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Intertextuality in the Dance Film, Step Up Revolution (2012) 
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Abstract 

This article examines Step Up Revolution (2012) as a contemporary screen dance film in which 
meaning is generated primarily through embodied collective movement. Drawing on theories 
of intertextuality and dance as text (Kristeva 1969; Adshead-Lonsdale 1998), the analysis 
explores how street dance in film functions as a mode of non-verbal communication, 
producing social expression and meaning through choreographed bodies in motion. The film’s 
use of performance sites includes the street, a beachclub and the interior of a museum. It 
emphasises collective movement and rhythmic synchronisation which is understood as an 
intertextual practice that draws on earlier dance films, such as Fame (1980), Flashdance 
(1983), On the Town (1949) and How She Move (2007), re-working them through the 
kinaesthetic language of the body. 

Allusions and references to the original screen dance are highlighted through colour, cars, 
taxis, the sound of a car horn, and dance moves which convey embodied meaning. The article 
argues that Step Up Revolution foregrounds a model of screen dance in which bodies work 
together in space to position dance as a form of embodied intertextual storytelling and 
cultural transmission. In so doing, the film highlights the capacity of screen dance to articulate 
resistance, community and visible identity. 

Keywords: Intertextuality, dance, film, step, city, Miami, collective, transformation, young 
adults, social action 

Introduction 

The concept of intertextuality is introduced in the context of contemporary dance films to 
open up a discussion in relation to the interpretation of these films. Intertextual references 
within Step Up Revolution function to draw attention to the city of Miami and link Miami to 
other cities at the center of street dance films, thereby setting up comparisons with and 
contrasts between Miami, New York, Pittsburgh and Toronto, for instance. To date, the few 
articles on hip-hop dance film that have been published have analyzed them either in relation 
to hierarchies of dance – with ballet at its pinnacle - or in relation to issues of race and 
ethnicity,i or race, class and gender.ii My analytic focus in this article blendsiii the concept of 
intertextuality with the analysis of race, class and gender to extend the conversation in 
relation to contemporary dance films. Using a blended method of analysis, the concept of 
intertextuality is defined as the reference to or the allusion to other texts, a concept which 
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originally stems from literary theory.iv Horizontal intertextualityv refines the concept further 
to specify interrelations within a specific category, here, the genre of dance films located 
within the city. The concept is developed in relation to the understanding or reading of dance 
as textvi and the representation of dance within feature-length mainstream youth-oriented 
street dance films. This article’s particular focused film, Step Up Revolution (2012), is directed 
by Scott Speer and is the fourth of six films in the Step Up series. 

In a foreword to Dancing Texts (1998), Worton suggests that interpretation is “a response 
both to the contexts in which the text was created and the contexts in which it is viewed.”vii 
A speculative interpretation must “bring about its own criteria and persuade the unknown 
reader of their worth.”viii This type of reading, suggests Worton, can free us from “singular 
concepts of telling, showing, explaining”ix and move more fluidly between multiple possible 
interpretations of the text. In tandem with the interpretations provided by the scholars cited 
above, this paper serves to embed Step Up Revolution in the historical context of youth-
oriented street dance films performed in the city. The discussion focuses on the interplay 
between this text and four other films, How She Move (2007), Fame (1980), Flashdance (1983) 
and On the Town (1949). Brief reference is also made to Pajama Party (1964) and Breakin’2: 
Electric Boogaloo (1984). Cities, and specific locations within these cities, are at the heart of 
all seven films. All seven also have in common central young adult characters who are 
presented as having absent mothers or may even be without both parents. Further, 
gentrification of the city and consequent displacement of a city’s original residents is a subject 
that runs throughout several of the focused films. In this way, the films set up a shared 
dialogue spanning these common themes and drawing viewers’ attention to issues such as 
the impact of urban gentrification on young adults. Step Up Revolution centers on step dance 
numbers, incorporating also lyrical dance performances, salsa, Latin rhythms, and ballet, all 
performed within the city of Miami, thereby constructing a sense of the city’s character, 
culture, history and identity. The city appears thematically at the heart of the film, a character 
in its own right. The group called The Mob ultimately perform street dances with what 
develops into one collective aim: to resist the commercial development of a historic 
neighborhood called Spring Garden, one of the oldest historic neighborhoods in Miami and 
located alongside the Miami River. At an individual level, the dancers also use street dance to 
overcome personal adversity, as embodied and enacted by the two lead characters, Emily and 
Sean, who navigate the absence of their mothers through creativity, dance and community. 

Intertextuality, Ott and Walter argue, can be understood as both “interpretive practice and 
textual strategy.”x (430). In the first formulation of the concept, audiences read texts in 
relation to multiple other texts but do not need to be familiar with all specific texts in order 
to read intertextuallyxi (Ott and Walter 430). In the second formulation, directors deliberately 
make intentional references to other texts that “invite readers (or viewers) to exercise 
specialized knowledge”xii (Ott and Walter 430). The first form of intertextuality is performed 
by viewers, the second is a strategy deliberately employed by directors whose intertextual 
references may or may not be recognized by audience members. These two very different 
meanings, however, are frequently blurred, potentially reducing the analytic value of the 
theory of intertextuality: “To the extent that these two conceptions involve very different 
rhetorical processes, their conflation undermines the explanatory force of intertextuality as a 
theoretical tool”xiii (Ott and Walter 430). In their research, Ott and Walter concentrate on 
intertextuality as a textual strategy employed by directors. They further refine the concept to 
specify three types of intertextual strategies: allusion or parodic allusion, creative 
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appropriation or inclusion, and self-reflexive references (434-440). This article examines the 
concept of intertextuality both as a device employed by the film director and as a practice 
performed by the viewer, concentrating on creative appropriation or inclusion. Brief 
discussion will also be made to the related concepts of allusion and self-reflexive references. 

For reasons to do with space, intertextual references are discussed principally in relation only 
to four other films, as specified above. Other viewers may well recognize completely different 
film references beyond this discussion. Although the film’s central female character, Emily is 
white, the central male character is played by a mixed-race actor. Further, Step Up Revolution 
emphasizes the collective experience of an ethnically diverse crew, and the crew’s lived social 
experience within Miami. Street dance, with its roots in hip hop and other countercultural 
movements, has historically been a way for young adult city residents to claim space, assert 
their identities and take at least temporary control over the environments around them. 
Through dance, the city is transformed into an ever-evolving stage for the ongoing flow of 
human creativity in all its forms. Street dancing also becomes a way of humanising the 
contemporary city even if the dancers occasionally scowl or look disgruntled. At the close of 
Step Up Revolution, the dance crew, including Emily and Sean, is offered a lucrative contract 
with Nike. By the film’s conclusion, the crew has successfully persuaded Emily’s father, the 
owner of Anderson Global Properties, to modify his construction plans for the historic Miami 
district. Individual and collective fulfillment is, therefore, achieved through a combined 
success in both dance and romance, or what McRobbie has characterized as “fantasies of 
achievement”xiv (1997). Emily and Sean fall in love and, with the crew, overcome the obstacle 
of her father’s corporate interests and save the historic district of Miami. The group resists 
urban re-development and retains the district for its local communities, thus enacting 
resilience through creativity. Below I analyze four scenes which are treated in the order 
encountered in the film. 

Orange Cars on Ocean Drive: “Let’s Go!” 

In the opening title sequence, the lead male character rehearses a few dance steps in an old-
fashioned empty warehouse on his own. The scene quickly transitions into the first public 
dance performance selected for analysis here [02:04 – 06:00]. This dance takes place on 
Ocean Drive, one of Miami’s most famous and visible streets, well-known for its pastel-
colored Art Deco buildings, ocean setting and fluttering palm trees. There are at least two 
types of intertextual strategy employed within this opening dance. The first is the allusions 
made to How She Move. The second is the use of self-reflexive references in which a television 
reporter comments on a performance watched by spectators in the street, within a film 
watched by off-screen audiences. The dance is also filmed by one of the crew and later 
uploaded to YouTube. This very early scene refers intertextually to How She Move by taking 
How She Move’s final dance performance and re-working key elements of it into the Ocean 
Drive sequence, including a bright orange car, innovative step moves on cars, and the lyrics, 
‘Let’s Go’. The intertexts are not referred to in dialogue but are indicated using non-verbal 
signifiers, including color, cars, step moves, sound, music, and embodied performance. As de 
Marinis suggests, “other devices exist, covering portions of a general semantic space that 
verbal language does not”xv (1993, 17). Whether these non-verbal signifiers are recognized 
by viewers is another point: “The infinity of intertextuality ensures that a text will always be 
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plural, unstable and contradictory”xvi (Ott and Walter 432), and all the more interesting for 
that plurality. The possibility always exists that the viewer will recognize a reference that was 
unintended by the producer, director, choreographer or performer. 

The interplay between the closing scene of How She Move and the opening scene in Step Up 
Revolution harnesses the raw originality, determination and intelligence of the female 
protagonist Raya, her dance steps and moves, to the benefit of Step Up Revolution’s lead 
female character, Emily. In the script for How She Move, written by Annmarie Morais, Raya’s 
older sister, Pam, has recently died from an overdose. As Raya’s parents have spent their 
savings supporting Pam, they can no longer afford the private boarding-school fees for Raya 
who has to return home to Toronto to live with her parents and attend her former high school. 
Her parents have not recovered from the death of their eldest daughter and are for much of 
the film emotionally unavailable to Raya. The gritty raw environment of the Toronto housing 
estate in How She Move is replaced by the sunny streets of Miami; the single orange car which 
takes center stage at the final Step Monster competition (How She Move) becomes multiple 
orange cars in Step Up Revolution, and this is where Step Up Revolution becomes parodic. The 
orange car is also vividly contrasted with the yellow taxis and yellow car which remain 
secondary in this scene but which later in the film come to the fore. In How She Move, the car 
is driven on to the stage and then parked where it is used as a large prop in the middle of the 
set. The dancers wear blue mechanic overalls, white caps and the male dancers rotate 
individual hub caps in unison to create movement and mark the beat. Raya steps assertively 
on the windscreen, breaking the glass – almost violently, and this shot is later represented 
again in slow motion. Further echoes from How She Move appear later on in Step Up 
Revolution, for instance, viewers discover that The Mob rehearses in a warehouse called The 
Garage although no cars are visible on the premises. The main rehearsal space in How She 
Move is an actual car garage referred to as the Shop, where cars are repaired, bought and 
sold, and where the central male character has part-time work. The garage in How She Move 
features as an integral part of the film. In Step Up Revolution, it is the name only of their 
rehearsal space. 

The Ocean Drive sequence expands on the original scene from How She Move and a single 
orange car on stage. The sequence “exaggerates prominent or representative features of the 
‘original’ text, incorporating those features into its own textuality”xvii (Ott and Walter 435). 
Instead of one dancer standing on the roof of a single car, there are multiple dancers 
performing on the tops of cars and on the street. The dance sequence is saturated with strong 
colors: luxurious brightly-colored cars and multiple retro convertible cars appear throughout. 
The color, orange, figures prominently in the dance sequence and the film – in the noisy 
orange car that revs its engine to signal the start of the dance performance, the spray-painted 
signature of the flash mob, “The Mob”, and, in the scene that follows, the painted walls at the 
Hotel Dimont where the co-leaders of the crew, Sean and Eddy, work as restaurant staff. 

The dancers actively use the cars by dancing on the car roofs and the car hoods. The camera 
races rapidly down the center of Ocean Drive along a double yellow line as drivers open their 
car doors in sync and emerge from their stationary vehicles. Individual dancers somersault 
and dive from one car to another with palm trees waving in the background. Another dancer 
uses the car door against which to somersault, an acrobatic move repeated in later flash 
mobs, such as the one in the business plaza. The cars are directly involved in the dance, are 
themselves unexpectedly mobile as they are jacked up on their back wheels or tilted on their 
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sides in a slow-motion shot. At one point, the dancers appear to surf on the car hoods, a nod 
to Miami’s ocean setting. Groups of dancers, first males then females, dance in formation and 
in sync, performing, for instance, rapid forward-facing thrusts for the off-screen audience as 
well as to the large groups on the pavements on either side of the street. Both the female and 
male body are represented as powerful, quick and assertive, with expressions on their faces 
that are sometimes hard to read. Parts of the scene are then re-played on that evening’s 
television news, and members of the public, including the driver of the central orange car, are 
interviewed and asked to comment on the Mob’s performance.  

Yellow Taxis in Miami and New York 

In a number of street dance films, the taxi is both literally and symbolically associated with 
motion and urban mobility. Yellow taxis, in cities such as Miami, New York and Los Angeles, 
are an integral part of the urban fabric, grounding the film in a familiar backdrop and linking 
the different cities with each other. In the opening dance performance, the taxi is a visual 
shorthand for a particular type of journey, in this instance, one that includes street dance 
performance and a journey towards a possible professional dance career. The inclusion of a 
street dance in amongst taxis and cars is reminiscent of the scene in Alan Parker’s Fame where 
students at New York’s High School for the Performing Arts burst out of the school building 
and dance in the hot and humid street, in what is now an iconic dancing-on-the-hood scene: 
in amongst cars, on bonnets and tops of cars. In Fame, the dance is represented as 
spontaneous, chaotic, joyful and free, which presumably was a decision made by 
choreographer, Louis Falco, in tandem with Alan Parker. The music in the Fame sequence 
emerges diegetically from two loudspeakers attached to the roof of a taxi driven by the father 
of one of the central characters, Bruno. Bruno has been composing the music in private, with 
his customary headphones, and his father has become impatient with no-one hearing his 
son’s compositions. Bruno’s mother is never mentioned in the film, nor is her absence 
explained. In any case, this moment marks a turning point in Bruno’s time at the School for 
the Performing Arts and, following this scene which immediately connects him to others, he 
slowly becomes less introverted and able to form a close friendship with one of the other 
students, Coco. 

Viewers who make the link between the yellow taxis in Step Up Revolution and the prominent 
yellow taxi in Fame may connect the two scenes, both of which suggest that taxis are literally 
and metaphorically connected with change and transformation, bringing with them the 
possibility for human connection and creativity to enact positive disruption, meaningful 
change for the individual as well as socio-cultural change. The yellow taxi also becomes 
symbolic of movement, action and urban life. The positive chaotic energy of New York imbues 
the representation of Miami with that same sense of vitality and motion. Viewers have agency 
as they recognize the non-verbal intertextual references and may enjoy moments of 
recognition or the “pleasure of the text.”xviii As Ott and Walter comment, “the audience is, in 
effect, transformed into the site of critical commentary; they are judged worthy by the text 
and subsequently themselves if they possess sufficient cultural knowledge to recognize the 
popular references”xix (426). To extend Ott and Walter’s observation, it goes beyond 
recognition into the active construction of new meaning. 
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Water and Sand at the Beach Club: Flashdance 

The second dance performance selected for analysis [08:42 – 11:51] introduces the central 
female dancer, Emily and takes place on the non-traditional performance site of a sandy 
beach at an outdoors beach club. I have been able to find very few dance performances in 
Hollywood film or mainstream film that are danced on sand. One scene is in the teen film 
Pajama Party, set on a Californian beach and in which a group of white high-school students 
perform several dances on the sand in unison. Breakin’ 2 includes dance scenes with the 
beach in the background but the dances are always performed on concrete. In the Miami 
beach club, Emily’s orange t-shirt dress provides a visual link between the orange-colored cars 
on Ocean Drive (see above) and the scene at the club. Emily meets Sean for the first time at 
the outdoor bar, lightheartedly offering him a drink as if she is the bartender. They quickly 
move from the bar to the dance area, which is only a few steps away. The relaxed beach club 
setting, outside shower and vertical metal shower chain all allude to an early scene in 
Flashdance at a working-class club called Mawby’s. There are further allusions to Flashdance 
throughout, but I concentrate on this early scene set at the beach as it functions to introduce 
the lead female character. As Ott and Walter suggest, the text usually contains multiple 
allusions: “As with any test, the more questions (ie. allusions) that one gets, the greater the 
sense of accomplishment”xx (436). 

Water is introduced into Emily and Sean’s dance on the sand in ways that echo the 
performance in Flashdance. Emily and Sean’s first meeting concludes when Emily, with a facial 
expression suggesting light-hearted irony and fun, pulls the vertical shower chain immediately 
above Sean’s head, unexpectedly giving him a shower. At the nightclub in Flashdance, female 
protagonist Alex Owens dances on stage with two vertical chains against a white background. 
In her performance, a third vertical chain is suspended immediately above her head and, as 
she pulls this third chain, it releases large quantities of water, which Sherril Dodds suggests is 
a “crude allusion to the male orgasm” 

xxiii(142). More generously, Dodds sees Alex’s performance as 
drawing on “elements of jazz, cabaret dance and popular street styles of the 1980s”

xxi(39). Alex, wearing only a red basque, performs the 
remainder of her routine completely drenched, flicking water as she repeatedly turns her 
head to the left and then to the right. Film scholar Kessler, in ‘Gone in a Flash(dance)’ (2016), 
suggests that Alex’s first dance performance is remembered “mostly for the iconic image of 
water pouring down on her as she arches over a chair”xxii and “shifts between banging on a 
chair and exuberant marching” 

 xxiv (38), 
inspired by the breakdance crew she has just seen in the street. Emily, in an acknowledgment 
of Alex’s flash dance, marches on the sand, kneels on the sand and arches backwards so far 
that she touches the sand with the palm of her hand. This moment is emphasized by the 
cinematography which encircles the couple and puts the crowd briefly at a distance. 

The beach club in Step Up Revolution updates the nightclub in Flashdance: both are clubs but 
one is outside, the other indoors; at the beach club, the young club members are ethnically 
diverse and dance together in broad daylight whereas at Mawby’s, it is mainly white middle-
aged men in suits who are seated and who watch the female flash dancers perform on stage. 
In Step Up Revolution, Emily dances briefly for Sean, then he dances for her, then they dance 
together, melding their different dance styles. It feels more mutual and equitable, and 
functions as a metaphor for the cultural fusion that can be observed in Miami. Alex and her 
boyfriend, Nick, never dance together in Flashdance. Collectively, the intertextual allusions to 
Flashdance run throughout as both Alex and Emily are motherless, and both pursue their goal 
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of becoming professional dancers without parental support. Ultimately, both come of age and 
are professionally successful, thus demonstrating a combination of creative talent, a strong 
work ethic and individual resilience. The gritty working-class urban Pittsburgh setting of 
Flashdance - the steel mill, night club, rivers, rain, the dark and the bridges - is transformed 
into the sunny streets, beach clubs, ocean setting, restaurants, offices, clubs, sunsets and 
cultural institutions of Miami. In Flashdance, water appears from nowhere as part of a stage 
act or it rains and turns everything to mud at the steelworks or water inconveniently leaks 
from a radiator in Alex’s warehouse apartment. In Step Up Revolution, water and sand are 
natural and aesthetically positive aspects of the ocean setting. The use of water and sand as 
appealing details of the cityscape are brought into the dance in a way that articulates a 
connection with the materiality of each location. Step Up Revolution makes overt reference 
to Miami’s geographical setting and its socio-cultural history, particularly Spring Garden and 
the growth of the city during the 1920s and 1930s. Further, the film’s narrative foregrounds 
the socio-economic origins of the city’s construction, development and population mix, as 
well as the desire to protect Miami’s historic neighborhood for present and future 
communities. 

The water present in Flashdance is exaggerated in Step Up Revolution so that there is the 
water of the ocean, the waves of the beach, the Miami River, canals, as well as the water of 
swimming-pools, showers, and drinks. In amongst other dancers, Emily performs a few deep 
pelvic grinds for Sean. He challenges her to be a little more daring so she then performs the 
splits in the sand, demonstrating her flexibility and sensuality. By now the crowd cheers on 
their performance. Emily lets him know that it is his turn to dance, and he readily takes up her 
challenge. Sean uses familiar hip-hop staccato moves, such as popping, performing them to 
the rhythm of the soundtrack. His movements are punctuated with rapid isolations of specific 
muscle groups, moves which he combines with humorous head-jutting moves. To complete 
his brief solo, he blows sand at Emily. The movement vocabulary becomes more elaborate, 
sensuous and technically skilled as they begin to dance together. An overhead camera centers 
on their bodies as she kneels on the sand, arching her body backwards and balancing herself 
with the palm of her hand in the sand. Sean pulls her up towards him, and they look at each 
other with their faces in very close proximity. The shot shifts into slow motion, and the 
crowd’s cheers suddenly seem far away. Both dancers now have sand on their skin, and the 
viewer can sense the sand on Emily’s cheek and Sean’s exposed shoulder. In a gesture 
recalling Alex’s pull of the vertical chain in Flashdance, Emily abruptly and unexpectedly pulls 
a vertical shower chain, giving them both a shower. Her response to him blowing the sand at 
her is to pull the shower chain and drench him. The crowd find this action highly entertaining, 
as does Emily. She has, after all, taken Sean by surprise. But the crowd’s amusement alerts 
the off-screen audience to the possibility of an allusion to another text. The viewer may 
recognize the cue but not the intended reference. Or the viewer may sense the director’s aim 
of entertaining through juxtaposition – “a goal…enhanced by the viewer’s recognition of the 
parodic gesture”xxv (Ott and Walter 436). For those who catch the reference, there is pleasure 
in the identification of the earlier film and further meaning added to the interpretation of the 
scene which links Step Up to Flashdance, one of the first mainstream dance films to include a 
brief breakdancing sequence and a film that foregrounds a woman of color. 

In relation to Flashdance, filmic innovation is located in the film’s focus on an eighteen-year-
old girl who is played by a mixed-race actress, Jennifer Beals. Flashdance is regarded as one 
of the most female-centered blockbuster films ever produced. Again, the intertextual 
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allusions to Flashdance work to situate Step Up Revolution within a history of progressive 
street dance films, here progressive in terms of gender and dance styles that include hybrid 
forms of dancing, jazz, lyrical, aerobics, street, break-dancing and hip hop, all of which are not 
readily categorized or contained. The main effect of these allusions to Flashdance is to deepen 
and enhance the richly layered presentation of Emily and, simultaneously, embed the film 
within a context of young adult dance films extending back to the 1980s. 

On the Town: the Miami Museum of International Arts and Culture 

The third dance sequence that is discussed in detail is the flash mob in the very different 
interior space of the Miami Museum of International Arts and Culture [28:23 – 32:40], alluding 
to a museum tap dance scene in On the Town. Not all audience members will catch the 
allusions to On the Town, and for those spectators, the references remain inert. However, 
those who know the dance films of Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire are likely to recall the musical 
number in the museum. The activation of those references renders the viewing process a 
much more active, complex and enriched set of processes, what Ott and Walter characterize 
as an “aggregative”xxvi way of reading a film not a sequential or linear approach. Step Up 
Revolution’s ninth scene functions in a high art setting and makes intertextual references to 
the specific musical dance number, “Prehistoric Man”. Both films also close at the docks, the 
earlier film in Manhattan, whilst Step Up Revolution opens and closes at the Miami dockside. 
There is no scene in Step Up Revolution that is only tap dance but the reference to the tap 
dance number performed by Claire in On The Town suggests that step dance has many 
similarities with tap in its emphasis on footwork, rhythm, energy and the beat. 

The performance inside the museum invites off-screen audiences to consider a range of dance 
styles as art and to place value on them all. It highlights the dynamic and embodied quality of 
dance as opposed to the fixed nature of painting or sculpture, and the three-dimensional 
quality of dance in contrast to the two-dimensional nature of painting. The immediate 
narrative impetus for the scene is Sean’s attempt to inspire Emily to take a few risks with her 
dancing. Emily does not possess – at least at this point in the film – the imagination, physical 
strength or daring of Raya Green or the anger and impulsivity of Alex Owens, traits which give 
rise to unpredictable and free emotional expression which often translates into innovative 
and intense dance moves. By the close of this scene, however, Emily has re-discovered her 
delight in the enlivening and empowering qualities of dance. In the Miami Museum, 
traditional bronze and copper sculptures, abstract painting, light installations, multi-media 
and digital art work all combine to engage on-screen and off-screen audiences. Dyer, in ‘The 
Space of Happiness in the Musical,’ suggests that the dance number, “Prehistoric Man,” is 
underpinned by the theme of tradition versus industrialization and modernity.xxvii A similar 
theme underscores Step Up Revolution: on the one hand, post-modernism and modernity are 
celebrated in the film’s use of cutting-edge technology and ultra-modern dance moves; on 
the other, there is resistance to urban development at the expense of inner-city community, 
human creativity and neighborhood. 

As viewers, we enter the gallery space at dusk with Emily, who arrives in a taxi which 
previously appeared on Ocean Drive alongside the orange car. The yellow Miami taxi echoes 
the taxi driven around New York by one of On the Town’s central female characters, Hildy. 
Above all else, Hildy is represented as knowing her own mind and has a degree of agency that, 
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in 1949, the year of the film’s release, would have been highly unusual for a female character. 
The taxi, as both a private and a public space, embodies movement, dynamism and pace. 
Hildy drives the sailors to The Museum of Anthropological History where they meet an 
anthropologist called Claire. Claire, with her intelligence, her tap-dancing skills and her 
professional success, is an appealing character. All five head in Hildy’s taxi to a number of art 
museums, indicating the range and depth of New York’s culture and, by association, this 
intertextual reference suggests the range and depth of Miami’s culture. The taxi in On the 
Town even becomes the location for the musical number “Come Up To My Place” in which 
Hildy repeatedly suggests to one of the sailors that they should go to her apartment. He, 
however, insists he wants to visit New York’s famous landmarks. The yellow taxi in both On 
the Town and in Step Up Revolution suggests female economic independence, mobility and 
desire, all of which would – in 1949 – only have been possible in the context of the city. 

Viewers are positioned to experience the flash mob alongside Emily, to discover a free and 
joyful approach to dance, one less concerned with the rules and willing to move flexibly 
between diverse dance forms. The scene represents an important rite of passage for Emily in 
which she, too, comes to life. Her arrival at the museum prompts the dance performance 
which animates the gallery spaces around her. In the first sequence, two dancers wear 
costumes that enable them to merge with a specific painting. Three appear as traditional 
sculptures on a plinth. In this performance, each dancer performs controlled moves in keeping 
with Stellamara’s Prituri Se Planinata, electronic dance music which is associated with Miami. 
One of the dancers is initially completely hidden in the painting. She turns to face the public, 
blinks playfully, and her eye movement animates the work of art. She then rotates her head 
back to the canvas, executes a very high leg extension, and follows that move with a deep 
backwards handstand. At the end of another sequence of moves, she comes to rest holding 
her entire body weight with only one hand on the floor. A second dancer initially blends in 
with a painting which appears as four abstract blocks of color. As the physically mobile dancer 
detaches himself from the fixed image, he isolates individual parts of his body. Three other 
dancers, who look like statues, come to life, one of them roars and the arm movements of 
one of the dancers suggest an animal. In moments such as these, issues of race and ethnicity 
inevitably surface, as African American dancers and a statue that roars appear in a dance 
sequence that suggests a previous musical dance number, ‘Primitive Man’. 

The virtuoso tap-dance number sung and performed by anthropologist Claire Huddesen, the 
three sailors and the cab driver, is set in the Museum of Anthropological History where Claire 
researches a project on modern man. The museum is typically a place of culture, history, 
silence and middle-class visitors. As Dyer comments on the ‘Primitive Man’: “the number, in 
its noise and dash, joyously breaks free from this epitome of stuffiness; what’s more, it does 
so without apparently disrupting the museum or getting the group into trouble.”xxviii The large 
dinosaur skeleton collapses to the floor which later gives rise to the police search for the 
sailors but all is amicably resolved and the sailors are free to board their ship at 6am. In the 
Miami Museum flash mob, the emphasis again is on the wider group more than the individual. 
The room full of paintings gives onto a second space, and a member of The Mob turns off the 
lights. In the second sequence which extends the first, what materializes out of the darkness 
is a dance sequence in which five female ballet dancers emerge from five illuminated paper 
jellyfish suspended from the ceiling. The dancers’ cropped tops and tutus are also illuminated, 
as are the paper jellyfish which point to Miami’s ocean setting. The delicate movement of the 
jellyfish tentacles is reinforced by the dancers’ fluid and soft arm movements, with 



IJSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance 

31 

Stellamara’s timeless music uniting these ethereal moves to produce a unified performance. 
In Step Up Revolution, these ballet steps last for only fifty-five seconds. The camera picks up 
Emily’s facial responses which range from curiosity to surprise and delight, and then the 
camera follows her as she moves through the gallery into a third space. “Humanity in the 
Digital Age” flashes up on screen. 

The final sequence of this flash mob centers on nine performers who dance as one form, 
mainly in the dark. Strobes of light pick out details of a dancer’s body and his moves. Each 
dancer holds a multi-colored mini-sculpture which reflects light around the room. Emily is 
clearly mesmerized by what unfolds in the gallery which prompts her to think differently 
about what might be possible. The second of the three sequences is a sequence of ballet 
steps. The position of ballet within this flash mob is symbolically significant: the ballet steps 
have less on-screen time than the step moves which are privileged in Step Up Revolution, thus 
overturning Jade Boyd’s observation of teen dance films in 2004. Following this performance, 
the flash mob becomes more politicized. 

On The Town was shot both in a studio in California and on location in New York and was one 
of the earliest musical films to include scenes filmed outside of a studio. The locations in On 
The Town are more than a backdrop to the narrative: New York is itself a character. Step Up 
Revolution approaches Miami with a similar mindset: the film is set in Miami and firmly 
located in its socio-economic history, geography, art, music and architecture. It covers a set 
of sites dedicated to art, culture, business and trade and is grounded in Miami’s built and 
natural environment. Miami is more than a backdrop: the film narrates the successful attempt 
to secure an historic district of Miami and retain it for its residents and for the future. 
Modernity is celebrated in the use of cutting-edge technology and ultra-modern dance moves 
but urban development at the expense of community and neighborhood is resisted. On the 
Town is a celebration of New York; similarly, Step Up Revolution references urban and cultural 
experience in On the Town to enhance its representation and celebration of the city of Miami 
and its residents. 

In a later scene, Emily watches the Museum flash mob and the Ocean Drive flash mob [33:10 
– 33:23] on her iPad in her hotel room. The video version of the dance enables it to be seen
in close-up, producing a sense of intimacy between the viewer and Emily, who watches the
iPad on her own. Emily alone in her hotel room is also juxtaposed alongside the community
of on-screen dancers. Dance potentially connects Emily with the group and with Miami where
she has recently arrived, prompting her to ask Sean the following day if she can join the dance
group: as she announces, ‘I want in’. Ultimately, membership of The Mob provides her with a
sense of belonging and community and the possibility of participating in the local community
to bring about social change. The scene in the hotel room also suggests it is the younger
generation driving change with its use of the most recent technologies, collective social action
and values that may be at odds with mainstream corporate America. The Mob’s dance
performances both represent and contribute to the rapid pace of contemporary urban life in
Miami whilst also functioning to normalize that tempo.
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Conclusion 

The critic who provides an analysis of a text such as Step Up Revolution has already read and 
interpreted it as part of the genre of youth-oriented step dance films set in the city. As the 
viewer watches the dance performances, she or he may recognize specific intertextual 
references to other films. Intertextual allusions to four other urban dance films (How She 
Move, Fame, Flashdance and On The Town) have been discussed here as well as a brief 
reference to Pajama Party, Breaking 2 and Honey. There may be clues in the way that a 
character performs a particular gesture, as if she or he is self-consciously alluding to an earlier 
film and inviting the audience to reflect on the moment. Or a specific dance move draws 
attention to itself, the predominance of a color, music on the soundtrack or the re-occurrence 
of a prop is given unusual significance or the on-screen response to it is humorous or simply 
unexpected. The interpretation offered of Step Up Revolution includes the recognition of 
specific intertexts, and that recognition produces resonances and ripples that potentially 
create additional layers of content, complexity, meaning and relevance for viewers who also 
recognize the reference. The most significant impact is to enhance the presentation of the 
City of Miami, and its working-class and immigrant communities and, to a lesser degree, the 
central dancers, Emily and Sean. 

In Ott and Walter’s research (2000), they identified three diverse types of intertextual 
strategies employed by producers and directors. They acknowledge that the categories are 
overlapping but nevertheless differentiated between them. Intertextuality is more than a 
post-modern stylistic device, that is, these moments are deliberately included by the film 
director to create depth, complexity, humor and meaning. Allusion may incorporate 
individual features of the original text as part of its own textuality, thereby re-iterating issues 
concerning the appropriation of steps and moves, particularly in relation to race. For 
audiences who share the intertextual reference, the process of recognition may create a 
sense of additional community and belonging: a way to develop a sense of self-worth. The 
viewing experience is itself enriched by bringing qualities of the original text into the current 
text. Intertextuality also demonstrates that Step Up Revolution sits within a long-standing 
history of dance films which include street dancing, hip hop, step, tap, jazz dance, salsa and 
lyrical dancing. 

Finally, dance may influence shifts in the adult characters who surround the young adult 
dancers, as it does in Step Up Revolution’s final scene which persuades Emily’s father to 
modify his construction plans for the historic district. It may also have an impact on adults 
who encounter young adults in real-world situations who are frequently invisible to the adult 
world. Whilst there are traditional elements in Step Up Revolution, particularly the fantasy of 
achievement,xxix these elements function potentially to attract wider audiences to the film 
and hip-hop dance. The narratives are deeply familiar, even if the dance moves and 
performances are less so. Adversity is overcome through movement, community, belonging, 
creativity and dance. Step Up Revolution emphasizes the social collective of the young adult 
dance crew, embeds it within the city, and connects it to social action within the local working-
class community which has a positive outcome. In so doing, it moves away from a recent 
exclusive focus on the individual and her or his romantic success and professional 
achievement. In these specific aspects, the film may be seen as progressive. 
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