2009 Alternate ROOTS Annual Meeting

Studio Report

Reporter’s Name: Jane Goldberg

Studio title and leader(s): Partnering and Partners and Patton

Day/time: Saturday, 9-12 am
How many participants?  6

Please describe the diversity of the group?  Young, old, black, white, Latino

Brief outline of the studio format.   Patton asked why we were there, and after a go-around of everyone (Fri night was a very late night for everyone there, including me), discussed how he became curious about social dancing “partner dancing”, and how we could apply its form to community work
How did the studio content and facilitation align with the ROOTS Annual Meeting theme of Rebirth of a Nation: using art to navigate the intersection of oppressions?  The metaphor of partnering in community (who leads, who follows, the hierarchy, if any) and what the group of six brought to the table was all complex and interesting, including the difference between collaborations vs. partner, whether the “follower” was really in a passive role, metaphorical issues that everyone could relate to.  Patton is an excellent “explainer” of complex issues, and proceeded to do that, as well as be very open to the 6 people who talked about “issues” around partnering in the more “political” community and not only on the floor.  The work has yet to be explored on the complex level that Patton is developing.  By learning the form of American Tango, we also learned a lot about structure, tension, boundaries, all things that have to be created to make a successful partnership in social dancing and in the communities we work in.

How did you see practices of the following principles occur in the workshop? 

Power: Since the workshop had to start late because it was on a Sat morning at end of long intense week, including the “Undoing Racism” 9 hours the night before and performances late night, Patton was patient but firm (in having me, for example, take the workshop, rather than just taking notes) and his goals of teaching a form of American tango.  And showing the relationships of partnering and how the art of dance is a great metaphor for the art of community partnering. 

Partnership: That’s what the workshop was all about.  It was a fantastic metaphor and I hope Patton, if he wants to, will have the opportunity to offer it to more people who have “always wanted to jitterbug” or Lindy hop, or learn social dance and have been petrified, and how our issues of partnership in community could be applied exactly metaphorically to the communities in which we work.  Why partnerships are successful or failed, what happens when someone takes the lead, when they are the followers in definition.  How important it is to lay out the backbone structure and ground rules before starting to partner

Dialogue: Lots of that. Patton held the floor, and even stayed over to show whomever wanted to stay some of the improvisational parts of partnering on the dance floor.  It was a little hard to get one’s “hands” right on the right place, but I’ve never learned social dance from a person who also knew about body/mind connections, dance forms (all kinds) and had such a great patience. 

Aesthetics: Just wonderful to think about one’s past in partnering and wondering what went right what went wrong and all while dancing!!!  Most people came to dance. One man had just come to work on his laptop and ended up dancing and “partnering” and was pleasantly surprised by the results, I think, while the rest came to dance or to learn why their partnership had “failed” because of their own “issues” with leadership, being the aggressor (as opposed to lead in a social dance), or follower, or taking up space, too much or too little….

Transformation: I, for one, had lots of thoughts about my last relationship with an editor who “took the lead” in my book and I had to let him go, realizing after the fact, that he wanted to write (lead) rather than edit (follow).  There were all kinds of specific and less specific situations that the group brought to the room (one woman was a song writer, who was used to working solo and wanted to learn how to partner more, one woman came with “real issues” about why her community partnerships hadn’t work, one dancer led even when she was the “follower”.   I suspect all experienced some transformation about their attitudes and roles in the leader/follower partner relationship in dance and community through this studio.  It was really wonderful (I know I’m editorializing, but I can’t say enough about the importance of using art to communicate metaphorically what we try to do in relationships…Patton seems less concerned historically with the tango, but still knew his stuff and what he wanted to impart to us.  It was original and useful and transformative.  Perhaps a better time slot and a two minute introduction to each studio by the leader would be helpful for the future since even I, a dancer, who loves social dancing, thought it was going to be about the business of community partnering which interested me less than other studios until I was actually assigned to cover this one and read the brochure more carefully.  

 
Your sense of the reception by participants. Specific comments here are helpful.  I think all were receptive judging by their evaluations in their forms.

Any other comments for the Studio leaders(s)?  Patton is laid back in a very interesting way.  He is a keen observer.  Perhaps, because he had a lot of material to cover in a very short time, he had to push his structure of the class more strictly (we started one hour late because of the day and night before which were the most intense days of the workshop for many) Patton was inclusive of everyone…even those who drifted in.  I would have liked more talk time, sharing of some of the ideas that were discussed early in the format about the similarities of dance partnering and community partnering.  

