
  Introduction  

  In the spring of 1922, British dance teacher Alec Mackenzie embarked on a 
trip to Paris. Over the course of several evenings, he toured through many 

of the city ’ s vibrant public ballrooms, where, to lively and carefree music, 
dancers performed energetic foxtrots, tangos and one-steps. Mackenzie occasion-
ally joined in, but he also just observed: he was keen to see what was new in 
French dancing. It was common practice for dance professionals like Mackenzie 
to visit the Continent, especially when the British dancing season went on 
hiatus for the summer: they toured as exhibition dancers, participated in 
competitions and taught classes in places such as the French Riviera. Since the 
long-ago days when the waltz had been imported to Britain from Vienna, fi rst 
scandalising but ultimately captivating Regency society, British dancers had 
also looked to Europe for inspiration and innovation – although by the time 
Mackenzie visited Paris, both Britain and the Continent had grown increasingly 
enthralled by the American music and dances of the Jazz Age. Indeed, in one 
Parisian ballroom, Mackenzie observed the impact that a crowd of American 
tourists had on the dancing, when they introduced a new variation of the 
foxtrot from their own country and it was eagerly taken up by their French 
hosts. Mackenzie later refl ected on these events in the British dance profession ’ s 
premier periodical, the  Dancing Times : ‘in London this could not have happened. 
Here the dancing is an absolutely national development, extremely characteristic 
of the national temperament, and very suited to it’. He went on to assert that 
whereas dancing in France was ‘cosmopolitan’ and refl ected a ‘melting-pot’ of 
foreign styles, British dance was ‘concrete’ and resistant to outside 
infl uences. 1  

 Th is moment on a dance fl oor in Paris, and one British teacher ’ s reaction 
to what transpired, reveal a great deal about the national and international 
contexts within which British popular dance operated during the fi rst half of 
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the twentieth century. Owing to expanding global networks of popular cultural 
exchange, representatives of Britain, France and the United States were all 
familiar with the same dance: the foxtrot. Where the dance had originated 
was also refl ective of the growing infl uence of American culture abroad in this 
period, although it is signifi cant that the foxtrot continued to be performed 
in diff erent ways in discrete national settings. What had happened that night 
in Paris was in fact one example of how transatlantic cultural transmissions 
occurred, when visitors from America – whether they were performers, teachers 
or simply tourists – shared dance steps and fi gures, and helped to modify 
European dancing. While these exchanges occurred in the opposite direction 
as well, the fl ow of American cultural forms to Europe had grown dispropor-
tionately strong, a reality that was embraced by some and prompted concerns 
about Americanisation in others. Th ese patterns were as real for Britain as they 
were for France, which is what makes Mackenzie ’ s statement that his country 
was resistant to foreign infl uence so striking and incongruous. He was not 
alone in making these types of claims, however: though very few of the dances 
Britons enjoyed in this period were home-grown, the teachers and entrepreneurs 
who controlled commercial dancing regularly claimed that Britain had a style 
of dance that was all its own, and which was expressive of British national 
identity. Th is book is in large part about the origins and impacts of that 
conviction. 

 Popular dance in Britain fundamentally transformed in the early 1920s. 
Th e end of the First World War witnessed what contemporaries referred to as 
a dancing ‘craze’ or ‘boom’, as war-weary men and women of all classes took 
to the dance fl oor in an eff ort to celebrate their victory and forget their traumas. 
But importantly,  where  and  what  Britons danced was also changing. In 1919, 
the Hammersmith Palais de Danse opened in west London, inaugurating a 
new era in British leisure as many more purpose-built and aff ordable public 
dance halls began to crop up around the country. Within their often luxurious 
confi nes, patrons participated in a wide array of new dances. Building on 
dramatic changes to dancing styles that had commenced even before the war, 
the fi rst years of the peace saw the social ascendency of the foxtrot, one-step 
and other so-called ‘modern’ ballroom dances. Th ese dances and the public 
spaces where they were performed both provoked controversy. Modern dances 
were criticised for being overtly sexual in their movements, and those that 
were imported from the United States were subject to racist attacks and 
condemned as examples of American cultural encroachment. Public dance 
halls, or palais (from the French ‘palais de danse’), also waged a continuing 
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battle for respectability, and in some quarters, dancing became synonymous 
with a controversial culture of excessive pleasure-seeking, particularly by young 
women. 

  Dancing in the English style  takes this moment of transformation and disorder 
at the end of the First World War as its point of departure, and explores the 
development, experience and cultural representation of popular dance in Britain 
during the fi rst half of the twentieth century. Th e specifi c focus is on two 
distinct yet occasionally overlapping commercial producers – the dance profession 
and the dance hall industry – which both emerged in the 1920s to seize control 
of and restore order to the new dancing juggernaut. I argue that these producers, 
motivated by interests that were both artistic and fi nancial, negotiated the 
creation of a national dancing style, and its many attendant cultural meanings, 
with the consumers who composed the ‘dancing public’. In making the case 
for a ‘national’ dancing style, I am not suggesting that the steps or experience 
of British dancing were universal or monolithic. Rather, I am arguing that 
producers and consumers of dance each contributed – sometimes in collaboration, 
sometimes in confl ict – to deliberations over what would be danced in Britain, 
how and where it would be danced, and what meanings the national style 
would create, circulate, and embody. In a period of intense social upheaval 
and warfare, gender, class, sexuality, and race all intersected and were contested 
through popular dance. In particular, the strong foreign – and increasingly 
American – infl uences on dancing directly connected this cultural form with 
questions about the autonomy and identity of the British nation. Consequently, 
as much as this book is a history of dancing and dance culture, it also uses 
dancing as a lens through which to better understand broader historical processes 
of popular cultural production and consumption, and national identity 
construction. 

 Th e fi rst part of the book focuses on the eff orts of dancing ’ s producers to 
construct a standardised style and experience for British dancing, and the 
response to those eff orts by consumers. Th ese interactions determined which 
dances would fi nd success in Britain, and how and where they would be 
performed. It was usually the dance profession and the dance hall industry 
that introduced new dances to Britain, and they were driven by sizeable fi nancial 
interests: new dances boosted enrolments in dancing schools and kept people 
interested in an evening out at the palais. Yet the dancing public also strongly 
infl uenced the development of popular dance. Th ey made choices determined 
by their age, sex, geographic region, personal preferences and, of course, degree 
of interest in dancing, which signifi cantly individualised their own, and by 
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extension, the nation ’ s collective experience and style. Th ere were dances that 
the profession sought to promote, like the tango, which the public resisted, 
and others that the dancing public continued to perform – such as the Charleston 
or the jitterbug – regardless of professional ambivalence. In addition, despite 
the eff orts of dance hall chains to construct a standardised experience throughout 
the British Isles, the ways that people used dancing spaces frequently defi ed 
industry intentions. Some patrons were keen amateur dancers, while others 
came to hear the music of the band, and still others were most interested in 
socialisation and romance. Th rough these interactions, the nation ’ s dance culture 
was created, and revealed for its uniformity and its diversity. 

 Part two of the book demonstrates how these interactions between dancing ’ s 
producers and consumers constructed, circulated, embodied – but also com-
modifi ed – ideologies of gender, class, race and nation. Th e performance of 
modern ballroom dances and the goings-on within the plethora of new public 
dancing spaces fostered debates about sexual behaviour and respectability, and 
were central to contemporary deliberations over femininity and masculinity. 
At the same time, within the context of broader societal debates about the 
impacts of Americanisation, the dance profession and dance hall industry 
reacted to expanding foreign infl uence by attempting to ‘Anglicise’ the nation ’ s 
popular dancing. Th e dance profession transformed the steps and fi gures of 
foreign dances like the foxtrot and tango into what became known as the 
‘English style’ of ballroom dancing, while the dance hall industry launched a 
series of novelty dances that were celebrated for their British origins and character, 
and marketed the wartime dance fl oor as a site of patriotism and resistance. 
Th rough the eff ort to imbue or legitimate something ‘British’ in popular dance, 
this leisure form become an important means through which ideas about what 
it meant to be British were created, contested and embodied. 

 Historians of Britain have frequently pointed to the connections between 
popular culture and national identity construction. 2  Like fi lm, music hall or 
football, dancing produced and circulated ideologies of nation. Th is book will 
show that at diff erent moments popular dance evoked the reserve, refi nement 
and discipline of the national character; nostalgically celebrated Britain ’ s natural 
beauty and folk tradition; and championed democracy, courage under fi re and 
national unity in wartime. However, I argue that within popular dance national 
identity also became something that could be sold. I defi ne this phenomenon 
as  commercial nationalism . Commercial nationalism was the cultural interaction 
through which the producers of dance created and marketed a national dancing 
style and culture, and the dancing public accepted, resisted or transformed 
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the visions of the nation articulated and physically embodied through dance 
to varying degrees. 3  

 Th ere were a variety of ways in which the dance profession and dance hall 
industry commodifi ed national identity: paid dance instruction presented a 
correct British way to dance, certain dances were marketed for their explicit 
(although often manufactured) Britishness, and during the Second World War 
Britons were assured that they could do their ‘bit’ for the war eff ort and 
reinforce democracy through a visit to the local palais. Yet Britons were not 
simply passive recipients of the nationalist impulses promoted through com-
mercial dance culture; they were savvy consumers, generally prioritising a 
dance ’ s quality or entertainment value over its national origins. In addition, 
as the American infl uence on British culture grew as the nation entered the 
Second World War and re-built in its aftermath, many Britons chose to dance 
American imports in their original, un-Anglicised forms, expressing alternative 
national imaginaries. Th e national identity that was produced through popular 
dance was thus in a constant state of fl ux, negotiated and re-negotiated by the 
British people, often right on the dance fl oor with their dancing bodies. 

 Th e vision of the nation that was produced and circulated by popular dance 
also illuminates the contested underpinnings of British national identity in 
this period. First, with the appellation of the ‘English style’ of ballroom dance 
serving as the most fl agrant example, popular dance often expressed a nationalism 
that was more English than it was British. Specifi c idioms of Englishness rather 
than Britishness were also invoked by dancing ’ s commercial producers when 
creating the English style or marketing novelty dances. Th is can in part be 
explained by what Kenneth Lunn has called the ‘series of assumptions about 
the natural right of England to speak for Britain’, which existed long before 
and continued to be manifested long after the early twentieth century. 4  Peter 
Mandler has also observed that the England/Britain ‘semantic confusion’ was 
never greater than it was during the interwar years (the period upon which 
much of this book is focused) owing to imperial decline, Irish home rule 
debates and Celtic nationalism, and the inward turn represented by Little 
Englandism. 5  

 Yet despite its clear refl ection of these Anglo-centric tendencies, the popular 
dance culture produced by the dance profession and dance hall industry was 
unquestionably meant to be truly national in scope. Th e dances that comprised 
the English style were performed throughout the country, some professionals 
did in fact refer to a ‘British style’ and regularly called for the English style to 
be re-named, and dance hall chains extended into all regions. Particularly 
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Scottish professionals, entrepreneurs, and dancers found important ways to 
interact with and shape the nation ’ s dancing. Th erefore, throughout the book 
I employ the language of the sources, which generally means referring to the 
national style or describing certain idioms as ‘English’. However, I am concerned 
with the experience and meanings constructed by popular dance throughout 
the whole of Britain, and use ‘British’ to describe the broader dance culture 
that was created in this period, especially pertaining to its operation in 
international contexts. 

 Second, British popular dance constructed national identity in relation to 
foreign others, including continental Europeans, Latin Americans and especially 
Americans. It is a central contention of this book that Britain ’ s relationship 
with the United States and interaction with American cultural products were 
fundamental to the production and circulation of ideologies of nation in this 
period. While the importance of the Empire to constructing these idioms has 
been well established by historians, popular dance helps us to see that the 
impact of other international infl uences were also profound by the fi rst half 
of the twentieth century. As Andrew Th ompson has noted, ‘the empire [was] 
not the only frame of reference for national imagining’. 6  At the same time, 
the ‘local’ is still a critical element in this study, and the diff erent ways that 
popular dance was created and experienced not just nationally, but regionally, 
within the British Isles, clarify its complicated impact on the national culture. 
In a crucial historical period that witnessed the expansion of commercial leisure, 
a redefi nition of gender roles and signifi cant changes to the racial make-up of 
the nation – as well as two world wars, new challenges to British imperial 
hegemony, and the growing global dominance of the United States – an everyday 
practice like dancing provided a way for Britons to make sense of and to test 
the social boundaries of their world. 

  History, theory and ‘popular’ dance 

 Dancing was rivalled only by the cinema as the most widespread and favoured 
leisure activity in Britain during the fi rst half of the twentieth century, and 
yet it has only recently begun to receive signifi cant attention from historians. 
Previous scholars have examined dancing as part of broader historical studies 
about expanding leisure practices, or the class and youth cultures of the interwar 
years. 7  In this context, there has been especially important scholarship on 
dancing and women and gender, by historians such as Claire Langhamer, 
Judith Walkowitz, Melanie Tebbutt and Lucy Bland. 8  Th e importance of jazz 
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and its attendant dances to modernist literature has also received attention 
from literary critics such as Rishona Zimring and Genevieve Abravanel, and 
dance scholar Th eresa Jill Buckland has provided a thorough analysis of British 
ballroom dancing in the years immediately preceding the period covered here. 9  
Th e most extensive historical work on this topic has been that of James Nott, 
who in two books has explored dancing ’ s expansion in tandem with the interwar 
popular music industry, as well as the development and social experience of 
the dance hall business. 10  Th is book builds upon and is indebted to all of this 
work. 

 However, my approach is distinguished from the existing scholarship on 
dancing in several key respects. First, I closely examine the origins and evolution, 
as well as the social and cultural impacts, of what was the nation ’ s primary 
popular dance style in the fi rst half of the twentieth century: modern ballroom 
dancing. Second, I emphasise the critical importance of not only the dance 
hall industry, but also the dance profession, to the commercial production and 
consumption of popular dance. Finally, I disentangle dancing from its customary 
associations with women and the young – showing that it shaped the lives 
and experiences of Britons of all ages and both sexes – and explore the manifold 
ways that popular dance operated within British society beyond the social 
practice of visiting the palais. Outside the walls of the public ballroom, thousands 
of dancing schools were in operation around the country, and dance culture 
was circulated through both the popular press and a voluminous dance-themed 
print culture, as well as via the burgeoning entertainment industries that 
surrounded music, radio, theatre and fi lm. I argue that in all of these realms, 
dancing provided a vehicle through which Britons grappled with some of the 
most critical issues of the day, including the instability of gender relations, 
class tensions and respectability, race relations and the encroachment of foreign 
culture, international diplomacy and war, and their very self-understanding as 
Britons. In these ways, popular dance constructed cultural meanings and had 
social eff ects even for those people who never danced a day in their lives. 

 Crucially, while highlighting the complex mechanisms and impacts of the 
domestic cultural production of popular dance, this book also situates these 
processes within global networks of exchange. Prior to this period, Britain 
already had a long history of importing dances: both the waltz and the polka, 
introduced from the European continent, were among the most important 
ballroom dances of the Victorian period. By the early 1900s, the Continental 
infl uence on British dancing was still strong, though growing more complicated. 
Dances that were imported from Paris, notably the tango and the Boston, had 
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actually begun life in Argentina and the United States respectively. Direct 
cultural infl uence from the Americas was also on the rise. From the 1840s 
onward, with the fi rst British tours of blackface minstrel troupes, which were 
soon followed by Wild West shows and Hollywood fi lms, Britain was inundated 
with more and more performers and popular cultural forms from across the 
pond. As Victoria DeGrazia has shown, in the twentieth century, Britain and 
the rest of Europe were profoundly shaped not only by cultural imports, but 
by the broader production and consumption practices of America ’ s ‘market 
empire’. 11  In this context, there were already potent anxieties about Americanisa-
tion in Britain by the interwar period. 

 However, this book joins with historical scholarship that has complicated 
the picture of unrelenting and straightforward American cultural encroachment 
in the twentieth century. 12  Instead, I show that ‘Americanisation’ was a complex, 
messy and ongoing process of cultural appropriation, modifi cation and resistance, 
which produced new cultural forms and multiple meanings. As Alec Mackenzie ’ s 
experience on a Parisian dance fl oor exposed, American culture was not 
understood or experienced in identical ways in diff erent national contexts. 
While the music and dances of the Jazz Age were a driving engine of Ameri-
canisation in this period, recent scholarship has shown that Europe, Africa, 
the Caribbean and Latin America did not simply receive and absorb these 
American cultural products. Rather, they were places where music and dances 
were created or reimagined, and then sent out into the world, even reciprocally 
infl uencing the culture of the United States. 13 As Robin D. G. Kelley has 
summed up this state of aff airs, we can ‘no longer speak so confi dently about 
jazz as an  American  art form’. 14  

 Th is book seeks to more fi rmly place Britain into this story of transnational 
cultural exchange during the Jazz Age. 15  Th e popular dances that achieved 
success in Britain during this period – everything from the foxtrot and the 
tango to the jitterbug – were hybrid, transatlantic creations that incorporated 
African, North and South American, and European cultural infl uences. However, 
more often than not, Britons demonstrated little awareness of these complex 
origins and responded to them according to broad understandings of cultural, 
national and racial diff erences. With motivations that were nationalistic, artistic 
– but also economic – commercial producers took up foreign dances and recreated 
them as British. Th is intrinsically British dancing style – emblemised in the 
syllabus of English style ballroom dance steps and popular novelties like the 
Lambeth Walk – was then regularly exported abroad to Europe, the Empire 
and North America. In these ways, I argue, British dancers, teachers and 
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entrepreneurs were active participants in the global system of cultural production 
and consumption that defi ned this period, helping to shape popular dance 
both within and beyond the British Isles. 

 Th e book ’ s focus on the critical relationship between the producers and 
consumers of dancing – in both national and international contexts – accounts 
for why I employ the term ‘popular’ rather than ‘social’ dance as the primary 
analytical framework. In so doing, my understanding of how dance operates 
within societies is strongly indebted to scholarship in both dance studies and 
cultural studies – although it should be noted at the outset that the analyses 
and perspectives contained herein are very much those of an historian. Dance, 
as a participatory experience or viewed performance, can have dramatic social 
and cultural eff ects. In the words of dance scholar Julie Malnig, ‘social and 
popular dance refl ects and absorbs daily life as well as shapes, informs, and 
infl uences social patterns and behaviors’. 16  Scholars of dance have also long 
shown that the physical performance of dancing can construct, embody, and 
express meaning. As Jane Desmond observes, dance, ‘as an embodied social 
practice and highly visual aesthetic form, powerfully melds considerations of 
materiality and representation together’. 17  In particular, according to Danielle 
Robinson, dancing creates ‘a powerful space for body-based articulations of 
identities’, wherein race, class, gender, or nation can be physically enacted. 18  
In early twentieth-century Britain, an embodied expression of national identity 
was at the heart of eff orts by the dance profession and dance hall industry to 
construct a British dancing style. Crucial cultural meanings were also produced 
at what Malnig has called the ‘moment of dance’, when Britons stepped onto 
the dance fl oor and with their moving bodies were able to reinforce or 
transform the vision of the nation being expressed. 19  Th ese embodied negotiations 
between the producers and consumers of dance produced cultural meanings 
and shaped the national style. It was in this reciprocal process, I argue, that 
social dance became  popular  dance. 

 In keeping with theories from cultural studies, I mobilise the ‘popular’ in 
order to invoke the processes of a culture industry, wherein a dominant culture 
is produced through practices of commercial production and consumption, 
and possesses powers of manipulation and social control. Yet, as a number of 
historians and theorists have shown, within these processes consumers are often 
able to identify, suppress, and resist the domination of the producer, and to 
construct their own individual and collective meanings. 20  Th e analysis which 
follows will demonstrate that there were many occasions when the dancing 
public consumed and readily reinforced the style of dance and the meanings 
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about gender, class, race and nation that were produced by the profession and 
the industry. But at other times, dancers chose to perform a jitterbug when a 
quickstep was played, walked off  the fl oor because they were intimidated by 
the tango, or fl atly rejected dances – even ‘British’ dances – that were marketed 
to them by producers. Th ere were also important moments when the dancing 
public was able to discern the motivations at work in the actions of the com-
mercial producers of dance. Peter Bailey has called this awareness ‘knowingness’ 
within the context of the Victorian music hall, while James W. Cook, drawing 
on some of the later writings of Th eodor Adorno, has described the ability of 
consumers to perceive and critically evaluate cultural products – to be ‘at once 
shaped by culture industry formulas and conscious of the shaping’ – as ‘ “split” 
consumer consciousness’. 21  Th e phrase ‘popular dance’ is thus meant to invoke 
the many nuances, complexities and contradictions of the dialectical relationship 
between dancing ’ s producers (the dance profession and dance hall industry) 
and its consumers (the dancing public), through which British dancing and 
dance culture were forged.  

  The producers and consumers of popular dance 

 Th e fi rst commercial producer analysed here is the dance profession. Th e 
profession emerged as increasingly formal ties developed between dancing 
teachers, exhibition and competition dancers, and writers of dance-themed 
books and magazines, starting around 1920. It was the profession that was 
most infl uential in shaping the evolution of modern ballroom dancing, and 
which had strong concerns about the reputation and artistic integrity of this 
style as it achieved popular ascendancy in the 1910s and 1920s. However, 
dance professionals were also businesspeople – invested in keeping their schools 
at peak enrolment, selling books and magazines, and commanding impressive 
salaries for public performances – all of which shaped their activities and 
interactions with the dancing public. Additionally, what I am calling the dance 
profession was constituted by a vast group of professionals and semi-professionals, 
with varying skill levels and qualifi cations, who were engaged in the wide array 
of employment opportunities – performance, instruction, and writing – con-
nected with popular dance. Th e profession included everyone from the men 
and women selling dances at the palais for six pence each, to the dancers like 
Victor Silvester or Santos Casani who achieved global fame and celebrity. 

 Many dance professionals also worked for or alongside the second major 
producer responsible for commercialising popular dance in this period: the 
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dance hall industry. Following the opening of the Hammersmith Palais, the 
1920s and 1930s saw the rise of a large number of public dance halls all over 
the country, which gradually consolidated into chains of halls, the most infl uential 
and renowned of which was the circuit controlled by the Mecca organisation. 
At the same time, other types of dance establishments continued to thrive – from 
nightclubs to independent dance halls – and promoters operated dances in 
rented spaces such as town and institutional halls, public baths, parks, churches 
and many other locations. Th e dance hall industry is therefore defi ned in this 
book as the whole and wide-ranging array of opportunities for dancing outside 
of the home, as well as many associated enterprises – from dance creation and 
music publishing, to dance band management and print media. 

 Finally, the consumers of popular dance, defi ned here and by many con-
temporary Britons as the ‘dancing public’, also contained a diverse group of 
people, engaged in dancing to widely varying degrees. In a primary respect, 
the dancing public was the dancers who frequented dance classes and dance 
halls, and engaged in the performance of dancing. However, Britons consumed 
popular dance in a multitude of ways beyond physical practice. Some people 
patronised dancing spaces, but never took a turn on the fl oor. Th ere were also 
signifi cant numbers of Britons who rarely or never went to a public ballroom, 
but who experienced dance music or the performance of dancing via the radio 
or cinema. Even those Britons who espoused no personal interest in dancing 
at all were exposed to it through advertising, fi ction or newspaper articles. 
Popular dance was almost ubiquitous within British society – as a social practice 
but also as a cultural representation – providing numerous ways in which it 
was consumed. To unpack this complexity, I rely on a wide array of diff erent 
sources including the popular press; dance-themed print culture; personal 
diaries and memoirs; the extensive research undertaken into ‘music, dancing 
and jazz’ by the social research organisation Mass Observation; published and 
recorded music; short stories and novels; fi lms; police reports; and government 
and institutional documents. Indeed, that Britons consumed – and left traces 
of the impacts of dancing – via this plethora of material, makes clear both 
that the dancing public was not a monolithic entity, and that popular dance 
had dramatic historical eff ects.  

  Periodisation and book structure 

 Th e book ’ s periodisation is based on the rise and then decline of modern 
ballroom dancing as Britain ’ s predominant popular dance style. In the early 
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1910s, the arrival of the tango from Argentina (by way of continental Europe) 
and ragtime dances from the United States propelled British dancing into a 
self-consciously modern era. It was only after the First World War that the 
full impact of the new dances was felt, however, as processes of professionalisation 
and commercialisation led to the emergence of two producers of popular 
dance: the dance profession and dance hall industry. Th e early chapters of the 
book describe these events, as well as the profession and industry ’ s eff orts to 
standardise the steps and public experience of dancing, and the mechanisms 
of their relationships with the dancing public. Th e second half of the book 
then turns to how the popular dance culture produced by the profession and 
the industry – in conjunction with the dancing public – fostered redefi nitions 
of gender, class, race and nation throughout the interwar years and during the 
Second World War. Th e book concludes in the early 1950s, when ballroom 
dancing was increasingly marginalised in favour of the more improvisational, 
independent and Americanised styles of dance epitomised in the jive. 

 Chapter  1  traces the early development of modern ballroom dancing in 
Britain, from its origins in the ragtime era prior to the First World War through 
the dance craze that came with the peace. It provides a history for the major 
dances that would predominate in Britain from the 1920s through the 1950s, 
particularly the so-called ‘standard four’ – the foxtrot, the modern waltz, the 
tango and the one-step (which was later replaced by the quickstep). Th e chapter 
also considers the social and cultural response to the new dances in Britain 
– particularly their perceived modernity – which was celebrated by some, but 
condemned by others. It explores some of the ongoing controversies that 
surrounded popular dance, and the active defence mounted by its proponents, 
who touted dancing ’ s value for the cultivation of good health and beauty, 
among numerous other advantages. 

 Chapter  2  describes the standardisation of the English style of ballroom 
dance and the professionalisation of the dance community, showing that these 
processes were inextricably connected. Th e catalyst to the dance profession ’ s 
consolidation was a series of conferences convened in the 1920s by prominent 
teachers who sought to standardise the steps of new ballroom dances arriving 
in Britain from the United States and continental Europe. From these events 
emerged the rudimentary English style, which the profession then passed on 
to the dancing public via dancing schools, exhibition dancing, dance competitions 
and print culture. However, the chapter also argues that the success – and 
even the steps and fi gures – of a dance were not determined entirely by this 
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top-down process. Not only did a signifi cant segment of the dancing public 
eschew instruction, and remain largely oblivious to professional activities, but 
the two groups were not always aligned in their dancing preferences. Th e result 
was that questions about which dances would be danced in Britain, how they 
would be performed, and what the gradually evolving national style would 
look like, were continually negotiated between producers and consumers of 
popular dance. 

 Chapter  3  describes the evolution of the dance hall industry – the second 
major cultural producer that shaped the commercialisation and experience of 
popular dance in Britain during the interwar and wartime periods. Th e new 
purpose-built dancing spaces that began to emerge after the war were aff ordable 
to Britons of almost every class, and many adopted a standard layout and 
format, providing an increasing uniformity of experience throughout the nation. 
A standard dancing experience was in fact a major objective of fi gures such as 
Carl L. Heimann, managing director of Mecca, Britain ’ s largest chain of dance 
halls, and a fi gure so infl uential that social research organisation Mass Observation 
called him one of the ‘cultural directors’ of the nation. 22  However, despite this 
commercial might and cultural authority, the chapter shows that patrons entered 
into negotiations with the dance hall industry just as they did with the dance 
profession. A great disparity remained in terms of the access to and quality of 
public dancing spaces for Britons of diff erent regions and classes, but most 
signifi cantly, the dancing public made important choices as to where, how, 
and why they consumed dancing. Th is served to individualise their experience 
and kept going to the palais from becoming a wholly homogenised 
experience. 

 Chapter  4  explores how the social perception and cultural representation 
of dancing – especially its chief enthusiasts, professionals and the public venues 
where it took place – were shaped by contemporary anxieties about gender, 
class and sexuality. It examines the controversies that surrounded the ‘dancing 
girl’ (also called the fl apper or modern woman), as well as the male ‘lounge 
lizard’ or ‘dancing dandy’, within the context of the gender upheavals that 
occurred during and immediately after the First World War. Th e chapter also 
considers the negative assumptions about particular public dancing spaces, as 
well as the paid dance partners who were employed within them, showing 
that these were underpinned by class prejudice and anxieties about crime and 
sexual immorality. However, the chapter argues that social concerns about 
dancing were strongly contested from the very start of the modern dance era, 
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and that this leisure form became progressively more respectable and integrated 
into the national culture as professionalisation and commercialisation processes 
progressed throughout the interwar years. 

 Chapter  5  is the fi rst of three that examine the creation and commodifi cation 
of national identity within popular dance. Th e discussion returns to the eff orts 
on the part of the dance profession to standardise the steps of the English 
style, and demonstrates that there was far more invested in that process than 
simply establishing a formal set of steps and fi gures. Within the context of 
broader fears about Americanisation, dance professionals sought to transform 
foreign dances like the foxtrot and tango in a way that made them more 
suitable to the national character or temperament. Th is vision of the nation 
was explicitly articulated in opposition to foreign and racial others, and 
emphasised English virtues like reserve and refi nement. With its specifi c syllabus 
of standard steps and fi gures, the English style also became a marketable 
commodity which was sold at home as well as abroad. Yet the chapter shows 
that, in keeping with the dialectical nature of commercial nationalism, the 
profession ’ s eff orts to craft a national dancing style were greeted with mixed 
responses from the British dancing public. While dance enthusiasts were eager 
to perfect the English style ’ s standard versions of dances such as the foxtrot, 
they showed little interest in the home-grown dances developed by the profession, 
such as the fi ve-step and the trebla, which were marketed as explicit bulwarks 
against Americanisation. Instead, they retained a strong interest in foreign 
dances like the rumba and truckin’, especially as they began to view the English 
style technique as stagnant and excessively regimented by the 1930s. 

 Chapter  6  demonstrates that the commercial nationalism that characterised 
the eff orts of the dance profession to Anglicise dancing in the 1920s reached 
its apogee in the late 1930s, as the dance hall industry even more overtly 
commodifi ed the nation as a way of encouraging more Britons to dance. It 
uses as a case study the series of novelty dances produced by the Mecca chain 
starting in 1938: the Lambeth Walk, the Chestnut Tree, the Park Parade, the 
Handsome Territorial, and Knees Up, Mother Brown. Th ese were deliberately 
simply sequence dances, which Mecca director Heimann hoped would bring 
more patrons into his company ’ s dance halls, particularly those who were 
untutored in ballroom dancing. While the marketing campaign for the dances 
stressed their ease and accessibility, another major focus was on the dances’ 
British origin and character. Th e fi rst Mecca novelty dance, the Lambeth 
Walk, was a staggering success, both at home and abroad, and was embraced 
by the dancing public for its connections to British culture. However, the 
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chapter shows that the other four Mecca novelty dances which followed the 
Lambeth Walk met with a mixed response, and argues that their success or 
failure was largely owing to their quality as dances rather than their national 
origins. 

 Chapters  7  and  8  each focus on diff erent aspects of dancing during the 
Second World War. Chapter  7  demonstrates that the mechanisms of commercial 
nationalism contained within popular dance carried into the war years, though 
the meanings shifted to comply with hegemonic visions of the nation at war. 
Popular dance provided a potent means for producers and consumers alike to 
express and embody many of the ideals associated with the ‘people ’ s war’, such 
as cheerful endurance, grace under fi re, and social and imperial unity. At the 
same time, both commercial producers – but especially the dance hall industry 
– repackaged patriotism as a way of staying in business, utilising war-themed 
promotions and causes to attract patrons, or advertising their ballrooms as 
bomb shelters. As Chapter  8  reveals, the dance profession and dance hall 
industry also shifted tactics with respect to American culture, choosing to 
embrace the latest dance import, the jitterbug – albeit in a toned down Anglicised 
form. Indeed, questions about American culture achieved a new magnitude 
in wartime, owing to the physical presence in Britain of large numbers of 
American troops beginning in 1942. As part of their ongoing negotiations 
with producers, the dancing public expressed greater interest in the ‘authentic’, 
American jitterbug than the Anglicised versions presented to them by the 
profession and industry, in ways that refl ected contemporary deliberations over 
racial diff erence. As a dance, the jitterbug also heralded a critical shift away 
from modern ballroom dancing as the nation ’ s favoured style. 

 Finally, the epilogue refl ects on popular dance in the post-war years. After 
the war, going to the palais remained as popular as ever, but the dances performed 
within the dance halls continued their long evolution. Following on some of 
the individualised and independent movements introduced by the jitterbug, 
modern ballroom dancing slowly began to give way to new dances which could 
be performed without a partner, or which better accompanied rock ’n’ roll 
and later disco. Owing to their particular focus on ballroom dance, the dance 
profession began the modern dance era with arguably more cultural infl uence 
than the dance hall industry, but those positions had clearly undergone a 
switch by the 1950s. Ballroom dancing eventually became a niche professional 
art form, while many of the 1920s dance halls continued to operate for decades 
after their establishment, even as they faced new challenges of their own. In 
fact, while it went through many incarnations, the Hammersmith Palais only 
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closed its doors for a fi nal time in 2007, before being demolished in 2012, 
perhaps heralding an offi  cial end to Britain ’ s dance hall days.   
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