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When NYC's Dance Scene Reigned
Supreme
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Brent Nicholson Earle, an early AIDS activist who spent
months doing long-distance runs around America to raise
' awareness about the disease, credits at least part of his drive
to an East Village dance club: the Saint. In the early Eighties,
@, some three thousand men a night would dance beneath the
rotating stars of the Saint's planetarium ceiling. *At times,"
© ' saint regular Jorge La Torre recalls, "it felt like we were
levitating" On the dance floor, Earle was "welcomed and
absorbed into the tribe ys. "I never would have dreamt
that T could become a hero if T hadn't had that image of
transcendent glory, that iconized version of myself, bestowed
to me under the dome of the Saint."
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For these men - whom Tim Lawrence quotes in his new book,
"Lifeand Death on the New York Dance Floor: 1950-1953 — the
stakes of partying were high. On the dance floor, you might
embrace your identity or try out new ones, find a groove, form a
‘movement, Twa miles from the Saint, at the Roxy in Chelsea, the

promoter Ruza Blue tells Lawrence, "B-boys, downtown trendies,

trannies

punks, famous people, musicians, painters, g
everything you can think of” - routinely partied together. This

wasn't just a matter of physical proximity: As people shared
d d

space, they
Disco had been declared dead, but in New York, people kept AR 515 e ony i AovANC

moving, reimagining what dance music and the cultures around
it could be.
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The music industry had begun its funeral rites for disco in 1979, when more than
Ay

Comiskey Park for a demolition that furned into a rot; when the phrase “disco
became shorthand for a particular kind of rock ' roll machismo; when
America fell out of love with the Brothers Gibb and the slick commercialism

they'd come to embody. Never mind that Donna Summer and Michacl Jackson
had topped the charts with disco records that same year. By 1950, all the major
labels had — amove that L plains was,

counterintuitively, good for dance music.

outor marketing W shedding its
straitiacket, dance music entered a period of shape-shifting, hybrid

ace. Lawr players: DJs (also

the heroes of his 2003 tome, Love Saves the Day, a remarkably detailed,
mammoth history of disco). At the Paradise Garage on the west end of Soho, D
Larry Levan played rid and disco alongside dub, gospel, and new wave tracks.

Inthe Bronx, hip-hop giant Aftika Bambaataa was sampling from whateve
records he pleased; soon he was also DJing in Manhattan at Negril and the
Roxy. At the Mudd Club, an art-punk hangout that served simultancously as a
dance club, gallery, and salon, owner-impresario Steve Mass brought in acts like
Eddie Palmieri, Mary Wells, and Screamin' Jay Hawkins. New wave and punk

ing inspiration: The Bush Tetras got funky; Blondie rapped; and

bands began ta)
with Remain in Light, the Talking Heads began making just about the moodiest
music that would still make a body move. As Afrika Islam, then a member of the
hip-hop ensemble Soul Sonic Force, tells Lawrence, "Everybody was listening to

everything:

UPCOMING EVENTS Of course, place matered, and Lawrence i careful
to sketch out the distinctions intaste and ethos
i Yok NY
Tl OMomn e ok | rom lu tocub,even when thei crowds

overlapped. Performance artist Ann Magnuson

Frdng everand %) ,

g ot G Mot the Mudd Club plenty, but Club 57 was
Her home base: “They dressed like characters ina

Someing otenl ) !

ekl i New Wave film. she explains, “whercas we were
vl more nto aughing and bright psychedelic
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) o 4 G| colors” But as Lawrence wite, talk o ifference

concealed important ties," and downtown New York
was positively knotted. While some of his
interviewees deseribe a rivalry between the Paradise Garage and the Loft, for
instance, Boyd Jarvis, a regular at both venties, says it was common for Loft and
b Square Park or Central Park

continue the p

d L scenes

become part of a big, sprawling tangle.

The cast of characters in the book can be staggering, the exhaustive
overwhelming - Lawrence interviewed o corresponded with more than 130
people, and he makes room for thelr voices - but thats part of the point: He
wants a crowded and motley party. This s a serupulously researched,
‘marvelously detailed history,
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emporally speaking. it also  elativel shortone:n six
undred pages Lawence covers justfou ertile years.He ends
e book in 1955, whe Jacksons Trilrburst o the rationat
it o the U Even the it scene was i o, with fnanciol - [

deregulation and the New York real estate boom reshaping

Lower Manhattan. Rents went up. Clubs closed. & sicker, more
moneyed gallery culture threatened to edge out the largely DIY
ethos with which the decade had begun.

Butit wasn't just market pressures that cooled the swirling TICKETS ON SALE NOW|
energies of downtown New York so did human loss. Nineteen
cighty-three was the year that AIDS became an epidemic, killing

more than 1,000 people, including downtown luminaries such as singer Klaus
Nomi. Dance floors started to change: As Terry Sherman, a Saint DJ,tells
Lawrence,"Lots of people died, alot were sick, and a lot of the friends of the
‘members who had died or were sick stopped coming because it was too painful
10010 a place with so many memories of the fun times they had enjoyed with

their friends or lovers.” And o longer, he says, was dancing in gay clubs

considered ‘ool by straight people in the domestic record industry.” Fear had
sundered alliances.

Inthe wake of these forces - death, homophobia, capitalism — adve
the scene settled into separate pieces, both soclally and
artistically. Clubs became more homogenous, and so did the
‘music they played. Lawrence closes his book with an epilogue
mourning the promise of  time when, as the scenester Chi Chi
Valenti puts it, peaple could "ive this alternative life that was not
Just nocturnal but communal” Perhaps, Lawrence writes,i's an
era that will remind us that "given the right conditions,a different
Kind of ciy can exist.”First, though, he takes us ta some parties:
New Year's Eve, as 1983 comes to a close and revelers head ou.
that good night

the party, the collective experience, dancing beside folks they
may not yet know but will want to. From there, Lawrence tells us,
who knows what might come.
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