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"As seen in Dance Teacher magazine. Reprinted with permission."

by Jeni Tu

The creatar of Jump Rhethm Technique talks about
the limitations of ballet traiming, whears [azz dancs s
weadaed and why dancer: nead 1o get back 10 the
prirnal oy of mosemerit
_a8
azz dance is norecicusly hacd
to Jdefine, a genre chat can b
. 4 - o =
mean very different things to ‘_h
different people. Buor for Billy -4

Siegenteld, s simple: Jazz is
the most fundamental dance of all, away
of mowing that crginates in the
native impulses  and, mose
impemantly, nacucal chythms of
the human body,

This beliet is at the reor of Jump
Rhythm Technique, which Siegenfeld
creared in the 1980z, ficsr as a means to
regain his own love of movement, and
then to help orhers achisve becter body
connedivie—and, afrentimes, catharric
release For nearly twe decades now;, he
has been teaching Jump Bhyvthm ar
schocls and work shops arcund che world,
az well as direcming his Chicago-based
company, fump Bhythm Jam Drojec

A latecomer to formal dance rraining,
Siegenfeld neverthelsss vividly remembers
a childheed spent dancing in his living
room, tuning in to che likes of Perer
Gennaro on TV and watching relatives
parmner-dance at family functions, [c
waz in his last vear as an undergraduate
at Brown University, where he was
majoring in ltecacure, char he decided
to rakes the leap into studying dance
more  serously.  After  artending
American Dance Fearival, he moved o
Mew York in 1970 o srody as well as
dance with Don Redlich Dance
Company and direcr a secies of his own
dance groups, From 19582 to 1591, he
served as diceaor of the dance program

ar Mew York Cirv's Huorer Collegs,
during which time he also cbrained a
masters's in dance from Mew York
Unpiversity, In 1993, he was invited o
jein the faculty of MNorthwestern
University, where he continuss ta teach,

Can you
explain the Jump Fhythm basics?

Billy Siegenfeld.  wen,
Jump Bhythm Technique's principal goal
is to fose the dancing body and the
singing voke inte A =ingle percussion
instrument that is both emoticnally
expressive and rhychmically precise 5o
what we do with our system ot training is
take people scep by step inco the kind of
badywork thar will allow that to happen.

The very firsr part imvalves the cancepe
that 1 call “standing down straight™—o
stand with both stabilicy and celaxation,
as the homan skeleton iz asking us o

stand. The joinr relaxation thar acoom-
panics standing down straight frees up
the body to move very quickly with all its
body parts and specifically those thar [
call the four primary drum bearers—che
hands, head and voice,

T Walk me through an intre-
ducrary class,

B C:'-) , Firsr, we zrand in a circle and
Ly talk abour whar it feels like
seand down seraight. People are eventually
coaxed inee leming o of their body
enough so thar they start getring

grounded [ set upoa beat and we sart
singing It. For three measures of eight,
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people pulse on che bear, and on the
tourth, we have what's called a breaks, in
which they can pulse any way chey want.
The ticsr thees meazures are o let thei
bodies experience whar it means o
embody a pulss in communiny wich all
cthe other people who are in che circle, in
che fourth, they got to be an individual.
Mexr, starting on the ground and
then standing, we do formal exercises
char ars all abour leting go of the joints
of the body and activating che scapula,
which is the prime mover of the body
The scapula is construced 1o move the
body ageressively forward inro space—
that's whar rhythm is. The doubleness
of Jump Rhythm, which is so ditficult,
15 to be borh relaxed and also sxtrace-
dinarily ageressive with vour accenrs
T Why do vou bring the singing
L0 component into class?
E‘n ™, There's boch 2 physiological
1)y and an aesthetic reason: When
the diaphragm is forcetully engagsd—
when vou sing—ir demands chat it ke
allowed to function fully, to move up and
derwn inside the cavity encassd by the rib
cage. In order bor it to do so, vou have 1o
drop che pelvis. This is sometimes tough
tor dancers, because they're used to hold-
ing themsehees in. By having them sing,
thev're giving up a kind of contral chat
chev associate with “being a real dancer™
The acsthetic reason is that it joins you
thychmically with evervbody else wha's
singing, it's kind of an instanc communiny
provoker or builder
T, How do you get dancers ro
L0 get over their fear of vocaliz-
ng?
EI T W laught 1 make fun of the
j'b fear 1 zay, “Hey, everybody
here likes to sing in the shower, don't
chev? All we're trying to do now Is to sing
in thar kind of way,™ W re simply trving
to gt them to behave the way chey
wotld when thev' e alone and feeling un-
self-conscicus, When that happens, chey
can begin accessing behaviors that have
become somewhar segregared in theic
dance training.
In Jump Bhytho Technique, we want
to base the behaviors on ones that

already exist in the human body 1 think
what's extracrdinary abour the tradirion
that 1 call American rthythm is that psople
like the Micholas Brothers, Fred Astaire
and Gwen Verdon simply made an are
our of thar.
77 Do you think Jump Bhythm
L Technique has a place inevery
dancers training?
E . Dabsolurely feel it's universal—

MYy and I'm net saying thar wich
any kind of braggadocio, but because
it's based in normative human behavior
and can b= aughe to and used by amy-
body. The way Jump Bhychm can seove
dancers in other techniques, especially
ball=r-based ones, is thar it can help
them access human motor responses,
not just che imposed motor responses.

[ think we're in a very scrongly tech-
nical, it nor rechnological, era, and [just
feel there's a place now for reclaiming
what is essential to all dancing. Ballet is
based in telk dancing, bur [ think ic's
become so rarefisd chat it's becoming
ditficult for audiences o appreciate
arvehing other than the technique. Ifs
like, =W hers's the human®

T the extent chat baller is done ro
mugical accompaniment, i also seems
logical to want to be able to move yvour
body with the muosic. And Jump
Ehychm completely teaches thar. ['ve
had balkt reachers take the clazs and
o, “This is great. Mext time, ['m going
tox have my scudents sing rthe exercise
and ir's going to make chem feel more at
one with the movement.®

—

T Where did the idea for your
1 technique come from?
E (v, It came from my living room
D1y when [ was abaut 7. It sounds
kind of =illy, bur char's when [ sramed
dancing by mveelf. 1 watched Seren
Brides for Seven Brothers ar Badio Clry
Music Hall and I made my family scav
to watch it again, especially so [ could
soe the dance chat preceded the bacn-
raising. From that point on, 1 wenf
home and juse starred doing char sorr of
bald, rhythmic, folkish dancing. 1 was
that kind of a persan
[ chink thar's why [ alse srarted play-
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ing the drums, [ had stoff in me and 1 loved o get it out Kinet-
ically, Getting it cur by punching the air—which iz basically
what you're deing with dmams—or by dancing like you're a
funky mouneain man like in Seven Brides for Seven Brothers
perfectly suited me. Also what fed me iz thar oy family loved
to parne-dance, We would go to parties, weddings or bar
mitzvahs, and afrer everybody had cheir glasses of wine, they
wanld do chis rhythmic hand-helding dancing

|77, When did yeu acually star your dance rraining?

E i, Mot unril college. T thoughr [ was geing ro graduate
M2y schoal [for literature], but 1 was also beginning to dao
shorars and thearer The gicls in the modern dance program saw
thar I could move well and said, “C'mon over bere™ 1
remember it was April of my senicr year and [ was finishing
my proposal to Princeton, and [had a soulful moment of crisis
[ was nervous as hell, becavse here [ was saving, =1 don't want
0 g to gradoate schood, [ want eodance.™ 1 thank and bless all
of my collkge women frisnds who oo me inoe it apd my
teacher, Julie Strandberg, who =aid, “Go o American Dance
Festival. ™ [ got channeled into formal dance training through
ADF, and starred studying and working in Mew York

Abour 15 years after [ gor to Mew York, thers was some-
thing missing for me. All of the training that [ was deing was
not abour the chythmic percossive dancing char [ did in my
living room. 1 was alse huming my body tremendeusly, 1
almost had to stop dancing Again, I had anocher scultul
moment of crisis, and [ thoughr, “Okay, Billy, if vou're going
to continge dancing, what are vou going to do to conrinue
dancing** 1 thoughr, “Well, the first thing [ want o do s
make sure that [ bring scme jov back into the dancing, [ want
it to beel mood.™ So [ made the radical scep of saving, “Why
den't vou damce the way vou did when vou firsr sramed
dancing in the living room?* 1aramed doing a lor of research,
watching all che musical films to see the thythm dancing in
them. And [ chought, I know why 1 love this dancing—

becanse if's thythm. * 5o 1 starred teaching experimental classes
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in this at Hunter Collegs, where 1 was
directing the dance program. It wasn't
called Jump Bhothm ver; 1juse called ic
a jazz class, because [ was playing with
making accents on the down-bears and
off-beats,

[T 5o how did jazz dance become
LA diverced from the chychm?
E) ™, My thesis in graduare school

), was called, “Hunting the
Ehythmic Snack: The Ssarch for Swing
in Jazz Performance.” [ was basically
trying to say, “If you want to do jazz
dancing, you have to use jazz music.”
There are many, many ways of doing jazz
dancing, and if vou want to call it jazz,
wou can, [ was just oying to idenrify for
mvselt what 1 call clasic jazm dancing,
which is dancing thar is primarily thych-
mically driven in a vernacular body, It
has to b= a vernacular body because
vou can't do chythm in an upheld body
as explicicly,

[T Where do you see jazz dance
L4 poing more generally?

(%, That's a good question,

1), because I feel it's bifurcating
inte tap or Stomp-like movement,
which is very vernacularly based, and
companies like Gus Giordano's, River
Morch Chicago and Hubbard Street,
which are moving more and more

toward a strongly ballet-based modern.

[y 7. And what do you think abour

L+ the imvasion of hip hops

E) . Iowe i because it's vemacular,
32, but the ones who are doing it

in the studics are just teaching the

movement, not the chythm.

[T The teaching of hip hop needs
LA o catch up, it ssems,
E){"‘-_ [ think so. They teach the
N, mioves, what we teach is the
chythm. Every movement that you do
has ar its core a strongly rhythmic,
motional impulse and oftentimes a very
emotional one as well. 1 think Jump
Ehythm is interesting to people because
we generate the movement chythmically,
and what's so fun abour that i= thar
chychm is inside, not outside, you, DT
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