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At the age of eight, I was riding my bicycle (on the pavement) when I saw a policeman heading my way on his bike. I turned around, trying to make my getaway, but he soon caught me up, having a far superior bicycle which had a double clanger gear change and racing tyres. Having stopped me, he started to chastise me on the dangers of riding on the pavement. I didn’t like to tell him it was less dangerous for me than riding on the road. Anyway, my mum would only let me ride on the pavement. Having talked to me for ten minutes or so, I was about to take my leave when, as an afterthought, he asked me to empty my pockets. I only had two pockets in my shorts and from them I produced two conkers, four marbles, an apple (half eaten), three toffees (unwrapped), some bits of Meccano, a pen knife with a broken blade, a piece of string, four pence, half pence and a single piece of a jigsaw. Now, you may be wondering what this has to do with a guide to Ballroom Dancing but, just as the policeman couldn’t believe how much I produced from my pockets, I couldn’t believe how many facts Maureen Hughes has crammed into a Pocket Guide to Ballroom Dancing.

As soon as I started reading I warmed to Maureen when she revealed she started her dancing at the Court School in York whereas I started in 1958 at the Court School of Dancing in Welling, Kent.

I have, over the years, read many books on all aspects of Ballroom and Latin American dancing but Maureen’s book is truly unique. It is crammed with facts, references and quotes which are absolutely fascinating to all fans of Ballroom and Latin American Dancing. I greeted the reading of this book as a chore but discovered it to be a joy. For anyone wanting to gain an insight into the history of Ballroom Dancing, the origins of the terminology, and the profile of many of the leading dancers and coaches, this book is a must!
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INTRODUCTION



It was a searing hot Saturday afternoon in the early 1960s and there I was, standing in a queue on the staircase of the Court School of Dancing in my home town, the historic city of York, England, with my friend Stella Taylor where we were waiting to go into a Ballroom Dancing class. Most of my other friends thought I was decidedly odd, wanting to dance on a Saturday afternoon instead of meandering down Stonegate – Stonegate being ‘the’ street to be seen in on just such an afternoon in the swinging sixties; everyone who was anyone hung out in Stonegate, as it was teeming with hippies, the children of love and peace; it was also home to the obligatory sixties’ coffee bar! But I didn’t want to be in Stonegate; I wanted to put on my decidedly old-fashioned silver sandals and learn how to Quickstep. The evenings in York were the same, except in the evenings everyone ‘hung out’ at Ye Olde Starre Inn, which, of course, was in Stonegate too. I joined in then, but to be honest I guess I just wasn’t cool, because I only joined in, in a vague and half-hearted attempt to fit in. You see, the truth of the matter was that I had other things on my mind, and what most of my friends didn’t realise at that time was that dancing and theatre was my life.

Stella, of course, knew that I enjoyed our Saturday afternoons at the Court School of Dancing, but not that I belonged to a Scottish Country Dance Society, where I went each Monday evening, nor about the ballet classes – and she certainly didn’t know that I saved up my pocket money to pay for private Ballroom lessons at another dancing school! In the fifties and sixties there were also those wonderful tea dances, and yes, I did partake in those too. I can admit it now, because my ‘secret’ is out, and anyway I have long given up any attempt at attaining even a modicum of street cred!

I can, now, with all the wisdom of age and experience, sit back and reflect on the fun and satisfaction I had when every afternoon, whilst on holiday in Scarborough, my mother and I went to the tea dance in the Ballroom on the promenade instead of sitting on the beach watching the boys go by – me, that is, not my mother. At that time this was certainly not ‘normal’ behaviour, for then it wasn’t cool to be artistically aware or motivated. I carried on with my secret life for years, whilst still doing some of the other things which were considered more ‘normal’ and so allowed me to feel more accepted. I played squash twice a week, rode at the local stables every week and played tennis too in the summer months, but nothing compared to dancing and the theatre. As for the ‘hanging out’ thing, well, frankly I just didn’t get it. It all seemed a bit of a waste of time to me! I mean, I still don’t understand what everyone was actually doing when they ‘hung out’; what were they waiting for when they stood for hours on end outside the local chippie?

Now, when it is okay to enjoy all things thespian or artistic, it seems a much more worthwhile approach to life. However, the fact is that I was born too soon and so my dancing life was a secret one, as were my regular solitary jaunts to the theatre. Oh how I wish I had been born when it was more acceptable for a teenager to be interested in all things theatrical; in fact not only acceptable but positively encouraged to the point that what was just a pastime in my day can now actually be a career. Of course, there were those, even then, who did make a career out of dance, but generally they were exceptionally gifted, and ballet then was the most accepted of the dance disciplines. Ballet and my natural physique though, as my family will vouch, would have made strange bedfellows even then, before the years took a hold. So I shall just have to be content with dreaming that had I not been born 50 years too soon – then maybe ‘just maybe’ I would have been a professional dancer – and not dwell on the fact that I probably wasn’t good enough, or the right shape, anyway!

The most wonderful thing about the genre of dance that is Ballroom Dancing is that as a whole it seems to transcend all social and physical barriers as opposed to many other genres of dance. It did 50 years ago and it continues to do so today. Ballroom dancing was and is a social dance form in which anyone can partake and enjoy, as opposed to dancing to entertain the general public, as with most other dance forms. A Ballroom dancer does not have to excel, nor even improve for that matter, but merely has to enjoy the act of dancing. If a Ballroom dancer so wishes he or she can take qualifications, give demonstrations and/or even make a career out of it; but he or she can also have two left feet and yet still enjoy the social experience with like-minded friends and companions. Naturally, for those who wish to make a full-time career in this area of dance, then the usual high standards of physique, stamina and technical requirements are demanded of the dancer, for I wouldn’t want to imply that any Tom, Dick or Harry can just join in and be an expert, for nothing could be further from the truth. But what I am saying is that any Tom, Dick or Harry can join in and just dance.

In recent years Ballroom Dancing has been given a whole new lease of life with that wonderful television series Strictly Come Dancing, which through sheer popularity is now known affectionately as simply ‘Strictly’. It’s one of those rare ‘I must stay in’ cross-generation programmes that has taken the country by storm and brought Ballroom Dancing right back to the forefront. Long may it continue; long may anyone from the age of three to 103 enjoy Ballroom Dancing; long may the fat and thin, tall and short enjoy Ballroom Dancing; long may the fit and unfit enjoy Ballroom Dancing. It is a wonderful dance form for everyone – so get out there and start dancing!

Maureen Hughes





THOUGHTS TO INSPIRE YOU TO DANCE

If you are reading this book, then it is doubtful that you actually need any encouragement to enjoy the art of dance, be it watching or doing. However, that does not mean that you won’t enjoy browsing through these inspirational quotations, probably the most famous of which is the first.

‘Work like you don’t need money, 
Love like you’ve never been hurt, 
 And dance like no one’s watching.’

Irish proverb

‘There is a bit of insanity in dancing that does everybody a great deal of good.’

Edwin Denby

‘We’re fools whether we dance or not, so we might as well dance.’

Japanese proverb

‘Dancing is silent poetry.’

Simonides (556–468BC)

‘Nobody cares if you can’t dance well. Just get up and dance.’

Dave Barry

‘Dancers are the messengers of the gods.’

Martha Graham

‘‘Dancing is wonderful training for girls; it’s the first way you learn to guess what a man is going to do before he does it.’

Christopher Morley, Kitty Foyle

‘Walk through life, run for your dreams and dance to eternity.’

Anon

‘Dance till the stars come down from the rafters 
Dance, Dance, Dance till you drop.’

WH Auden

‘It takes an athlete to dance, but an artist to be a dancer.’

Shanna LaFleur

‘You may walk with your feet, but you dance with your heart.’

Anon

‘Those who can’t dance say the music is no good.’

Jamaican proverb

‘Those who danced were thought to be quite insane by those who could not hear the music.’

John Milton

‘Dance is the hidden language of the soul.’

Martha Graham

‘If you can walk you can dance. If you can talk you can sing.’

Zimbabwean proverb

‘Never give a sword to a man who can’t dance.’

Confucius

‘I want to be liked

To be loved and admired by you.

I want to succeed

In every way and in all that I do.

I want to be happy

Say goodbye to those tears.

I want to feel safe

As I banish all lingering fears.

 I want all these things with my heart and soul.

 But I need to dance, for its dancing that makes me whole.’

Anon

… AND SOME JUST TO MAKE YOU LAUGH

‘Dancing is a perpendicular expression of a horizontal desire.’

George Bernard Shaw

‘He was a man who never let his left hip know what his right hip was doing.’

PG Wodehouse

‘If dancing were any easier it would be called football.’

Anon

‘The Three Styles of Tango:

American Tango is when you’ve just started dating, and you’re flirting in an atmosphere of sexual tension.

Argentine Tango is when you’ve just started sleeping together and you can’t keep your hands off each other.

International Tango is when you’ve been married for seven years and you’re only staying together for the sake of the children.’

Anon

AND FINALLY, FOR ALL YOU LADIES OUT THERE …

‘Remember, Ginger Rogers did everything Fred Astaire did, but backwards and in high heels!’

Faith Whittlesey

And as a final quotation to remember when your feet bleed and your limbs ache; when you feel that you will never be a dancer:




‘Quitters never win and winners never quit.’

[image: image]

Catch ’em young and keep ’em forever. (Reproduced with kind permission of Mrs H M Elston)



Chapter 1

WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF BALLROOM DANCING

A SHORT HISTORY OF DANCE



Dance itself, in one form or another, has been around since time began, though unfortunately there isn’t a series of detailed, chronological and historical facts to plot the evolvement and development of dance for the dance theory student. Dancing is, you see, part of the make-up of any living thing. Members of the animal kingdom have their own form of dancing that is a series of set movements they ‘perform’ in a given situation, to portray an emotion – courtship, for example – or perhaps to indicate an intention or even to stalk and kill their prey.

The human race is no different in this and has danced since time began. Prehistoric man, for instance, didn’t have our complexities of speech to express his needs and emotions and so used movement as a vehicle to ‘mime’ what he would in later years be able to say. Fortunately for us, he captured these communicative mimes in a numerous series of drawings which depicted men and women dancing together. Examples of these can be found on the wall of a cave in Cogul, northern Spain. Further evidence of early dance can also be found in the writings of Homer (c1400–1200 BC), in which he describes circular and linear dances. So, as in the animal kingdom, the early form of dance quite clearly often had a purpose and was not necessarily merely the enjoyable pastime it is today.

As time progressed and the art of language developed the need for this form of communication was no longer necessary, but it refused to go away and die, proving that it is an intrinsic part of our very being, and so developed its place in our society as a part of our customs. In many areas dance then evolved into folk dances and so there remains a cultural root in various national dances of which nations are justifiably proud. Dances for the human species were often, and still are in fact, also a part of the courtship process as well being an important part of many religious ceremonies; historically, as well as courtship dances, there have been war dances, religious dances, and so on. One could even go so far as to say that dance is the core of the human species, existing as it did before speech, and that which pushed mankind forward in its quest for social development. Given this theory, then, it would seem that dancing is as basic to mankind as eating and drinking.

THE ARRIVAL OF BALLROOM DANCING

It is difficult though, if not impossible, to pinpoint the evolvement of Ballroom Dancing itself, at least as we know it today, which is as a separate art form to all other forms of dance. For you see, that’s just what dance is, an evolvement, in that it evolved from many dances over a vast period of time throughout both the civilized and non-civilized world. As mankind and its world developed, so too did dance. Therefore, there can be no true creative history to this form of dance, but more of an amalgamation of various forms of dance from various cultures and international regions.

It isn’t until the fourteenth century that we begin to find actual recorded evidence of specific dances, and it wasn’t until the second half of the seventeenth century, in the days of the Minuet and the Gavotte, and also after Louis XIV had founded his Académie Royal de Musique et de Danse, that actual rules for each dance were laid down by members of the Académie. Furthermore, it wasn’t until then that the five positions of the feet – which are still in use today – were formulated for the first time.

In 1812 we saw the first beginnings of modern dancing when the ‘modern hold’ made its debut with the Waltz, and what an outrage and scandal that caused, with men and women dancing so intimately – and in public too!

‘No event ever produced so great a sensation in English Society as the introduction of the German Waltz. The Anti-Waltzing party took the alarm, cried it down, mothers forbade it, and every Ballroom became a scene of feud and contention, sarcastic remarks flew about, and pasquinades were written to deter young ladies from such a recreation.’

Anonymous 19th-century writer

Ironically since then many have laid claim to the Waltz being theirs and having evolved from their dance, their country and so on, but I am not even going to enter into that one as it seems a pointless exercise when nothing can be proved either way. As far as I am concerned, centuries ago the Waltz arrived, it stayed, and today it is still with us and showing no sign of leaving either. Doesn’t that say it all?

The next development on the progressive road to modern dance was in the 1840s when the Polka and Mazurka arrived in the Ballrooms. Then a sort of stagnation set in until well into the twentieth century when a new and different way of dancing to Waltz music arrived on the scene; this was known as the Boston and appeased the younger generation who were bored with what was happening at that time. For a while there was little structure to dancing and a more rebellious approach prevailed. However, order was restored in 1920 when the first-ever committee of the Ballroom branch of the Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing (ISTD) was formed, for it was they who codified a Modern Ballroom technique, which was based on natural movement and with the feet in alignment. Modern Ballroom Dancing, as we know it today, had finally arrived on the dance floor.

Now, I am not going to make any attempt whatsoever to teach you how to Ballroom Dance. I couldn’t, even if I wanted to, and besides there are many excellent books out there to do just that, books written by true experts on the correct technique of this form of dance. The Pocket Guide to Ballroom Dancing, however, is in addition to those books and I hope full of interesting information and background knowledge, which it is intended will complement those excellent books on technique.

Until just a few years ago, to most people Ballroom Dancing was quite simply a case of ‘slow, slow, quick quick slow’ and a pastime thought of, in general, as for the elderly or perhaps the slightly more ‘nerdy’ of youngsters. Then along came that wonderfully successful TV show Strictly Come Dancing, where world-class professional dancers teach non-dancing celebrities how to ‘do it’. And so it was that Ballroom Dancing came back on to the front line of recognition once again. Though I must be totally honest here, and say that it never really went completely out of fashion, for it has always been a part of the international dancing scene, but since Strictly, as it is now affectionately known, hit our screens Ballroom Dancing is loved and enjoyed by a much larger body of people, and more importantly by a much larger body of people across all age groups. And so as a result it is no longer considered to be for the older generation but has become ‘hip’, ‘cool’ and the ‘in thing’. Every Saturday night for approximately three months of the year millions are nailed to their armchairs and glued to their TV sets, eager to see whether the soap star or rugby player can move with anything that vaguely resembles grace, as well as being enthralled by Ballroom Dancing.

Of course, as with all things, the style of Ballroom Dancing continually changes and will inevitably continue to do so, for that is the way of man and constitutes development and progress. So what we must accept is that what is popular and hip today will in fact be quaint and historic tomorrow! But one interesting fact is that Ballroom Dancing does seem to have some sort of amazing staying power and now it is almost necessary to be able to at least shuffle around the dance floor at least once, in movements that perhaps bear some resemblance to a Waltz, for we all at some point in our lives will be faced with dancing at the school prom, the first dance at our wedding or maybe just keeping the boss happy at the annual staff social. So in conclusion, we all need to be able to join in with Ballroom Dancing to a lesser or greater degree and as it is showing no sign of going away, then why not then follow the maxim: ‘If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em!’



Chapter 2

LET’S DANCE!



So now you’re hooked and you have decided that the time has come for you to learn how to Ballroom Dance. A good reason all ‘round for learning to dance is not only because it is a social activity but also because it is an excellent form of both physical and mental exercise. Life has changed beyond recognition in the past half century and it would seem that for many exercise is now not only a thing of the past but is also a ‘chore’ to be avoided at all costs, and so it is a definite plus to discover that not only is dance an enjoyable form of exercise but one that suits all ages too, and so can actually become a family pastime.

Of all the various forms of dance – of which, needless to say, there are numerous – Ballroom Dancing fits the bill on more than just the exercise front. As an example, for the very young it has the advantage of teaching a child to feel comfortable when in close contact with the opposite sex; for the more mature dancer then he or she can simply enjoy the act of being close up and personal, so to speak. Another plus side is that all dance is an excellent instructor in the long-forgotten art of posture. Ballroom Dancing has much to offer on a mental level too for it teaches self-discipline to all participants and an awareness of the needs of others. Of course Ballroom Dancing now exists and works under the name of ‘Dancesport’, which in itself indicates just how serious and recognised it has become throughout the world.

WHAT EXACTLY  IS BALLROOM DANCING?

Well, using ‘Ballroom Dancing’ as a simplified umbrella term, it incorporates two main styles of dance, and there two parts which make the whole are: Modern Ballroom Dance and Latin American Dance. In the Modern Ballroom section we have the Foxtrot, Quickstep, Tango, Viennese Waltz and Waltz, whilst in the Latin American section we have primarily the Cha Cha, Jive, Paso Doble, Rumba and Samba. Of course, there are numerous further styles and dances on the peripheral of each category, which we will also take a look at in this book.

 
MODERN BALLROOM VERSUS LATIN AMERICAN

Most new dancers start off by taking classes in both Modern Ballroom and Latin American, which is quite sensible because how do you know to which you are best suited if you don’t try them both? And then what generally happens is that you enjoy both and so continue with both which, unless you are going to be taking examinations or competing at a high level, seems by far the best option; variety is the spice of life; two for the price of one, and so on!

However, there is, of course, a difference between the two styles, which is – put simply, I suppose – that Modern Ballroom Dancing is elegant and sophisticated in style, whilst Latin American is a flamboyant and party style of dancing. Generally speaking, professional dancers, although technically proficient in both styles, do tend to specialise in either one or the other, although occasionally along will come a genius extraordinaire on the dance floor who will excel in both styles, as in the case of the iconic and mesmeric Marcus and Karen Hilton.

What then is the difference between Modern Ballroom Dancing and Latin American dancing? Well, it is not just the music, as one would expect, but it is the proximity of the dancers to each other which is the major difference. This is quite bizarre really, for one would expect that the dancers for the sensual Latin dances would be closer together than the dancers for the more, for want of a better word, aloof Ballroom Dances. But that is not the case at all. In the Latin dances the partners are much further apart than in Ballroom Dancing. Other than that, there are many similarities and a few more differences, for example:

The Hold



	1.
	For Modern Ballroom a close hold is required.



	2. 
	For Latin American, dancers are permitted to let go of their partners.




The Style



	1.
	 
	Modern Ballroom is all about graceful motion and movement within the dance.



	2.
	 
	The style of a Modern Ballroom Dance is very formal and there is a sense that the partnership is as one body moving in harmony.



	3.
	 
	Latin American dances generally have a supporting narrative, which usually tells a sensual story.



	4.
	 
	Although the Latin American Dancers may move together it is with a more sensual freedom and individual rhythm.




Contact



	1.
	 
	In a Modern Ballroom Dance the partners do not look at each other.



	2.
	 
	In a Latin American Dance there is definite interaction between the two partners, who are in fact permitted to look at each other.




Now that you ‘understand’ Ballroom Dancing and the differences between the two integral styles you can learn a few basic steps and start dancing. It can’t be that difficult, after all. Right? Wrong!

BEFORE THE DANCE

A few pointers then to keep in mind before you rush out and put on your dancing shoes. Do remember that, as with any art or sport for that matter, the preparation is a fundamental and important part of the whole. So, if anyone is thinking that this ‘sport’ is for them then there are things which need to be kept in mind, a few things to prepare, and then, following that – in my opinion anyway – a few terms with which it would be a good idea to be familiar; I always think that everything is much easier if the language used doesn’t sound like a foreign language, but more of that later. First, you must prepare to dance, and remember that here the term Ballroom Dancing encompasses both Modern Ballroom and Latin American.

So, what is the first thing you need before you can dance?

Enthusiasm

It might sound a bit obvious, but believe me it’s not, and so I say to you: ‘Dance because you want to’; In fact, I would take it one step further – sorry about the pun – and say ‘Dance not because you want to, but dance because you can’t bear not to.’ For you see, real enthusiasm will drive you through the pain barrier, oh, and trust me there will be pain, real pain; the pain of aching limbs and sore, even bleeding, feet; not to mention the pain of bruised egos as you stand on your partner’s feet, trip over your own and end up in a heap on the floor, with everyone watching of course and then there’s the greatest pain of all – humiliation. But none of this will matter because your enthusiasm will mask it all and carry you through. If, however, you are dancing because it is the ‘in thing’ to do, because all your friends do it, or because your mother has persuaded you that it is the ideal place for you to meet your future partner, then you will notice every little blister, not to mention suffer from high levels of boredom and frustration. But even if you want to be there with all your heart, you will still have to survive the mental torment that you will suffer, such as the excruciating feelings of inadequacy and incompetence which will rip you apart; the feeling that you are not good enough for your partner (now that is a really great way to destroy self-esteem); but even worse, if you can believe it, is the feeling that your partner is not good enough for you and is holding you back from reaching your full potential. Now, how do you tell someone that without a) sounding conceited b) destroying what was once probably a very good working relationship, if not friendship, and most important of all c) destroying someone else’s fragile ego, hopes and dreams? Suddenly enthusiasm sounds like a lot of hard work doesn’t it! And I can tell you that whichever of these is your problem and whatever decision you take in an attempt to solve your problem, you will not be free from the pain of mental anguish. Tell your partner the truth and you inflict pain upon him or her, keep it to yourself and you inflict pain upon yourself, and both decisions will inflict pain upon friends and relatives. So you see, there is no easy way out of this dilemma is there? All of this though can be successfully worked through, but only if you are brim-full of enthusiasm.

Enthusiasm in place then let’s move on to music; you need music to dance…

Music

Music for Ballroom Dancing is what is called strict tempo; it is called this because the speed of the music remains constant throughout the dance. In this section too we must be aware of the time signatures for each dance, for this tells us how many beats there are in a bar in each piece of music. Ballroom generally begins on the first beat of the bar, whereas Latin generally begins on the second beat of the bar. So much to know and remember and your feet haven’t moved a step yet. But if you begin on the wrong beat, then the dance is over almost before it began! Of course, as far as the music is concerned there is still the rhythm to be taken into consideration too, for it is the rhythm which tells us the length of the individual notes and refers to the repetition of the accentuated beats. This in fact is the heart and soul of the music, and indeed of the dance, and so for that reason anyone who fails to keep in time with the music is said to have ‘no rhythm’.

For now, however, let us assume that you do have rhythm – as well as enthusiasm – and so are ready to dance; so what you need now is a partner , for remember that Ballroom Dancing is a social dance form and therefore cannot be executed alone…

Partners

Having a partner is what makes Ballroom Dancing social dancing, and what can be more social than holding your partner close to you, whizzing gracefully around a room in beautiful clothes to sensual music? Then there is all the fun that comes with the preparation of your dances; the choosing of the music; the choosing of the clothes and the falling in an hysterical heap upon the floor when it all goes horribly wrong. None of this can either be done or enjoyed alone, for the preparation process is as much a part of the dance as the dance itself, and for both you need a partner. It is a very close bond which develops between dancing partners and so choose with care, for you may be two people, but you must dance as one. You don’t have to love your dance partner as you would a marriage partner, but if you both have a deep and passionate love for Ballroom Dancing, then the rest will all fall magically into place and a great union will be born – and who knows, you might even find the love of your life too and have a dancing marriage, as many couples and indeed past champions have found!

So now there are two of you eager to start, but calm down, slow down and think about your posture – not to be confused with poise, which is a different thing altogether, though equally important for posture is the firm foundation upon which the technique is placed…

Posture

Two words spring to mind on this topic – horse and cart! So which comes first, in this instance – the horse or the cart; the good posture or the good dancing? Do you need good posture to be a good Ballroom Dancer, or does Ballroom Dancing improve your posture? I suppose it is a bit of both really, because you certainly cannot dance well unless your posture is good. In which case it stands to sense then that you should do all in your power to improve your posture before you begin to dance and then in turn the dancing itself will actually improve your posture even further. I think this might be a case of the horse sitting in the cart, don’t you? If so, then who is pulling it? Well, enthusiasm, of course! You will discover though that those with naturally good posture do find Ballroom Dancing far easier than those with naturally bad posture. Bad posture means you will be clumsy and probably kick and trample all over your partner, and not just his or her feet either, whereas good posture will mean that you will be naturally well balanced and therefore more likely to stay upright, which in itself is a distinct advantage for it means that you will learn and improve more quickly and your partner will have fewer bruises.

For the sake of kindness then we will assume then that both you and your partner have naturally good posture. So, enthusiasm, partner and posture in place, you are all set to start dancing. Right? Wrong again! For it is now that you need the poise…

Poise

Dancers with a natural, graceful and beautiful poise are a joy to the eye, but for many this has to be worked on and acquired. Even though beautiful poise might come easily to some, it is still not something that is natural to most of us and so is an acquired art, or should I say technique. The Ballroom poise for the lady is a slight curve to the left with the head turned very slightly to look over the wrist to the left, whilst the head continues the line of the spine. For the gentleman the body should lean slightly forward. The weight of the body for both the lady and the gentleman should be on the middle to the front of the foot and never on the heels. In Latin American dancing, the bodies of both the lady and the gentleman should be poised very slightly forwards.

Okay, so you have now enthusiastically decided you just have to dance, you have found the music and chosen a partner; your posture is good and you are standing both correctly and in a poised manner. Each of you is raring to go and so surely now must be the right time? Yes? No! What are you going to do – both race off in different directions? No, of course not, for you must first take hold of your partner before you can dance…

The Hold

Don’t forget that although this is social dancing you can’t simply grab your partner and go! The way in which you ‘hold’ your partner is an essential element in Ballroom Dancing that you must master before the actual dancing begins. I know – it’s so frustrating when all you want to do is get out and boogie on that floor, but it’s necessary, so this is how it’s done for Modern Ballroom.


	1.	 	 Both partners stand facing each other with the feet slightly apart.

	2.	 	 The man raises his left arm, elbow bent, with his hand slightly above the level of his shoulder.

	3.	 	 The man’s right hand should then be placed just on or below the lady’s left shoulder blade.

	4.	 	 The man’s right elbow should be picked up to match the height of his left elbow.

	5.	 	 The lady must raise her right arm with elbow slightly bent as palm to palm she places her right hand in the man’s left hand.

	6.	 	 Next, the lady places her right hand on her partner’s upper right arm – below his shoulder.

	7.	 	 Partners stand in front of each other in a slightly offset position with the lady being slightly to the right side of the man.



(It is exactly the same hold for Latin American Dancing, the only exception being that it is not quite as cosy, as the partners stand about a foot apart.)

Finally you are ready to hit the dance floor, but the work isn’t over, for you must ‘keep your mind on the job’ at all times. Keep heart though, for by now you should at least be standing on the dance floor, if not yet actually moving!

To gain the most you can from Ballroom Dancing and to achieve the highest possible standard in the area of PB (Personal Best), then you must work on your technique, understand it and then refine it. The eventual outcome being that you will always achieve your PB. Now, whether that is just having great fun with like-minded friends, entering competitions or becoming a world-class champion, is really immaterial, for you are dancing and at the end of the day that is all that matters. The basic areas of technique exist for all Ballroom Dancers and must be in place both before and during the dance to ensure an enjoyable experience on whatever level of competence. We have looked at what is necessary before the dance, so now let us look at what is required during the dance.

Almost ready to move now!

The Body

Dancers must, at the very least, start out correctly by standing in the correct position, for many would-be dancers look either stiff or uncontrolled. Those who look stiff are generally standing with unnecessarily taut muscles instead of holding themselves naturally tall and proud. Those who have an uncontrolled look about their posture are generally standing with sagging shoulders, floppy arms and slack stomach muscles. The rules apply to both the man and the woman, who should in twin each stand tall and proud with their feet together. Heads, shoulders, chests and hips should be lined up over each other and over the centre of the foot; ribcages should be lifted and arms should hang down by their sides. The woman must not hang on to her partner, thus in effect weighing him down; neither must she hold on to him too tightly.

Once the correct starting stance is achieved then you’re ready to go? Well almost! You now need to be a bit more specific and pay close attention to detail…

The Head

There is also the position of the head to take into consideration. When learning to drive a car, you do not – unless you have a death wish – look down at your feet. It is exactly the same when learning to Ballroom Dance; you must not look down at your feet. Make this the rule from day one and there will be no problem, for it will come naturally to you from thereon. Remember that the head is heavy in comparison to other parts of the body and so if left to peer down at the feet then the balance of the dancer will be thrown out. Keep the head up and the eyes in a natural position; the gentleman’s head should look straight over the lady’s right shoulder, whilst the head of the lady should do the same and look over the right shoulder of her partner.

The final thing to think about before the feet start to move is…

Lines

This is not as in line dancing, but body lines. Good dances can be ruined, slaughtered in fact, by marvellous dancers with poor body lines. All you have to do is think of it like this. The body is one whole machine and to work efficiently all parts must be used effectively. The arm, for example, starts at the shoulders and finishes at the fingertips; it does not end at the wrist thus allowing the hand to flop around all over the place; extend and control this entire limb, for even the nails are important – think about them too and you won’t go far wrong. Dance with your entire body and not just with selected bits; extend and reach for the stars with every part of your being and you might just become a dancing star yourself one day.

Now you’re ready, and you can finally start dancing! But remember that there are still some basic points that must never leave your conscious thoughts…

The Legs

These must not be allowed to have a mind of their own and must be controlled by the dancer at all times. There should be no apparent stiffness and they must in general display freedom from the hips and not from the knees, with a natural bracing and relaxing movement in each step.

Balance and Weight

This would suggest that the main objective is to not fall over and cause an obstruction on the dance floor. Now whilst this is always a good idea, there is a little more to it than that! Although this is, of course, a basic necessity and an essential, because let’s face it who wants to be or who wants to watch someone who is all over the place – who can’t stay upright in fact? But that aside, in dancing, balance and weight refers to elegance and ease of movement, for if the carriage of your weight is well placed then you will indeed remain upright, but more importantly you will achieve this with grace and style, and as a result you will be a pleasure to watch. But do remember that as you relax into dancing and feel more in control of your movements, then balance will become second nature to you, so don’t worry too much about it. In our weight-obsessed society, it is interesting to note that weight also plays an important part in dance, but thankfully not in quite the same way!

I am sure that you will have noticed that the word elegance keeps cropping up, and that’s because dancing is one of the most elegant sports of all time and this owes much to the correct distribution of weight. On this score, all you have to bear in mind is that the weight should be on one foot at a time only and the whole body weight should be transferred with each step, meaning that at no time should the weight be split between two feet. Good balance is actually only a matter of practice in walking correctly. Think about it, when you are walking along a street you would never push your feet out in front and then wait for your body to follow it now, would you? It is the same when dancing. You must carry your weight through with the moving foot. Good balance, therefore, will come naturally when the dancer is in control of his or her movements.

Footwork

Without feet there would be no dancing, as we know it, and certainly without good footwork there would be no good dancing. There are four parts of the foot used in Ballroom and Latin Dancing: i) toes ii) ball of the foot iii) flat of the foot iv) heel – and gradually, if you take lessons, then you will learn how and where to use each part, but for now the most essential part of footwork for you to remember and one that requires your attention is that of buying the correct footwear. As my own mother was forever telling me: ‘Always buy good shoes and a good bed, for if you are not in one then you will be in the other!’ Yet again proof that my mother was never wrong! So consult with the experts and buy shoes designed for the job, and then your feet can do the talking and walking – oh, and the dancing too!

Leading and Following

When I was at school, I was always chosen to be the man in dance classes, probably because I was tall and I suspect because I was also rather bossy too! (I went to an all-girls’ school, you see). I actually found this to be quite unfair at the time and was convinced that it would be a handicap when I went to ‘real’ dances, but nothing could have been further from the truth, as I found that having been a man, so to speak, for the best part of my (dancing) childhood, I could fully understand what was expected of me and so let the man get on with his job of leading me around the dance floor. It’s a bit like driving a car really – only one person can sit behind the wheel and decide which turning to take. So my advice to you, gentlemen, is to be confident and be sure of what you are doing, take control and make the lady feel safe. Ladies, don’t fight the lead and let him take you around the floor. Of course, this all changes when you leave the dance floor, for gentlemen, your moment of supremacy is only about three minutes long, after which you must remember your place and do exactly as we ladies tell you.

Rise and Fall

The rise and fall is just as the words imply and for me epitomises the art of Ballroom Dancing. To see the dancers glide around the room as they ‘rise and fall’ is what gives this style of dance the graceful elegance for which it is both renowned and loved.

Sway

The sway is a quite simple, but very effective, movement and even more so when executed by both partners in total harmony. So what is it? It is the inclination of the body to the left or to the right, and here is the most important thing, it is the using of the entire body and ignoring the temptation to sway from just the waist up!

Dress

As a child, if I am honest, the glitz, the glamour and the beautiful sequined dresses were initially one of the major attractions that drew me into the world of Ballroom Dancing – well, why wouldn’t it be so? I was a little girl, after all, and the thought of twirling around in all those beautiful gowns was so exciting that I wanted to join in. However, it turned out to be far more practical than that, I’m afraid, because the wonderful dresses only came after the achievement of a certain standard in dance. The dress for Ballroom Dancing actually should be, in the first place, both comfortable and appropriate to the particular style of dance; unrestricted freedom of movement must also be a consideration because it is important that you are able to move your arms, hips and legs freely.

Now, shoes! Well, as stated earlier, one should always buy good shoes, and this is especially so when wearing them for dancing, because those shoes must support and help you to do things with your feet that you wouldn’t do generally when walking down the street. It is essential that shoes for Ballroom Dancing be lightweight, with a flexible sole, and if possible with a leather sole. Good dancers go one step further by wearing shoes with non-skid soles made of chrome leather or similar. For the woman, the shoes must have a heel – but not stiletto – for heels help the balance on backward steps, of which the woman has considerably more than the man. For men the rule is good-quality dress shoes.

You may now have embarked on a pastime that will ‘dance’ with you on your way through life. There again, you may have embarked on a pastime that will make you into a world champion. But whatever, everything is in now in place and you are dancing; job done and over, or is it just beginning? Who knows? Only time will tell.

 
After the Dance

This is the interesting part! If you are good, then after the dance everyone will want to be your partner. If you are, well, shall we say not quite so good, then what do you do? If you love dancing and have the enthusiasm as mentioned earlier on then you will go out, have more lessons and practise, practise, practise! And here is the more interesting part – if you are actually one of the good ones, then you too should go right out there and get yourself some more lessons and practise, practise, practise, for you may just go on and become a world champion – well, who knows?

After the World Championships then you can then pass on your knowledge and expertise to the up and coming generations; it is incredible just how many former world champions now have their own dance schools where they train and coach the new generation to climb the mountains they themselves conquered; it’s a bit like a never-ending circle.

So, to sum up the answer to the earlier question, ‘What is Ballroom Dancing?’ The answer is, quite simply, ‘Ballroom Dancing is social dancing.’ It is given the term social dancing in that it requires social and physical contact, plus some form of interaction between those dancing together. In fact, even if you’re not that good at it, there is a lot of fun to be had in such a pastime! Unlike some other forms of dance, the very young and the – dare I say it? – very old can participate. I mean, when did you last see a 90 year old on pointe? Never, I suspect, because it is neither sensible nor attractive! But to see your gran Waltz around the room at the age of 90 is sensible because she is getting gentle and healthy exercise whilst at the same time enjoying herself. And is it attractive? No, it is more than that: it is pure magic!

Ballroom Dancing is devoid of all the no-entry signs. It is a sport for anyone and everyone to enjoy, and on what level is entirely up to you; from amateur to professional, from enjoyment to championship level – the choice is yours. Whether you choose Ballroom Dancing or Latin American Dancing, the experience will be wonderful, for it is without doubt an exhilarating art form with a truly international following and appreciation. Young and old can ‘do it’, rich and poor, believers in God, believers in the universe; tall, small, fat and thin – all can take part and enjoy Ballroom Dancing

So come on, let’s dance!




End of sample
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