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Introduction to Photographing Emotion

Jonathan S. Marion

W A L K I N G  I N  T H E  door to DanceSport Academy in Ardmore, Pennsyl-
vania, for the fi rst time on July 28, 2010, the fi rst person I see is dancer Jean 
Paulovich (fi gures 3.3 and 7.2), and although he does not recall my name, 
we instantly recognize each other based on a photo I took of him at his fi rst 
professional competition, at the 2004 Yankee Classic DanceSport Champi-
onships in Boston, Massachusett s.1 Th at we each knew who the other was 
more than six years later  —  and both recalled the exact pose and costume 
in that single photograph  —  illustrates the power of image in the world of 
competitive ballroom. More than just a means of facilitating entry and ac-
cess into ballroom,2 the inextricable intertwining of looking, seeing, and 
knowing3 enables images to convey understandings not possible from 
words alone. It is in this light that I hope you enjoy the images in this book 
and, more important, that they not only help illustrate the textual content 
but also provide insights.

Paralleling Isadora Duncan’s comment, “If I could tell you what it meant, 
there would be no point in dancing it,”4 much the same can be said of pho-
tography: if I could tell you, there would be no need to show it. But photo-
graphs are tricky things. Because we each bring our own backgrounds, ex-
periences, and understandings to the images we see, it is easy to mistake 
self-evident content and meaning as universal, enduring, and fi xed.5 In-
deed, “photographs are ambiguous. Th ey may be worth a thousand words, 
but it can be any thousand words.”6 It is therefore important for scholars to 
think about and understand the strengths (and weaknesses) of both text 
and image7 and to harness and juxtapose these tools accordingly. “Used 
correctly photographs and words can work together to produce the desired 
ethnographic meanings,”8 and the following comments detail the consider-
ations that went into the three interrelated processes of craft ing, selecting, 
and captioning the images in this text.
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2 Introduction to Photographing Emotion

Crafting

Increasing understanding of the neurological links between perception and 
understanding9 explain how and why images have the potential to move 
viewers. Th is demands ever-greater att ention to how social scientists take 
and use images in their work. Just as the anthropologists John Collier Jr. 
and Malcolm Collier suggest that “artistry is only a means, for the end is 
cultural authenticity” in ethnographic fi lm,10 so too with photography. 
Which is not to say that there is ever an objective, true, or real “thing” to 
be captured in an image but rather that responsible visual research should 
always be informed by and refl ect the visual cultures in question.11 So how 
then do I go about trying to take images that are not simply of ballroom 
dancing but are ballroom dancing?

To start with, I try to craft  images that are not only “good pictures” but 
that tell a story, using composition, movement, and emotion to do so. 
Compositionally, I try to depict what someone watching from my vantage 
point would actually “see.” As such, my default approach involves (1) shoot-
ing level images  —  since the human brain “corrects” for minor variations in 
angle  —  and (2) focusing on one couple at a time (since this is the basic 
“unit” of ballroom dancing).12 Indeed, to the extent that it is persons who 
dance  —  and not their arms, legs, or heads  —  I generally try to follow Karl 
Heider’s fi lmic guideline of framing whole bodies.13 Th is is not to say that I 
never take close-up images but to point out that I do so deliberately and for 
specifi c reasons, including the following:

• If a couple, judge, or spectator is so close to me that I cannot see their 
whole bodies, all at once, with my naked eye

• If I am focusing on a specifi c action that is not about the whole body, 
such as a competitor applying eyeliner or lipstick in a mirror

• If I am trying to call att ention to a specifi c element  —  such as an 
expression  —  that might not be visible unless cropped in on more 
tightly14

Likewise, I share Freeman’s perspective that “environment can add a greater 
sense of the context and the space in which the activities depicted are tak-
ing place,”15 and so I try to shoot in a way that captures the immediate sur-
roundings as well, such as the ballroom fl oor, audience, or lighting.16

Th ese compositional considerations also apply in postproduction. I try 
to do minimal editing, and, as with my original image composition, I try 
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Introduction to Photographing Emotion 3

to let myself be guided by what someone else would see if he or she had 
been in the same place at the same time. For example, whereas diff erent 
light sources (e.g., tungsten, fl uorescent, fl ash) all have diff erent color tem-
peratures, the human brain adjusts what is seen to eliminate the color casts 
captured by a camera’s sensor. For that reason, I will adjust color balance 
in postproduction. Likewise, while interesting angles make for exciting 
photographs  —  a tool I use in much of my more artistic, less ethnographic 
photography  —  my default approach in ethnographic sett ings is to shoot 
leveled images (whether vertical or horizontal), and straightening is one of 
the few postproduction manipulations I regularly perform. I may also crop 
tighter in postproduction, but only when deliberately directing focus and 
when I can use words (be it in a talk, as a caption, or in body text) to pro-
vide appropriate context.

Where I use composition to provide focus and context, I try to capture 
the overall nature of ballroom dancing  —  interpersonal performance predi-
cated on bodily action  —  by highlighting movement. Th is means many 
things, however, as dancers of diff erent levels move in very diff erent ways. 
For most starting dancers, for instance, lines and shapes are oft en brief and 
hesitant, so I need to click the shutt er quickly, before the action disappears. 
Th is same approach does not work with elite competitors, however, who 
“hit” their lines and shapes and then continue to stretch until reaching their 
personal maximums.17 Here I need to stay focused on the couple, waiting 
and allowing them time to produce the pinnacle of their own movement 
in order to accurately represent the tone of their performance. Likewise, 
while I oft en use fl ash (a) to maximize the punch and color of my images 
and (b) to highlight the couple from the background (as our brain naturally 
processes for our eyes), I run the risk of having an image look posed. To 
counteract this, I seek to capture movement by waiting for maximal stretch 
or catching a dress or hair fl ying through the air.

Finally, in craft ing images that tell the ballroom story, I rely on the emo-
tion that is being performed by focusing on competitors’ eyes and expres-
sions. Here, when I say “focusing on,” I do not mean in a technical sense but 
rather that this is what I am looking at through my viewfi nder before decid-
ing whether to snap the shot in front of me. Since dancing is a partnered 
activity, I try (when possible) to take images where both partners’ faces can 
be seen. Likewise, I try to make sure that eyes are open and expressions ap-
propriate (which can vary from dance to dance, as seen in the contrasting 
color images of Katusha Demidova and Arunas Bizokas). Although this has 
been a slow process (indeed, early on I was cutt ing off  feet and hands as my 
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4 Introduction to Photographing Emotion

att ention focused on eyes and expressions), with practice (and familiarity 
with my equipment) I have learned how to “feel” how tight I can get with-
out regularly checking the bott om of the frame  —  and thus losing focus on 
the emotions being portrayed on the fl oor.

Selecting

Th e fi nal photo selections for this book followed two parallel tracks. For 
many images, I sorted through my digital archives; others were shot on 
site (both at competitions I was att ending and at the studios shown in this 
book). In each case, the two key questions were these:

1. Does this image add to what is being discussed?
2. Is it acceptable to those whom it depicts?

Starting with Julia Ericksen’s original wish list, we therefore (1) identifi ed 
topics amicable to visual depiction (e.g., not dancers’ ideas and feeling, 
which were already  —  and best  —  conveyed in their own words), (2) dis-
carded images that only illustrated rather than explained (or duplicated the 
content of others), and (3) composited images where such juxtapositions 
evoked greater understandings.18

Equally important, however, was the recognition that “no photograph is 
more important than the wishes of its subject.”19 As such we tried to start by 
selecting competition images that we thought the people depicted would 
like and by gett ing permission to shoot all of the studio images taken for 
this book. Th en, and most importantly, we got explicit permissions for each 
image used in this book. While the press was only concerned with my per-
missions (as the copyright-holding photographer), I am a visual anthropol-
ogist deeply aware of and committ ed to the ethical implications of working 
with visual imagery.20 Ericksen fully recognized and appreciated this per-
spective, and between us we received permission  —  in person, online, and 
by phone  —  for each of the photographs readers fi nd here.

Captioning

While images speak to each of us, they do not speak for themselves. Rather, 
“their meaning and signifi cance are defi ned by context.”21 While this facili-
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Introduction to Photographing Emotion 5

tates photo elicitations on the one hand (an underutilized and oft en invalu-
able ethnographic tool whereby research participants provide context to 
the researcher),22 it also mandates thoughtful and appropriate framing (i.e., 
contextualization) when images are used in and presented as part of schol-
arly discourse. “Th e ethnographicness of any image or representation,” as 
Pink has pointed out, “is contingent on how it is situated, interpreted and 
used to invoke meanings and knowledge that are of ethnographic inter-
est.”23 Far too few scholars provide informative captioning, however, let 
alone link images to writt en text, thereby generating a dialogue between 
these diff erent media and modes of representation. Th is is unfortunate, as 
deliberate att ention to how visual and writt en data intercontextualize each 
other facilitates both broader and deeper understandings.

Th is book has taken the linking of image and text very seriously from 
the outset. Unlike most such texts  —  where images are gathered post hoc 
from whatever sources are available  —  Ericksen chose to collaborate with 
only one photographer (in this case me). Although this certainly is not the 
only viable approach, it did allow us to build a common understanding of 
how images were going to fi t into this work. Reading an early version of the 
manuscript before I started selecting archival images and shooting new ma-
terials for this book started the dialogue between image and text, a process 
that continued as we worked together to select the fi nal images (as noted 
earlier). Finally, in preparing the captions, att ention went to (1) what refer-
ences were already in place (in the text), (2) what context was lacking, and 
(3) what elements in the image might need highlighting for those not “in 
the know” regarding ballroom culture and community. Additionally, and as 
part of the photo-permission process noted earlier, captions were adjusted 
to refl ect the few instances when any concerns arose. Ultimately, then, 
careful att ention to the relationship between text and image is the vehicle 
whereby the images presented herein reach their full potential to illuminate 
the issues at hand.
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Introduction

Entering the World of Ballroom

I T  I S  T H E  last night of the 2008 United States Dance Championships 
(USDC), and the most popular event is under way: the fi nal of the Open 
to the World Professional Latin Championship. Six fi nalists dance the fi ve 
dances that constitute every Latin competition: cha-cha, samba, rumba, 
paso doble, and jive.1 As the fi rst dance ends, the crowd favorites, Riccardo 
Cocchi and Yulia Zagoruchenko, begin whizzing around the fl oor doing 
promenade runs to the fast-paced samba music with its heavy drum beat 
and complicated syncopation. Th ey fl irt with each other; they fl irt with 
the audience; they smile and wink as they perform intricate movements 
in quick succession without missing a step. Th eir partnership is less than a 
year old, but both are experienced at engaging the crowd.2 As Yulia moves 
her long, slender legs, the movement of her dress accentuates their ele-
gance and speed. Th e audience sits at tables around the edge of the fl oor or 
on stadium seating stacked up behind the front tables, or they stand wher-
ever there is space. Th ey are whistling, cheering, and calling out dancers’ 
names and competition numbers as the master of ceremonies encourages 
them with, “Who’s your favorite couple out there, ladies and gentlemen?” 
I am in a fl oor-side seat cheering and yelling with the rest of the crowd. 
As Ruud Vermeij3 notes in his advice book for Latin dancers, whereas the-
atrical dancers perform a role and thus “become the dance,” competition 
dancers perform as themselves, and their fans come to see them more than 
the dance.4 Th e audience has been anxious to see Riccardo and Yulia dance 
together, since they placed second a few months earlier at the Blackpool 
Dance Festival in England. Blackpool is the most prestigious and diffi  cult 
competition in the world, and up to this point, Americans have rarely done 
this well.5 Color plate 1 shows the couple competing at USDC a year later, 
when they had moved up on the international stage by coming in fi rst at 
Blackpool in the jive.

Th e samba ends, and the men move their partners into new spots on the 
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Introduction 7

fl oor. In the rumba, as with several Latin dances, couples do not pro gress 
around the fl oor, so competitors pick spots depending on the direction 
they will take and where they expect others to go. Th ey try to maximize the 
chance that each judge will have a clear view of them for at least some of the 
time and that the audience will notice them too. Inexperienced competi-
tors sometimes crowd the center of the fl oor because they want the judges 
to see them, but these experienced fi nalists spread out. As the music starts, 
the dancers alternate clinging to one another and turning away. Rumba is 
a slow, erotic dance; the mood is hot and heavy, and the Latin rhythms are 
languid. Th e women bend and hyperextend their legs as they twist and turn 
around their partners. Th ey slide their feet along the fl oor toes fi rst, trans-
ferring weight from leg to leg and sett ling their hips aft er each move to pro-
duce rumba’s emblematic rolling hip action.

Dimitry Timokhin and Natalia Petrova, another new couple, are danc-
ing for Russia, and the audience gives them a warm welcome. Dimitry and 
his previous partner, Karina Smirnoff , had made the fi nals at Blackpool. But 
when Karina became a regular on Dancing with the Stars, the popular ABC 
reality show, she no longer had time to compete. Dimitry’s new partner, 
Natalia, is one of the fastest women on the fl oor, and aft er the fourth dance, 
the dramatic paso doble, excitement builds with the jive. Jive is the most 
energetic of the dances, and its position at the end tests dancers’ stamina; 
these fi nalists have already danced several rounds. Th is is the most exciting 
part of the show, as the dancers kick and spin at breakneck speed. Women’s 
dresses bounce and swirl, their rhinestones fl ickering in the lights; men 
slide across the fl oor; and the audience gets louder. Th is crowd knows how 
diffi  cult it is to reach the skill level displayed before them.

In Latin dancing, the action portrays a world of swaggering men and 
“their” women. Th e dancers depict a man’s world where women are beauti-
ful objects with the power to infl ame a man’s passion but not to reject his 
demands. Women follow the men’s lead and oft en supplicate their bodies 
before them. Sometimes they turn away, rejecting their partners’ over-
tures, only to be turned back face to face with fi re and passion. Th e men 
strike dominant poses in tight-fi tt ing shirts and pants set off  by high Cu-
ban heels. Th ey appear to pull and push the women around, spinning and 
turning them, demanding their att ention. Hips gyrate, legs fl ick in and out. 
Th e women glitt er. Th ey wear high-heeled strappy sandals, with bare legs 
or fi shnet stockings, and skimpy clothing adorned with many crystals and 
sparkling necklaces, bracelets, and hair ornaments. Both men and women 
are deeply tanned.
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8 Introduction

I think back to my fi rst competition, the Millennium DanceSport Cham-
pionship, several years earlier.6 I had gone to compete as an amateur dancer 
with a professional partner, and at night we watched the professionals. Th e 
professional competition sent my head spinning, and I did not know where 
to look. Concentrating on any one couple meant ignoring others. My head 
fl ipped back and forth, and I was unable to take it all in. By USDC, I am 
an experienced enough dancer and competitor to have learned to focus on 
the dancers I want to see, and I can quickly distinguish the best couples. 
I understand good technique and can see who is fast but not artistic and 
who makes up for being slower by dancing with elegance and grace. I note 
which couples relate to the audience and how well couples connect with 
each other. Th e connection is key in ballroom; the dancers are always a 
couple, and they must show this to those who are watching. Th is is what I 
want to show in this book  —  how to read ballroom, where to look, and how 
to see the connections.

Each dance is scored separately by each member of a panel of judges, 
and as expected, Riccardo and Yulia win the professional competition 
easily, losing only two fi rst-place marks out of a possible ninety-fi ve. Th e 
Russians come in second, and an exciting new Lithuanian couple, Justinas 
Duknauska and Ekaterina Lapaeva, come in third.7 Th e sixth-place couple, 
Delyan Terziev and Boriana Delcheva, had hoped to improve their results 
from the previous year, when they achieved third place. Since they also 
fell from third to fi ft h in the closed competition,8 Keith Todd, writing in 
Dance Beat magazine a few days later, suggests that they need an infusion 
of energy and that they rethink what they are doing.9 Even more surpris-
ing, Dimitry Kurakin and Violett a Kurakina, a relatively unknown couple 
who shocked everyone by winning the rising-star event in Blackpool, do 
not even place into the fi nals, although Todd is of the opinion that they 
probably should have.

Th e other important competition on the last night is the Open to the 
World International Standard, a style of dancing that is called “ballroom” 
elsewhere in the world and sometimes in the United States.10 Here, too, 
there are new partnerships. Jonathan Wilkins and Katusha Demidova, 
who have won this event ten years in a row, ended their partnership several 
months ago. Th is year they are each competing with a new partner. Jona-
than is now dancing for his native England with former Blackpool profes-
sional champion Hazel Newberry, and Katusha still dances for the United 
States with Blackpool amateur champion Arunas Bizokas. When Hazel has 
to withdraw aft er the fi rst round, suff ering from an ongoing shoulder injury, 
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the open fi nal becomes the same all-U.S. fi nal as the closed fi nal two days 
earlier. Arunas and Katusha have been scoring slightly ahead of Jonathan 
and Hazel in international competition, and the audience murmurs its dis-
appointment not to see the couples compete against each other. Katusha is 
a crowd favorite, blond, elegant, and always beautifully dressed. I fi nd her 
relationship with her new partner to be a litt le more aloof than her former 
partnership appeared to be. Arunas does not emote enough for my taste, 
although his technique is of the highest caliber. Th e judges may have felt 
this too, because the other top U.S. couple, Victor Fung and Anna Mick-
hed, challenge them more closely than previously, especially in the tango 
and the quickstep.

Th e motif of ballroom dancing is “dancing as one,” and couples must 
maintain a closed hold throughout the dance. A closed hold means that 
they must stay in the classic ballroom hold, with the woman’s left  hand 
on her partner’s upper arm and his right hand around her back. Th ey 
hold each other’s free hand up and away from their bodies. Maintaining 
this hold is perhaps the most diffi  cult skill in all of competition dancing, 
yet these couples speed around the fl oor with their bodies swinging and 
swaying together, making their steps look eff ortless. As with Latin, it is 
all about gender, but here the theme is romantic rather than erotic, and 
the lush music refl ects this. Ballroom dancing is less exciting for the audi-
ence than Latin is; its lesser popularity is manifested by lower att endance, 
and the audience is less inclined to call out competitors’ names. Th e fi rst 
rounds of the professional ballroom competition start early in the evening, 
and many in the audience have not yet arrived. Th e couples’ dancing as 
one makes it harder for audience members to have confi dence in their 
own judgments about which couple is best, and since eye contact between 
audience and dancers is less frequent than in Latin, there is less opportu-
nity for the audience to feel connected to individual dancers. If there is 
no connection, there is no emotional excitement, and that is what is most 
craved here  —  to feel the sex and the romance. Some couples, such as Igor 
Litvinov and Julia Ivleva, have been dancing together for over a decade. 
Th ey bring their students to competitions and have no shortage of fans 
who call out their number. Even so, the noise level for ballroom dancing 
remains low compared to Latin. To paraphrase Vermeij, unlike Latin, ball-
room becomes more about the dance than the dancers. For me, the sight 
of all six fi nalists carefully following the line of dance around the fl oor is 
more satisfying, if taken as a whole, though I do register a drop in audi-
ence enthusiasm.
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10 Introduction

Th e professional dance competitions are the most eagerly awaited 
events, but they constitute a small proportion of the total. Th e bulk consist 
of pro/am competitions  —  professional teachers dancing with their adult 
students. Pro/am competition has been unique to America until recently. 
Elsewhere, dancers usually start as children dancing as amateur couples, 
rising through the junior to the adult ranks. Th ey turn professional only af-
ter achieving success as amateurs. In the United States, few dancers start 
as children, although this is changing with the infl ux of immigrants from 
the former Soviet Union. However, dancers here may more easily turn 
professional, because many adults learn to dance as a hobby, which pro-
vides teaching jobs for the professionals. Some students become passion-
ate enough to want to compete with their teachers, and this supports the 
competitive careers of many professionals. Only a few professional dancers 
are so highly acclaimed that they can support themselves by coaching and 
performing. Most take students to competitions and dance pro/am with 
them. Pro/am students oft en dance in several of the four diff erent styles 
that constitute competition ballroom in America. Th e four styles include 
the two international styles described earlier, which are danced all over the 
world, and two American styles, smooth and rhythm, which are similar, but 
not identical to, ballroom and Latin. In the past, most Americans learned 
American style only, but the infl ux of foreign professionals has increased 
interest in international style. At the USDC, a day is given to each of the 
four styles, with a fi ft h day for events that cannot fi t into the other four, 
such as preteen and junior competitions, and a variety of showdance and 
cabaret events.11 Each evening is confi ned largely to professional competi-
tion, when those who danced during the day turn out to watch their idols 
strut their stuff .

Th e USDC is not the biggest ballroom competition in America, but it is 
arguably the most prestigious because this is where the national titles are 
bestowed on both professional couples and pro/am dancers. Th e govern-
ing body for professional dancers in America is the National Dance Coun-
cil of America (NDCA),12 which is, in turn, a member of the international 
governing body the World Dance Council (WDC).13 Th e most prestigious 
titles in the United States for amateur couples are awarded by a diff erent 
governing body, USA Dance,14 which has its own competitions and is a 
member of a diff erent international organization, the International Dance-
Sport Federation (IDSF).15

Both Riccardo and Yulia came to the United States as adults, having pre-
viously danced for their countries of birth  —  Italy and Russia, respectively. 
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Th is gypsy existence is common for international-style dancers. Oft en they 
dance for one partner’s country of origin, but the example of Riccardo 
and Yulia is the norm with couples who dance for the United States. Th e 
names of the fi nalists in international style at USDC indicate that most of 
those dancing for the United States are immigrants. As is fi tt ing for a nation 
where almost everyone’s ancestors came from elsewhere, the American au-
dience takes Riccardo and Yulia into its heart and takes national pride in 
their accomplishments.

Th e USDC is held at the Royal Pacifi c Hotel at Universal Studios in 
Orlando, Florida, but the dancers have litt le time to take in the theme 
park. Th e women spend their days in glitt ering dresses, sporting sleek hair 
that either does not move or swings perfectly back into place, rhinestone 
jewelry, lots of thick makeup, artifi cial tans, and high heels. Th e competi-
tion spawns a cott age industry, with designers and sellers of dresses, shoes, 
jewelry, and practice wear all hoping to att ract the dancers’ att ention. Ev-
erything is laid out to att ract consumers (as can be seen in the pictures of 
shoes and jewelry in color plate 2). Some designers sponsor professional 
dancers or even top students, loaning them dresses to wear until an audi-
ence member decides to buy the dress literally off  a dancer’s back. In ad-
dition, one can take coaching, have a massage, or have one’s makeup and 
hair done. Hair may be turned into the elaborate upswept designs favored 
by many professionals, enhanced by the addition of extra hair pieces. Pho-
tographers sell photographs of each dancer’s performances, and dancers 
may have their events videotaped to learn from their mistakes. Competi-
tors may also buy books, music, instructional videos, and every conceiv-
able accessory.

In addition to competing, I am taking fi eld notes on the competition for 
this book. I climb to the top of the bank of seats and watch the pro/am 
Latin competition below. I am interested in the relational aspects of ball-
room, since this is what distinguishes it from other dancing. Latin danc-
ing, as noted earlier, is all about the display of sexual interest and intimacy 
between partners. Ballroom is more subtle in its emotional display, but 
again connection is key. I especially note that when young professional 
men dance with older women, a few of them seem unable to emote. I quote 
from my notes spoken into a recorder as I watched:

One man is dancing with an older woman wearing a black and brown out-
fi t. He’s a beautiful dancer, but he’s not looking at her while they’re danc-
ing. He’s looking all around the room instead. I don’t think he ever lays 
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eyes on her, in fact. Even when she looks at him, he does not return her 
look. He’s showing how great he is by dancing professional-level chore-
ography. She’s really struggling to stand on her own and is having a hard 
time keeping up. She looks really uncertain as time goes on. I’ll switch 
to another couple and look at them, a Latino man dancing with an Asian 
student. Th e age diff erence is similar, but he’s much more relational with 
her. Th ey’re looking at one another now. Th ey’re connected. He’s hovering 
over her. It’s a completely diff erent experience to watch them. He’s holding 
her, and he puts his hand on her face and looks into her eyes.

Th e experience of the teacher ignoring the student surprises me, because, 
at my dance studio, teachers do not treat older women this way. I cannot 
help but think that what I saw that day is a manifestation of our stereotyp-
ical ideas about gender and aging  —  that older women are not att ractive 
and that intimacy between an older woman and a young man is somehow 
off ensive. It is not that this teacher cannot look at the student; it is that he 
will not connect, he will not be intimate with her. Fortunately, it is a behav-
ior seen in a minority of professionals.

When the competition switches to beginners, I notice how many top 
professional competitors are on the fl oor. Unlike that fi rst teacher, these 
dancers take noticeable care of their students. Th e competition I am watch-
ing takes place in the aft ernoon, before the Latin fi nal described at the be-
ginning of this chapter. Delyan Terziev, who will be a fi nalist in the evening 
competition, dances with several students during the day. In the Bronze 
Scholarship,16 he makes eye contact with his student, and he looks like he 
is interested in her and in dancing with her. Th e jive is fun rather than sexy, 
and she appears relaxed as she basks in his smiles. Delyan’s wife, Boriana 
Delcheva, sits on the sidelines with his two other students. She watches 
intently as he dances and will give the students detailed feedback. Th is is 
common when professional couples compete together and husbands take 
students to dance pro/am. Figure I.1 shows professional dancer Carolina 
Orlovsky-Telona watching her husband, Felipe Telona, dancing with his 
longtime student Ruby Yap. Although a few teachers are not particularly 
respectful, the majority are like Delyan, att entive to their students’ needs 
for care and preparation.

Th e USDC is held during the fi rst week of September, a week that marks 
the beginning of classes at Temple University, where I teach sociology. 
I am on study leave but still feel negligent of my duties as I try to make 
sense of an exotic culture bearing litt le resemblance to the academic life 
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that constitutes my everyday world. Th is has been a long journey, one that 
started as a child watching my parents dance around the living room. In 
my early teens, I took group classes at my local village hall in the north of 
England. I stopped ballroom dancing in my late teens when it became un-
fashionable, but I always regrett ed leaving it behind.

My husband and I have birthdays six weeks apart, and some years ago, 
he suggested that we celebrate them by taking dance lessons. He knew I 
would like the idea but was surprised when, a few hours aft er his casual sug-
gestion, we were signed up for lessons. We started with a joint private les-
son and quickly got hooked. We progressed to separate lessons, because it 
is easier to learn when your teacher focuses entirely on you. We increased 
the frequency of lessons over time. Competing took a litt le longer. I could 
not imagine wearing competition dresses or makeup, and the idea of holing 
up in a hotel, at a place I did not want to visit, seemed strange. My husband 
was the fi rst to try, and he came home with such extravagant tales that I 
soon followed and fell hopelessly in love with the whole experience.

Fig. I.1. Wifely support. Carolina Orlovsky-Telona watches Ruby Yap with Felipe Telona 
Jr. at the 2010 Desert Classic DanceSport Championships, Palm Desert, CA. © 2010 
Jonathan S. Marion.
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Many of the students who compete are professional women with lives 
like mine, and yet all are passionate about dancing and competing in a 
world that diff ers completely from their everyday lives. Th is book is my 
att empt to understand the fascination it holds for participants.17 Many of 
the women who dance have benefi ted from second-wave feminism on their 
paths to success. Yet they dance in a world that seems traditionally gen-
dered, where appearance is all important, and where men lead and women 
follow. Th is is a world where men are men and women are girls, no matt er 
their age. Why, I wondered, do successful women choose this world as the 
place to spend their precious leisure time? Why do they want to spend time 
and money visiting a world in which they would likely not want to live? 
What motivates teachers? How do they learn to satisfy students’ desires?

At the same time, professional dancers earn a living by it, usually by 
teaching or coaching and sometimes by putt ing on shows. Students can 
spend tiny fortunes on lessons and competitions. What are they buying? 
What are the teachers selling?

Ballroom dancing seems a perfect example of what sociologist Viviana 
Zelizer has called “the purchase of intimacy.”18 Th is phrase describes the 
commercialization of emotions in everyday life. In ballroom, professional 
competitors learn to display an emotional relationship for dance audiences 
to enjoy and consume. Th ey also learn to provide students with an intimate 
experience. I argue that it is this intimate experience that seduces students, 
particularly women students, into the world of dance. Of course, both stu-
dents and professionals have long-term relationships that they must man-
age in addition to the instant intimacy of the dance fl oor. Furthermore, 
students and their teachers develop complex relationships over time, rela-
tionships that can deepen over shared experiences and confi dences, even 
while governed by the demands of the marketplace. Th is book explores the 
development and att ractions of these emotions.

In the beginning, I intended to confi ne the book to competition danc-
ing, both professional and pro/am. Th e art of emotional display is most 
highly developed in professional competition, and in pro/am, adults are 
able to pay for the instant gratifi cation of dancing with professionals and 
to enjoy the spoils of competition without devoting their lives to it. How-
ever, in preparation for my research, I started exploring the dance lessons 
and activities available in the Philadelphia area, where I live, and as I began 
to discover the off erings, I found a more nuanced picture than I originally 
imagined.
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When my husband and I decided to learn, I contacted the studio most 
convenient to our work, a studio in the center of the city, where rents are 
high and lessons are correspondingly expensive. Students take private les-
sons by appointment, aft er which they leave and another student replaces 
them. Many students have “standing appointments,” locking up particular 
times for their lessons. Th e studio has weekly social dances, where students 
practice their steps. Instructors att end these parties and dance with each 
student in turn. At this particular studio, outsiders are unwelcome at par-
ties, although that is not the case at all dance studios. At our current, more 
enlightened studio, in Ardmore, a suburb of Philadelphia, instructors see 
parties as a way of att racting new students. Figure I.2 shows studio owner 
Scott  Lazarov dancing with four diff erent students during a party in July 
2010. In rapid succession, he danced with these among other students, fi n-
ishing by dancing a polka with another teacher, Tim Jones, to celebrate 
Tim’s birthday.

I discovered many classes and parties on the outskirts of Philadelphia, 
either in low-rent areas or in places used for other purposes, such as a local 
YMCA. Th ese programs are less expensive to run, and studio owners off er 
group lessons, packing in as many students as possible in order to cover 
costs. For example, the Atrium Ballroom on the edge of Camden, New Jer-
sey, an impoverished suburb, is nestled among liquor stores, strip joints, 
and fast-food places. It is on a major highway that can be reached quickly 
from over a large area; those within a forty-mile radius can drive to the stu-
dio within an hour or less. On Sunday aft ernoon, there is a “Ballroom Mix 
Party,” starting with a group lesson focusing on a particular dance, for ex-
ample, a month of international tango. Th is is followed by several hours of 
social dancing, during which dinner is served to those who want it  —  and 
many do. Th e whole program costs twelve dollars. Th e generous parking lot 
is jammed, and by fi ve p.m., folks are lined up for supper. Supper is a con-
vivial aff air, as can be seen in fi gure I.3. Th e standard of the social dancing 
is high. Dancers of all ages crowd the fl oor, and regulars move from part-
ner to partner with ease. I counted over one hundred att endees on a typi-
cal Sunday, compared with perhaps thirty at the downtown studio parties 
described earlier.

It did not take me long to realize that these social dancers should be in-
cluded in my research  —  at least as a brief comparison  —  if I want to under-
stand the passion for dancing among a variety of American adults. Many 
participants are older, single adults who know one another from years of 
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Fig. I.2. Th e hard work of a dance teacher. Scott  Lazarov dances with a variety of 
partners at a July 2010 practice party at DanceSport Academy in Ardmore, PA. © 2010 
Jonathan S. Marion.
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att endance and who appear to want physical and emotional connection 
without commitment. Social dance students learn by dancing with each 
other and by rotating partners. Social dance diff ers from competition dance 
because it is aimed at the performers, not the audience.19 Th ere is more 
emphasis on steps than on technique, because social dancers want to be 
able to dance with strangers. Th ey are not being judged on form, and stu-
dents do not learn choreography, although they oft en learn sets of steps. 
I decided to interview dancers of all kinds, although I confi ned myself to 
those who dance mixed Latin and ballroom, rather than those who focus 
on individual partner dances, such as salsa, East Coast swing, hustle, West 
Coast swing, or Argentine tango. Each of these single dances has passion-
ate devotees who dance many nights a week in the venues available in most 
large cities.20 Th ey concentrate on perfecting a particular dance rather than 
learning the variety of dances that the ballroom studios teach. Widening 
my scope to include each of these dances would have made the research 
unmanageable.

Professional dancers follow a prestige ranking. At the top are those who 
compete in international competition, followed by those who compete in 
American style. Th e top dancers earn their livings doing shows and giving 
demonstrations, but these are few in number. Some supplement these ac-
tivities by coaching amateur and professional couples. Most dancers who 
compete, however, teach students who want to compete with their teachers 
in pro/am competitions. Th e most successful teach only pro/am students, 

Fig. I.3. Dining at the Atrium, July 2010. © 2010 Jonathan S. Marion.
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but most also teach private students who do not compete, at least not oft en, 
and they may give group classes in some aspect of the dance (for example, 
“Latin Styling”) for students and even other professionals who want to im-
prove. Aft er these dancers retire from professional competition, they usu-
ally continue to teach pro/am. Ranked below these professionals are those 
who teach social dancers.

Th e top students are those who go to many competitions, dancing with 
the same professional teacher and paying for many hours of lessons. A 
larger group of dancers compete but not as oft en as they would like to, and 
these are also interested in social dancing. Another group of students takes 
private lessons but only performs at showcases organized by the studio. Un-
der them are the social dancers who spend time in group lessons and att end 
many social dances. Th ey may watch competitions but do not compete.

Ballroom dance is an increasingly popular activity. As we shall see, 
teaching ballroom is one of the few ways that dancers can make a living 
through dance. Every large city has many studios, and students may choose 
to go dancing every night of the week. Th e popularity of ballroom danc-
ing had been growing even before Dancing with the Stars began to appear 
on tele vision, but that show has increased its popularity. Th e tenth-season 
premiere in March 2010 fi nished in a virtual tie with American Idol for 
the week’s top spot, with 24.2 million viewers.21 Th e large number of im-
migrants who love dancing, from both Asia and eastern Europe, has also 
helped to increase the number of studios.

I conducted sixty formal interviews with all these types of dancers and 
found that the categories are more permeable than described here.22 Some 
professionals, particularly women, fi nd that they have to teach social danc-
ing in order to pay for their own lessons and to keep competing. Some 
professionals start out competing in amateur competitions, although this 
is more common in other parts of the world where pro/am does not ex-
ist. Th is is changing with the infl ux of immigrants from eastern Europe, 
and competitions oft en include amateur dancers, particularly children and 
adolescents. In addition, many studios, except for the top ones, supple-
ment their income by teaching special-occasion dances, most commonly 
for weddings. And dancers change category. Some students compete for a 
while and then decide they prefer social dancing, or vice versa. Others do 
well in pro/am competition and turn professional, hoping to make a career 
out of their passion.

For purposes of simplicity in discussing dancers, I have divided them 
into competition professionals, social dance professionals, competition 
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students, and social dance students. Each of these groups is divided by gen-
der, making eight groups of dancers in all. Some do not fi t such tidy pack-
aging, but the typology works for the most part. In chapter 1, I lay out my 
arguments about ballroom and the commodifi cation of intimacy, including 
an outline of my research questions and methodology.
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