy and social interaction. While archival material might have offered a starting point for swing revival research, it was – and is – by no means the end point for this work.

Homelands and diaspora

Historical film texts served dual practical purposes for revivalist dancers. They provided dance texts to recreate and dancers’ names to research, yet they also contributed to a developing cultural mythology surrounding the ‘original swing era’ in contemporary, revivalist swing communities. The mythology is still at work today in contemporary swing communities. This mythological ‘original swing era’ was, in these earliest uses of the films – as revivalist dance texts – developed as an ideological ‘homeland’ in swingers’ imagination. 1930s America, both east coast Harlem in New York and west coast Los Angeles developed as a cultural ‘homeland’ for contemporary swing dancers. John Sinclair and Stuart Cunningham refer to a diasporic ‘homeland’ – as a country from which groups and families and individuals journeyed out to other countries to settle or work or escape
. In swing culture, we can read Harlem as the ‘homeland’ from which all swing dance culture moved out into the rest of the world, both in the original popular imagination of the 30s and 40s, and in the post-revival period. It is also the homeland to which many contemporary swingers journey in ‘pilgrimage’, to see historic sites (including the location of  the former Savoy Ballroom), to learn from swing dance ‘gurus’, or simply to ‘feel’ the history of the Harlem renaissance. 

Just as Sinclair and Cunningham frame ‘homelands’ as being as much an ideological construct or idealised ‘memory’, swingers construct a Harlem of a specific time and place, with attendant social and cultural milieu. The Harlem to which swing dancers journey, or refer to as homeland, is the Harlem of the 1930s, birthplace of lindy hop, swinging jazz and ‘swing culture’, an imagined community
 or culture which might never have existed in any ‘real’ way. The most relevant conflict between the ‘actual’ historical context of lindy hop’s development and the swing community’s popular notion of this historical period lies in the representation of race and ethnicity. As Chapter Two has discussed, the “unnameable terrors” which Paul Gilroy cites (as quoted by Kelly 318) as often central to diasporan -  particularly Afro-American diasporan – consciousness, are largely absent from contemporary swing discourse. The archival film representations of Afro-American life – framed in terms of music and dance – to which swingers refer in their reconstruction projects are largely devoid of references to the actual, everyday experiences of 1930s Harlem residents. The ‘unnameable terrors’, then remain unnamed and unexplored in contemporary swing communities. As Chapter 2 has discussed, the effects of this selective ‘remembering’ of a swing homeland leads to a ideologically determined sense of history in swing. may explore this more  here, or in ch2.

These original revivalist communities of Sweden and America developed in contemporary Australian swing communities as a second ‘homeland’. Melbourne dancers often regard America and Sweden as the ‘home’ of post-revival swing dancing, consuming texts and teachers from these countries with avid, fannish enthusiasm. There is some sense that engagement with the ‘original’ swing films and dancers ascribes authority to the early revivalist dancers. The very act of reviving the dance before all these original dancers died of old age also serves to fix the authority of this ‘first generation’ of revivalists. This attitude is evident in swingers’ attitude towards major camps like the Herrang dance camp in Sweden, and Camp Hollywood in America. Contemporary American and Swedish swing communities have developed in a sense as subsidiary homelands, through which knowledge and skill from the ‘original swing era’ are filtered to the wider international swing community.

This second notion of ‘homeland’ serves as evidence of the ideological formation of ‘homeland’ in diasporic communities. The homeland is not so much a physical place, but an ideological ‘time’ and ‘place’ to which swing communities throughout the world in a range of countries and cities, look for an ‘authentic’ or ‘authoritative’ essence of swing community and culture. 

The original attempts to ‘recreate’ the dance sequences in these films are repeated still in contemporary lindy hop communities, as a particularly authoritative performance of fan knowledge and skill. Recognising the source text of a recreationist performance has also become a performance of fandom – of fan knowledge - and this recreation is at once an articulation of ego and ability as a dancer, but also an opportunity for dancers to participate in a cooperative recreation of the earliest attempts to recreate the films, in the 1980s. Dancers take great pleasure both in dancing out these ‘original’ texts – recreation – and in watching recreations and recognising this recreation as an expression of respect for the original dancers and choreographers.

The Harlem Hot Shots – successor to the original Swedish revivalist Rhythm Hot Shots - reprised the recreation of the original dances in a performance at the Herrang dance camp in 2004, where they danced onstage while a montage of original film footage was projected onto the stage with them. They recreated the dance sequence in the films, interacted with film segments as an ‘audience’ for the dancers depicted and danced ‘with’ the film characters. This was all in the context of a broadly historical ‘story’ of swing dance development, requiring costume changes, some live singing, a variety of dance styles and tight choreography. As a performance, this was the highest standard swing dancing available to contemporary audiences. The audience, here, was made up entirely of other swing dancers, including some of those portrayed in the films on-screen.

This show provided a combination of pleasures for the audience: a recognition of the original texts; a dancer-specific understanding of the performance from an experiential point of view; an appreciation for the abilities of the performers; admiration for the original dancers’ abilities, in the recreationists’ failure to re-perform the original dance as well as the original; and an aesthetic appreciation for the combination of film and live dance as a performance. The longstanding tradition in all localised swing communities of coming together to watch film footage of dancers, complemented by repeat viewings of clips independently, teaches dancers the pleasures of re-viewing, and of watching familiar and greatly-valued clips with a group of people who share occupy a similar – and unique - viewing position. There is also a viewing position which is one of appreciation as dancers for the technical abilities of those on screen, as well as the more familiar aesthetic, technical and filmic viewing pleasures and positions of media fandom. Having been in class and on the social dance floor with these performers in the preceding days and nights, observed their running the dance camp, as well as prior knowledge of the Hot Shots as ‘celebrity’ dancers added to the readings made by the audience.

The Herrang experience emphasised the sense that local swing communities all over the world valued these ‘original’ texts in similar ways. It also encouraged this common reading through the ideological context of the camp and the performances by authoritative community figures. Coming together as dancers from a range of countries and cities to engage in a shared cultural practice, where dancers shared meanings and ascribed similar values to the texts encouraged a sense that this was an international gathering, and that swing is a globalised community, where individual, localised groups and individuals share cultural and textual practices. This is not to suggest that this was a homogenous group of dancers, reading the film and dance texts in exactly the same way. It was more that each dancer’s unique experience in their home community brought something new to the shared notion of ‘origin’ and cultural value. As a gathering of members of different local communities within a wider diasporic community, this shared moment was an example of hybridity within the community. while they might share a respect for the dancers and films they watched together, each individual member of the audience would express their sense of self and community differently on the dance floor, in their conversation with neighbours, and in their conversation ‘at home’ in their own local swing community.

While the original 35mm film texts were used in particular ways by the original ‘revivalist’ dancers, they have not remained bound to that single use-value or meaning. They were originally copied onto video, and are continually being reused and recirculated within swing communities around the world in a range of media forms. The later section in this chapter on online AV texts explores this issue in further detail. Despite this shift in meaning, though, the original texts remain valuable simply for their historical worth, as ‘archival’ footage, and are increasingly becoming the only means by which contemporary dancers might access their ‘past’ as the oldest pre-revival dancers pass away. Successive generations of post-revival swing dancers are still seeking out these original texts and reproducing their dance sequences, not only in an attempt to ‘preserve the past’ but also to attain some social standing as ‘authentic’ dancers, reaching beyond the first ‘recreationists’ to find a more ‘authentic’ dance style.

2. Multiple homelands and competing discourses

A second significant form for audio-visual texts in the swing community is the ‘official’ DVD or video cassette. These are usually purchased from the producers online, in person at a camp, exchange, competition or otherwise, and tend to fall into one of two major ‘official’ swing media categories: camp videos and instructional videos. 

From the mid 1980s onwards swingers were producing and selling instructional videos, primarily in the USA, Europe and the UK. Videos from camps and exchanges were available from the late 1980s with camps like the first Herrang dance camp in 1989 producing a video which is still available. This development of ‘official’ swing filmic discourse is significant for a number of reasons. Firstly as a marker of the professionalising of swing media discourse; secondly as a marker of technological uptake in the swing community; and thirdly as an example of the ways in which the exchange of AV material contributed to a developing sense of ‘global’ swing community.

The camp or exchange ‘official’ video/DVD is produced by camp organisers (in increasingly professional forms) and distributed to dancers either at camps and exchanges or over the internet and mail-order. These texts usually include footage from the classes (often with the complete routines, performed by the teachers for students), scenes from social dancing (including live band footage), performances (in whole or part), and competition dancing (in whole or part) from the dance weekend. The shots of dancers tend to be long or full-body shots with limited editing or cuts to alternate perspectives. There are usually some titles, though dialogue during dance sequences is very limited. Class footage often features vocal content from the teachers, but this is limited to functional, pedagogic talk for the most part. 

All these different types of footage are presented as a whole text, as an overview of that camp or exchange during that one period. Specific dancers usually feature prominently throughout the different sections, serving as the production of celebrity
 to some degree. While dancers usually watch these texts in pieces, fast forwarding through sections to find other specific moments, watching some sections repeatedly and so on, they do usually watch the text in its entirety on the first viewing. They might also seek out other, unofficial clips to complement their viewing. The uses to which these films are put are varied and complex, though they tend to focus on use-value as sources for dancing inspiration and material for re-performance. They are also functioning as part of wider swing discourse in patterns of power and ideological influence.

 The ‘whole’ texts of the camp or exchange videos and DVDs – comprised of a range of dancing texts and genre – are packed as memorabilia for event attendees, as learning guides for students, or as a way for those dancers who did not attend to ‘participate’ in the camp. Often dancers in the latter category will use the recordings to ‘learn’ the routines from the camp. All copies of these videos and DVDs are sold for profit (or to recoup production costs), and can cost anywhere from twenty Australian dollars for a video to one hundred Australian dollars for a DVD. Many dancers own dozens of these ‘professional’ recordings.

In Melbourne, dancers bring home camp videos and DVDs from trips, or order them online. Local camps and exchanges have produced a limited number of texts: the Melbourne Lindy Exchange has produced three to date, one for each year; Swing Patrol have produced a wider range of videos, most commemorating either Camp Jitterbug Down Under or their regular balls. Each ranges in production values, from the very amateurish to the more professional. 

How does this contribute to ‘global’ community ideology? How does it develop public ‘local’ identities for individual communities?

Local: 

· letting dancers ‘see’ each other and each others’ scene

· promoting specific camps/exchanges and hence that local community

Global:

· developing ‘industry links’ between suppliers and retailers in different communities

· developing discursive links, where texts provide ideological points of connection – dancers can discuss dance ‘styles’ of a particular region using these texts as references


The other important genre for ‘official’ swing film media is the instructional video. Dancers produce these primarily for profit, and they function ideologically in a number of ways. Though intended as ‘pedagogic’ tools for students, they also serve to develop the status of the instructing dancers. In the American swing community, these videos are produced by the more experienced and well-respected dancers, most of whom have competed successfully in national swing dance competitions, taught locally in their home city and travelled to teach in national and international workshops. In Melbourne, the only group producing these instructional videos are Swing Patrol, whose range includes only instructions for aerial dance steps. The general consensus within the wider, and more experienced dance community is that these texts are inadequate for truly ‘learning’ dance (as in the case of language tapes for learning languages), though they may serve best as ‘reminders’ of classes (as in the case of camp videos). The widest market for these texts is the younger, less experienced dancers.


There is one smaller, sub-genre in the category of discrete, dancer-produced AV material - the independent swing film which is self-shot, edited and distributed by individual dancers. Only two these have been brought to public attention within the Melbourne swing community to date Whipped Up
 was intended as a project for a film making course where the director employed the willing volunteer labour of the Melbourne swing community, yet has become a more complex filmic tool. All of the dancers who participated in the project received free copies of the DVD, which also included a number of archival and edited swing dance clips. This film has been screened ‘officially’ at a launch, and at social swing dance events while dancers are dancers. Josh’s film
 was written and directed by a Melbourne dancer and featured local dancers and musicians. Intended as a short film competition entry, the film was hosted on the Swing Patrol website for a while, but has since been removed.

There is one amateur documentary about the Toronto swing scene in circulation (screened at Herrang 2004 and to be screened at MLX 2004), which while being of very poor quality in terms of editing, mise en scene, camera work, continuity and so on, has still been consumed with some enthusiasm by dancers, simply because it was made by dancers, featuring dancers (many of whom were known to the viewers) and distributed by dancers, for little if any profit.

The 2004 Melbourne Lindy Exchange featured a short film festival, run by an independent Melbourne dancer, co-screened with a new Hollywood feature film Swing. This section will need expanding post mlx2004

The two former categories of official camp or exchange and instructional AV texts serve as an example of official discursive practice on the parts of various individuals and institutions within the swing community. They each position viewers in particular ways with their ideological framing. Both are presented as a mediated ways for dancers to ‘be’ with teachers and at camps and to participate in the dance act, whether this mediated participation is a replacement for the actual participation, or in complement to it.

The introduction of digital editing software like Apple’s iMovie has resulted in an almost overnight change in the production values of these types of swinger-produced texts. The MLX2003 DVD was the first in a shift from video alone, offering a text which reflected swingers’ intensive use of  online and computer technology generally. This shift to digital technology had been taken up by Swing Patrol earlier, and is significant for a number of reasons. 

First, reception and ‘viewing’ spaces are changed. DVDs can be watched on private computers. Secondly, the shift to digital format has made it possible for dancers to the original text from a DVD to a series of digital files which may be reproduced and edited. While there are no online sources to date, dancers may now more easily upload and copy data from these original ‘official’ sources for illicit and illegal sharing online. Again, this is an issue to be discussed further in the following section. It is worth pointing out here, though, that this technological change undoes some of the discursive power of official, institutionally produced AV media texts in the swing community.

A congruent point lies in the way dancers may seek to limit the recording and dissemination of their own image on AV media. For the high profile or celebrity dancer – be they teacher or performer – their bodies in motion, dancing, are their stock in trade. Swingers who rely entirely on dancing for income manage their public, recorded image quite carefully. Most forbid students record their being recorded in classes or performances. Many also release their own instructional or camp-based videos and DVDs and rely on them in part for income.

As a consequence, there are relatively few clips of some of the most high profile and longest-standing dancers in swing available in ‘free’ formats throughout the international swing community. This has had a number of effects. On the one hand, they have secured the value of their recorded image and own merchandising by preventing amateur or unofficial recordings. On the other, they have perhaps limited their popular profile with the newer dancers in the swing community. Newer dancers must rely on the more limited promotional material attached to formal teaching events such as camps, or the dancers’ own sites to see the dancer in question. As  consequence  they may be less likely to recognise that teacher or performer’s ability, or to value that dancer as a teacher. Hence the market for that dancer’s ‘product’ is limited. The provision of shorter official ‘teaser’ clips in free, public fora has served as a compromise on this point. 

This issue is an example of the official strategies at work in the swing community globally, to limit the movement and use of AV media texts. The effects are neither consistent nor predictable. The introduction of new digital technologies has also served as a tactical tool for swingers seeking access to image and text which are otherwise regulated by official economic discourse. This is an issue of particular interest in the following section.

Both official genres also introduce competing notions of authoritative swing discourse or media. The dancers featured are implicitly, in their occupation of the teaching role, or in their very presence in an official film text, positioned as ‘important’ dancers or figures in the community. The presence of ‘celebrity’ dancers – or ‘rock stars’ as they’re often disparagingly termed by some swingers – serves to establish a hierarchy where those dancers with the greatest influence or status may  not necessarily be those with the greatest dancing or teaching ability, but more those whose image has reached the greatest saturation in the wider swing community. Localised swing communities develop their own swing ‘celebrities’ through a range of media – in the classroom, on the social floor, in competitions and performances, or official organisational or school discourse. A dancer’s longevity is often enough to earn them some higher social status in their local swing community.  The highest profile ‘international’ celebrities, though, are drawn to the attention of a localised community through AV media and visits from these dancers, who are almost always teachers. Celebrity status is often developed not only through the only images of their dancing and their online profile generally, but also through their endorsement and  framing by local authoritative and official discourses. An international dancer’s image or bio on a school’s website, combined with their presence on a camp video and significant online presence in freely available clips is often a clear way to establish them as an international ‘celebrity’ dancer. It also, incidentally, serves to maintain the authoritative position of the local school or body who sponsors their visit.

This notion of competing discourses and the high media profile of dancers from a particular geographic region has served to develop alternate, competing ‘homelands’ within the local swing communities. In Australia, local Adelaide dancers might look to the more established Melbourne swing community as the site of ‘good dancing’ and ‘good dancers’, vibrant social dancing, excellent teachers and so on. Whereas Melbourne dancers tend to look off-shore, to the US or Sweden. Again, the siting of a ‘homeland’ is often a result of media saturation and the reading habits of individual dancers within these local communities. Harlem, though, in the 1930s still dominates as the most authoritative and compelling ‘homeland’ throughout all localised swing communities.

The more recent development of creative film projects within the Melbourne – and Australian – film community, in the shape of the Full Swing film festival suggests a shift towards less profit-driven motives in ‘official’ AV media production within the community. This competition, in part triggered by the public release of Whipped up and the organiser’s own interest in amateur film making

3.   Tactical audio-visual use in an online community


Swingers constitute an online community not only through their insistent presence in online talk, but also in their extensive use and production of online media. The swing communities of the 2000’s are characterised by extensive use of various online media. This century has seen a shift from video to digital film media, in only a year or two. Just as the first revivalists moved from film to video, contemporary dancers are adopting digital AV media for its increased flexibility and accessability. Swingers are not only producing DVDs and CDroms using desktop publishing like iMovie, to be exchanged as ‘read only’ files, they are also producing smaller amateur clips using still digital cameras with limited live-action capabilities, editing larger filmic texts and re-presenting them as shorter clips and dealing with these media primarily on their computers, rather than their televisions.


For many dancers, swing dance videos and clips are situated on the computer – be it laptop or desktop, in the workplace, school or university, or home. The video and film versions of audio-visual material are increasingly becoming media restricted to public, communal viewings, and digital versions replace them as the most used media, situated in the relatively private space of a computer screen, to be obscured from passing colleagues, or enjoyed in the privacy of an office or bedroom. Swingers can now copy footage from DVD format to CD format and vice versa, making digital media far more flexible and user-friendly than previous formats allowed.


Swingers are now involved more actively in their use of AV material. They are still functioning as consumers, financially, buying official DVDs, but they are also now able to make more active use of these bought texts, and the texts they ‘find’ online, hosted on the websites of other swingers all over the world. Where once they exchanged videos or DVDs with their friends in their local community, swingers are now exchanging clips at a global level. The French site allswing.com, for example has recently become very popular with Melbourne dancers, providing a large number of clips for free download. The site is dual-language and requires visitors register in order to download clips. In this way the site’s usage is managed quite carefully, and tends to exclude the less determined visitors.


Most of the clips free to download online are shorter – 16 000KB or a maximum of 4mins worth of footage – and of varying quality. The shorter length is imposed by technical limitations – it takes less time to download a shorter clip, and shorter clips are easier for slower internet connections to manage – and dance structures. The average swing song runs for between two and four minutes, and most clips highlight ‘once dance’ – one song’s worth of dancing. This latter point demonstrates the influence of face to face dance floor culture on media use in swing in a most interesting way.


This issue is developed by the structure of the clips themselves. They tend to be shot from a distance, so that the dancers’ entire bodies are visible – often a factor influenced by the dynamic of contexts in which they are shot – the social or performative dance space. They are indoor scenes almost all of the time, and are generally either poorly lit (in the case of social dancing) or artificially lit as ‘performance spaces’. They are generally hand held scenes, with no editing, and only limited use of panning or close up. All these factors suggest that they were shot by dancers – who are concerned with the dance  itself rather than facial expressions, issues of montage and so on. An interesting example is provided by the MLX2003 video, where the footage was all shot by a professional camera crew. None of whom were dancers. The final film features very few full-body shots of social dancing, and regularly makes close ups and edits that, while contributing to a traditionally cinematic aesthetic and narrative structure, are incredibly frustrating for dancers to watch. This technical aspect is echoed in the footage produced by other dance cultures, such as the tango and rock n roll communities in Melbourne. 


This issue of swing dance mise en scene raises another interesting question. The filming of dance sequences in the films of the 1930s and 40s differs quite radically from that of more recent films featuring dance. Films such as Swing Kids, Mulholland Drive and Swingers, while featuring swing dancing, do not present the material with the same sense of spectacle as do original swing era films. Editing tends to be faster, with shorter shots, a range of close up, mid- and long- shots, the dancers themselves featuring onscreen only if they are key characters and so on. Original film footage of swing dancing was similar to that of contemporary swing dancers’ own material. In part a result of technical limitations, this might also be the result of a shift in aesthetic and cultural valuing and appreciation of dance sequences in film narrative. 

One useful exception is the 1992 film Malcolm X by Spike Lee. Lee is known in the American swing community as an avid fan of lindy hop, and his film features one of the most impressive contemporary, high-end lindy hop dance sequences ever produced. The camera work and editing focuses on the dancing in longer shots, though it also takes advantage of contemporary camera technology to produce sharper, quicker cuts and close ups which emphasise footwork, dancers’ connection and so on. Further, Lee enlisted Frankie Manning himself as a choreographer and consultant on the film. Manning, with a long history of choreography for film behind him, commented on the process at the Herrang dance camp in 2004, noting Lee’s determination to be historically ‘accurate’, and the familiar inability to ‘really dance’ on the part of the main stars, echoing the stars of the 30s and 40s with whom he had worked. The opening sequence of Malcolm X also featured some of the original swing era dancers, including Dawn Hampton and Norma Miller as well as contemporary lindy hoppers of the day like Ryan Francois, who is still recognised as one of the key figures of the lindy hop revival. Malcolm X is also the only contemporary swing film which features Afro-American dancers exclusively.

Clips exchanged online by swingers, or stored as digital files on private computers or websites tend to be shorter, though not always discrete texts. They may be sections of a longer film sequence (as in the case of the Hellzapoppin’ and Malcolm X dance sequences), short swing films (such as Groovie Movie), teasers or sections of ‘official’ swing texts (as in the case of the Swing Patrol DVD
), footage from camps, exchanges and competitions hosted on a private site (as in the case of clips from the Ultimate Lindy Hop Showdown
 competition/camp weekend), or simply material recorded in a dancer’s local community. 

Often performance or teaching couples host clips of themselves performing, teaching or social dancing on their own site, as promotion for their own ‘work’
. Notably, the higher profile teachers and performers, such as Bill Borgida, Ryan Francois, and the Harlem Hotshots do not offer free clips of their own work, instead strictly regulating the dissemination of their recorded image.

Individual dancers often host amateur recordings of themselves and friends on their own websites, or more frequently store them on home computers and CDroms to record their dancing progress. It is not uncommon for students to record their private classes (though higher profile teachers do not often allow this), their weekly classes, or to record themselves and their classmates doing routines just learnt in workshops with high profile teachers.

There are also some swing animations in circulation in the swing community, but these are usually fairly limited. They fall into the more recent category of CGI animations, and the more prevalent category of historical animation from the 30s and 40s
. 

All of these clips are either stored online, or in private collections as computer files or DVDs and CDroms. Much of this editing of complete texts to isolate the dance sequences is illegal or decidedly uncertain in its status as recordings. Many dancers are becoming more aware of the copyright legislation, though most will pursue copies despite their illegality. Many dancers exchange vintage clips and footage in digital form, privately, not-for-profit, and usually as a conscious effort to share historical knowledge with other communities. Peter Loggins, an internationally renown dancer of the revivalist generation is a founding member of the California Historical Jazz Dance Foundation
, which provides a detailed list of films which contain swing and jazz dance sequences
. Loggins often brings copies of films with him when he travels to teach and will make copies of select texts for dancers upon request. Loggins is a devoted swing dance historian whose approach to swing film is one primarily of pragmatics. As with a number of other dancers, Loggins uses filmed dance sequences as a source of material to bring to the dance floors of contemporary swing communities. His high profile as an accomplished dancer and teacher allows him to reach large numbers of dancers around the world, where he usually teaches ‘authentic’ steps and routines gleaned either from vintage film clips or from discussions and work with dancers from the original era.

On a smaller scale, individual dancers will often watch clips featuring dancers they admire with the intention of ‘stealing steps’. They are not only engaged in textual poaching in the collection of clips, but also in poaching steps and dance styles from other dancers. This is an accepted, even encouraged practice in every dance community around the world, as was discussed in Chapter Two. This use of online media by dancers in a local community at once serves to develop various swing communities around the world as important sources for dancers seeking inspiration – as a type of homeland – but also function to develop an international or global vocabulary of swing dance steps and style. Despite this global step ‘discourse’, there is still an  ideological insistence in all swing discourse that individual dancers retain and demonstrate an individual style. Whether this ideal is recognised or actually implicitly disavowed by institutional practice within specific communities is a different matter.

I need to explore the issues of diaspora, local/global and fandom more 


And to consider these issues:

Discuss the other forms: digital film texts – short; why? Tech and time + length of songs

Illicit nature of many of these clips

Convergence of media: how website combine discussion boards, ‘newspaper/magazine’ static formats, photos, radio and AV clips. This has allowed more people access to the act of media production and consumption, and made distribution an issue on completely different terms.

The digitisation of AV media has also led – or encouraged – a change in the ways AV media are used. Not so much in terms of how, but in terms of speed.

Increase in tactical usage – individual viewing, then selective distribution

Access to clips as a performance of fandom

Sharing clips around the world – with friends in other countries met at international camps or on discussion boards or visiting

Learning about other dance communities in other countries: the closest you can get to dancing with someone in another country. Thus encouraging that sense of a globalised community.

While the earliest revival lindy hoppers may have used film and then video to view these seminal texts, changes in media technology have changed the way swingers use these ‘original’ texts: cut them up etc

This section came from the first bit on ‘homeland’, and can be added in later on at the end, as an overview, or inserted under the stuff about ‘homeland as ideologically determined in that  original section.

Here, it is interesting to note the way that race and ethnicity are interwoven: is it appropriation for these whitest of white dancers to recreate Afro-American dance on screen? Perhaps it would be, if there was not obviously a gap between the recreationists’ and original dancers’ abilities. This recreation is very much an act of homage and respect; an acknowledgement of choreographic (organisational and aesthetic) ability as well as physical skill and communicative prowess on the dancers’ part. Further, it is also interesting to note that in this specific example, some of the surviving dancers who were in those clips were in the room, and were teaching those present in the audience how to dance. This served to develop the status of the original dancers, to construct a relationship of respect and admiration (if not celebrity-awe) in the audience, rather than any exploitation or disempowerment. These original dancers were present at the camp not only ‘as dancers’ to perform and teach, but also as members of the community with whom other dancers could speak and interact – learning a more complex social order where age and ability are congruent and respected.

These uses of original film footage are tactical in their readings and uses of whole narrative film, creating a whole meaning or semiotic relationship which is no longer narrative, but founded in the extra-textual elements of pedagogic, performative and social dance practice, wider swing discourse and cultural practice, as well as in the inter-textual viewing and reading of swing-related films and media. Manas Ray
 notes that Fijian-Indians ‘consume Bollywood’ through a whole range of media, and that Bollywood films’ meaning making is not strictly narrative-based, but rather meaning made sense of through various discursive relationships (in that case the star system). Swingers make meaning from individual, edited sections of longer films or filmic documents read in juxtaposition not solely via narrative form (which is often entirely absent), but through their experiences in classes, on the social dance floor, as audiences and in online talk and reading. In more practical terms, a series of clips from old films and complete archival footage presented on a ‘film night’ (as in the case of CJDU 2004, MLX 2003, Canberrang 2004 and Herrang 2004) are framed by the presenters of the evening. The ordering of clips, explanations of their content and history, technical cutting and the quality of the copies all inflect the way they are read by the audience. And this reading is further framed by online and face to face talk which positions this material as part of a discourse on swing’s mythologised homeland.

This is not to suggest that narrative – story telling – is entirely absent in swing culture. Most swingers can recount a ‘history’ of lindy hop, and of its revival, though this verbal narrative is usually developed from reading across and between a range of texts in the wider swing discourse. The more they have travelled, the further afield they have read, the more complex, historically ‘accurate’ (or pluralist) their stories. The more sources they credit. The more authoritative their reading. ‘Original’ dancers are called upon to tell stories of the ‘original swing era’
, and teachers and dancers alike all have a ‘how I started dancing lindy hop’ story which is akin to the ‘coming out narrative’ in queer community, the ‘how I started watching soaps’ story in Camille Bacon-Smith’s women fan communities, and the confessional ‘how I found the Lord’ stories in evangelist Christianity. For most swingers, having heard a story a number of times already only adds to the pleasure.

Contemporary narrative films featuring swing dancing

The ‘original’ film footage of swing dancing from complete films is complimented by contemporary narrative films which feature swing dancing. The films Malcolm X, Swing Kids, Mulholland Drive  and Swing! have all been consumed by swing dancers in Melbourne on repeat viewings. Many have never seen the entire film. All of these films have featured choreography and performances  by lindy hoppers, with Malcolm X holding an especially privileged status as the director Spike Lee consulted Frankie Manning who participated in the making of the film as a consultant and teacher. Other ‘original’ dancers from the swing era also starred in the film – included Sugar Sullivan – and the dance sequence at the beginning of the film also features local contemporary lindy hoppers. Both Swing Kids and Mulholland Drive feature sequences with performances and choreography by contemporary dancers, and in the latter case Peter Loggins – a dancer well respected internationally as an enthusiastic and well-researched swing dance historian – both danced and choreographed. Another seminal film in swing culture globally, is Swingers, a film set in late 1980s, early 1990s Los Angeles, featuring characters who are part of the then booming swing scene. The film is seldom read in the ironic, humorous terms with which it was produced. All of these films are watched in segments, with their dance sequences viewed and reviewed, and seldom (if ever) viewed in the context of the full narrative.

.-check all refs: are they all in endnote? Find ones that aren’t complete

� References for short films featuring swing dance


� perhaps a reference to the ways music is used in film/cinema?


� Various conversations with and papers from dancers like Lennart Westerlund.


� reference for Gap commercial
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� reference: benedikt anderson’s ‘imagined community’


� I need to discuss the whole production of celebrity thing a bit more here. Use that book from the UQ people here.
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� NB the story that I heard: that dancers’ who’ve been around for a while have noticed how Frankie Manning’s story telling ability has improved over time. 





