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DANCE ON 

Thomas F. DeFrantz 

"Pick It Up . . .  "

If you can hold the beat. Or at least, if you can only work with and through the 

beat. If you can ride it, or enhance it; if only you could respond to it and predict it, 

move along with it and vary it. If only. 

The beat lives beyond our imagination, in a place where we already know its contours 

and complexities. Many of us figure out how to wrangle its possibilities, and we dance. A 

lot. We enjoy the maneuvering with the beat; adjusting rhythm within ourselves according 

to what's needed where. 

The beat might be an imaginary inevitability; a formation that gathers the complexity of 

world-making as time, or storytelling as practice. It's entirely real and not there at once; an 

indication of gesture made manifest as a relationship-in-motion. A contending with 

intuitions born in the body and borne out by creative response to social lives. We meet 

each other in relation to the beat, as we dance, and as we move towards a social destiny 

of some sort. The beat offers standards and guideposts towards what can happen, and 

we choose how to respond to its call. 

We might understand that Black aesthetics are organized around rhythm, which is 

possibly another way to narrate "the beat." We Black artists admire and respect the beat 

and its manifestations as rhythm (although it could be the other way around, with rhythm 

making way for the beat). We structure our embodied creative time around the beat and 

its insistence; we develop complex modes to elaborate its capacities and test our abilities 

in relation to it. We write poems, construct sounds, and practice dances that stretch the 

beat towards its unexpected possibilities. 

This is, then, an aesthetics of rhythm as foundational to Black creativity. 

Rhythm remains exceedingly difficult to write about. This challenge arrives at the heart of 

theorizing through, at least, popular music and Black social dance. The particularities of 

shifting time while moving are hard to catch and nearly impossible to predict or remember. 

Witnessing rhythm might be like watching time, but rhythm is both a proposition and an 

activity; an affordance to have and to hold as well as something far beyond language. 

Rhythm, engaged, is surely more than pattern and variation, accuracy or predictability. 

That would be the basic definition offered up in most accounts: rhythm as pattern and 


















	Black Art Aesthetics
	Book Cover
	contents 3.2
	contents 3.5
	contents 4

	KIC Document 1960
	KIC Document 1961



