Book Review: White Screens, Black Dance: Race and Masculinity in the United
States at Midcentury, Pamela Krayenbuhl, Oxford University Press, 2025

Brynn Shiovitz

Beyond the body, midcentury American screens choreograph systems of visibility and erasure.
The mechanisms at play both procure and perpetuate performances of race, gender, labor, and
belonging. In White Screens, Black Dance: Race and Masculinity in the United States at
Midcentury, Pamela Krayenbuhl offers a sustained, theoretically in-depth exploration of how
Black dance forms not only shaped movement vocabularies across Hollywood film and early
television but also helped produce the very category of masculinity that mainstream American
culture came to valorize. Krayenbuhl’s project places Black dance at the structural center of a
media history concerned with appropriation, containment, and the uneven distribution of credit
and authority. She compellingly terms this phenomenon “blackbodying,” or the “embodiment of
Black or Africanist movements, gestures, and corporeality by a nonblack performer, usually
without any explicit acknowledgement of their source in Black culture” (15).

Krayenbuhl argues that midcentury American screens extracted, transposed, and circulated Black
movement in service of an ideal and normative (white) masculinity. Simultaneously, these same
screens marginalized, occluded, and excised the bodies that generated them. Krayenbuhl’s study
is deeply indebted to the foundation established by dance scholars such as Brenda Dixon
Gottschild and Thomas DeFrantz. She builds on Gottschild’s account of invisibilization, adding
nuance to the claim that the forgetting of Black contributions to entertainment is both intentional
and structurally produced.'? Key examples include the vitality or “ephebism” of the Nicholas
Brothers’ acrobatic dance moves or the “high affect juxtaposition” of Gene Kelly’s careful and
intentional choreographic placement of palms and fists, an emblematic stylistic pattern for Kelly
which Krayenbuhl calls the “palm/fist dichotomy.”

Following Thomas DeFrantz's work, Krayenbuhl traces Black social dance lineages, identifying
powerful patterns throughout social dance crazes dating back to the 1920s. This genealogy

' Gottschild, Brenda Dixon. Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance: Dance and Other Contexts.
Westport, CT: Praeger, 1996.

2 While Krayenbuhl does not explicitly mention the work of Robert Farris Thompson, Gottschild’s vocabulary
comes directly from a set of principles and vocabulary Thompson uses to describe patterns and tendencies he
notices in African sculpture and visual art. See Robert Farris Thompson. Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-
American Art and Philosophy. New York: Vintage Books, 1984.
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enables her to read screen dance not as a site of stylistic influence but as a terrain where race,
gender, and industrial constraint co-produce bodies, credits, and erasures.

Beyond the fundamental work of Gottschild and DeFrantz, Krayenbuhl places her analysis in
explicit dialogue with Brynn Shiovitz’'s concept of “covert minstrelsy,” drawing on it to historicize
the shift from overt blackface to more embodied and less visibly racialized modes of
appropriation in Hollywood. As Shiovitz demonstrates, Hollywood musicals trained white
audiences to dissociate Africanist aesthetics from Black bodies even as they continued to rely on
Black cultural forms; Krayenbuhl builds on this insight while developing her own analytic of
“blackbodying” to describe a further stage of racial abstraction. Where covert minstrelsy often
still depends on caricature and legibility, blackbodying, Krayenbuhl argues, represents a more
complete process of invisibilization—one that retains Africanist movement, rhythm, and affect
while erasing attribution altogether, particularly in relation to white male stardom and
masculinity. At the same time, Krayenbuhl’'s framework offers a synergistic complement to
Anthea Kraut’s theorization of choreographic labor, especially her more recent work on dance-
ins, which foregrounds how movement circulates as embodied work that can be extracted,
reproduced, and disavowed. Taken together, these engagements position Krayenbuhl’s study as
the perfect third installment to a symbiotic trilogy on screen dance dedicated to labor, race,
gender, and invisibility.3

At the heart of Krayenbuhl’s text lies the author’s insistence that Black movement practices were
central to the very production of masculine screen bodies, even when those bodies labored
without equitable credit or narrative authority. The book tracks this pattern through four major
case studies: the Nicholas Brothers, Gene Kelly, Elvis Presley, and Sammy Davis Jr. across the long
midcentury (roughly 1940-1970). This period and these subjects are marked perhaps more
obviously by the rapid expansion of network television and the rise of rock 'n’ roll media, and less
obviously by intensifying social contradictions around gender and race: World War Il and its
aftermath, shifting labor and domestic arrangements, Cold War gender norms, and accelerating
civil rights struggles. Krayenbuhl is well aware that her subjects and structure risk perpetuating a
long tradition of “great-man” history in Western scholarship. Yet she intentionally focuses on
these great men to prove the heft of star status in shaping masculine ideals. Their multi-medium
careers and extreme visibility allow them to be used as prisms for Krayenbuhl’s structural
analysis.

Krayenbuhl’s disciplined, medium-specific approach lets the book avoid several common
historiographic pitfalls. Rather than treating film and television as interchangeable, she attends
to the particular industrial logics they instantiate. Such attentiveness enables her readings of key
figures to avoid reductive biographical triumphalism and instead reveal the way structural
contexts shape performance strategies and narrative affordances. Television, for Krayenbuhl, is

3 See Brynn Shiovitz Behind the Screen: Tap Dance, Race, and Invisibility During Hollywood’s Golden Age. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2023 and Anthea Kraut Hollywood Dance-Ins and the Reproduction of Bodies. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2025.
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not simply the afterlife of theatrical Hollywood dance but a different regime of circulation that
offered new modes of legibility for Black danced masculinities, with its own constraints and
affordances.

The chapters devoted to the Nicholas Brothers play an essential role in establishing the book’s
historical and theoretical stakes, particularly in the author’s attention to how age, masculinity,
and racialization co-produce one another on screen. In the first half of their career (1922-48),
Krayenbuhl argues, “the Nicholases danced a contradictory young masculinity—presenting
themselves as both boys and ‘little men’—that was also always partially constituted by the films’
understanding of their Blackness” (33). While Krayenbuhl acknowledges parallels between the
Brothers’ movement style and Fred Astaire’s, she insists that “the Nicholases’ racialized status in
Hollywood complicates” any shared performance of masculinity (51). Krayenbuhl’s close reading
of The Pirate’s “Be a Clown” number, alongside her sustained attention to the Nicholas Brothers’
television appearances, is especially valuable for how it foregrounds the specific conditions of
screen address and circulation. While Constance Valis Hill's Brotherhood in Rhythm offers a
foundational account of the Brothers’ careers and, in its revised form, includes attention to their
later work, Krayenbuhl’s media-studies approach allows her to parse how television, as a distinct
industrial and representational regime, reshaped the terms under which Black masculinity
became visible and legible.*

These chapters demonstrate how infantilization operates not only choreographically but
discursively, as when Krayenbuhl paints a picture of Milton Berle, only six years Fayard’s senior,
who refers to “these grown Black men as if they are children, denying their maturity, and by
extension, their masculinity” (59).

At the same time, the star-centered structure that enables these careful and often persuasive
readings also produces a productive but unsettled tension in Krayenbuhl’s treatment of bricolage
as a site of choreographic originality. In discussing sequences such as the Pullman porter number
in The Great American Broadcast, in which the Nicholas Brothers dance atop luggage, railings,
and train windows, Krayenbuhl positions these improvisatory gestures as originating moments
that Gene Kelly later appropriates. Yet such interactions with industrial objects were already well
established within Black performance cultures circulating beyond the Hollywood studio system.
Earlier low-budget musicals, Vitaphone shorts, and vaudeville-derived film numbers—such as
John Bubbles’ frequent use of chairs and tables, or the uncredited Black tap dancers performing
as Pullman porters in Smash Your Baggage—suggest a longer, more collective genealogy of
bricolage that predates both the Nicholas Brothers and Kelly.> Attending to these understudied
performance archives would not weaken Krayenbuhl’s argument about appropriation; rather, it
would sharpen it by shifting the analytic emphasis from star-to-star transmission toward the
broader structures through which Black choreographic labor was rendered visible, extractable,
and ultimately anonymized.

4 See Constance Valis Hill Brotherhood in Rhythm. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000 and the revised
edition Brotherhood in Rhythm, 20th Anniversary Edition. New York: Oxford University Press, 2021.
5 See Smash Your Baggage (Vitaphone short), Warner Bros., 1932.
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Furthermore, if the Nicholas Brothers’ visibility depended in part on their crossover appeal—
their relative legibility as nonthreatening, exportable figures within white-controlled media
industries—then their recognition may also reflect uneven conditions of possibility within Black
performance cultures themselves. Such a perspective prompts consideration of how darker-
skinned performers, dancers without comparable economic security, or those whose styles were
read as less containable, may have contributed choreographic ideas that circulated without the
protections or rewards of stardom. This question does not undermine Krayenbuhl’s account of
appropriation; rather, it extends it, complicating a primarily white-to-Black model by attending
to hierarchies and differential risks operating within Black performance worlds.

The transition to Gene Kelly and Elvis Presley in subsequent chapters broadens Krayenbuhl’s
analytic frame, showing how white performers negotiated Black dance forms through gendered,
racialized, and industrial logics rather than through influence alone. Krayenbuhl’s reading of Kelly
is especially effective in demonstrating how white masculine authority is actively produced
through embodied racial quotation. Opening with a moment from An American in Paris, she
observes that “Kelly literally embodies a Black Cuban dancer and performs Black American dance
to shore up his athletic masculinity, despite his potentially feminizing tight costume and the
spectacularization of his body” (70). Krayenbuhl sharpens this claim by attending to the specificity
of what Kelly occupies, noting that he “not only occupies the space of a Black body within an
artwork, but he occupies the body of the first Black celebrity performer in Paris, who famously
dressed in the form-fitting clothes of a dandy—itself a theatrical, feminine identity of Victorian
men” (71). This layered act of occupation—of space, body, and historical lineage—allows Kelly to
negotiate feminization by mobilizing Blackness as a resource for masculinity itself. As Krayenbuhl
succinctly states, “his dancing mobilizes Blackness as masculinity” (72). Importantly, this process
extends beyond bodily technique into narrative and spatial regimes: Kelly’s “unmarked form of
cultural appropriation” operates not only through “wide stances” and a “low center of gravity,”
but also through “occupying Black spaces in his film diegesis” (72). When Krayenbuhl later
observes that “Kelly never blacked up. Instead, he quoted Black cultures in less obvious, solely
embodied ways” (81), she makes clear how this mode of appropriation is consistent with the
historical shift away from overt racial caricature toward subtler regimes of embodied absorption,
as Shiovitz similarly contends in Behind the Screen.

Elvis Presley’s case extends this logic into the terrain of television, film, and popular music, where
sexuality, gender indeterminacy, and racial legibility circulate under different conditions of risk
and containment. Krayenbuhl’s analysis is especially attentive to moments of intimate address,
such as Presley’s appearance on The Milton Berle Show, where a playful exchange about hair
products reveals how gender non-normativity becomes part of his appeal. Presley’s declaration
that he uses “Prom,” a product marketed to women, followed by the twirling of his own hair,
wins over the studio audience while foregrounding artifice rather than naturalized masculinity.
As Krayenbuhl notes, “Presley’s careful attention to his highly artificial pompadour-like hairstyle
and flamboyant dress, both on clear display in this episode, mark him as a non-normative or even
effeminate” performer (123). Television, in this account, enables a form of gender play that is at
once intimate, spectacular, and safely mediated through whiteness. In films such as Loving You
(1957) and Jailhouse Rock (1957), she argues, the erasure of Black influence becomes a central
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strategy, such that “by erasing any trace of the black influences on Elvis’s stylization, both films
distance themselves from the earlier fears about racial miscegenation and instead ‘reassure
audiences that he and his music are racially immaculate’” (123). Read alongside Shiovitz’s
account of covert minstrelsy, Presley’s trajectory confirms rather than disturbs an earlier logic:
even as sexualized movement and gender instability circulate through a white star body,
Blackness itself must be rendered invisible to secure cultural legitimacy. Presley thus emerges
not as an exception to midcentury regimes of appropriation, but as evidence of their adaptation
across media, genres, and economies of risk.

While Sammy Davis Jr. has been the subject of extensive scholarly and biographical attention,
Krayenbuhl approaches his career through a markedly different analytic lens than writers such as
Matthew Frye Jacobson or Gary Fishgall.® Rather than treating Davis primarily as a figure of liberal
inclusion or symbolic access, she frames him as a performer whose visibility was structurally
conditioned by isolation and contradiction: “very often the only Black man in white spaces, both
onscreen and off,” Davis repeatedly attempted to both metaphorically and literally “dance down”
racial barriers throughout the midcentury (151). This formulation shifts emphasis away from
narrative progress and toward embodied labor, positioning Davis’s virtuosity not as freedom but
as a continuous negotiation with constraint.

Krayenbuhl’s most compelling intervention emerges in her reading of Davis’s dandyism,
particularly in his performance of Sportin’ Life. Situating Davis explicitly in relation to John
Bubbles—whose original interpretation was defined by George Gershwin’s vision of a “humorous
dancing villain” and Ruben Mamoulian’s instruction that Bubbles “make no movement except in
the pattern of dance”—Krayenbuhl reads Davis’s performance as both inheritance and
recalibration. “So clothed,” she writes, “Davis interprets Sportin’ Life by following largely in
Bubbles’ footsteps, drawing upon his vaudeville hoofing vocabulary, but extending it with various
light-footed flourishes. On Davis’s petite frame, these flourishes read as decidedly more
effeminate than did Bubbles’” (173). Where Bubbles’s authority derived from disciplined
containment—control asserted almost exclusively through dance—Davis’s stylization produces a
more precarious masculinity, one in which elegance, excess, and effeminacy become inseparable
from racial legibility. In Krayenbuhl’s account, dandyism is neither mere ornament nor playful
disguise; it is a strategy forged under pressure, revealing how Black male performance could be
rendered visible only by continually modifying the boundaries of masculinity, threat, and control.
This attention to embodied difference, historical lineage, and media-specific constraint
ultimately makes Krayenbuhl’s reading of Davis more analytically precise—and more
disturbing—than accounts that resolve his career through biography or symbolic politics alone.

Krayenbuhl’s analysis reaches its most sobering register in the chapter’s final section, “Aging
Dandy Dance Master,” where Davis’s virtuosity is no longer read as adaptive flexibility but as a
bodily archive of cost. Emerging from the height of his drug use and unremitting performance
schedule, Davis confronts what Krayenbuhl frames as the physical consequences of decades of

6 See Matthew Frye Jacobson, Dancing Down the Barricades: Sammy Davis Jr. and the Long Civil Rights Era (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2018) and Gary Fishgall, Gonna Do Great Things: The Life of Sammy Davis, Jr. (New
York: Scribner, 2003).
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so-called perpetual motion. This reckoning comes sharply into focus during Davis’s appearance
on This Is Tom Jones on April 2, 1970, when Tom Jones insists that he perform “Mr. Bojangles.”
Considering the performance, Davis explains that “working with his choreographer, we found a
way that | could do movements to show the young guy at the beginning, lithe, a dandy, then by
the end, old and doddering, drunk and pathetic.” Krayenbuhl is especially attentive to Davis’s
own interpretive language here, noting that “Davis uses the word ‘dandy’ immediately after
admitting he saw himself in the figure of ‘Mr. Bojangles’ both confirms that this had been the
persona he was embodying throughout the peak of his career and illustrates the extent to which
he felt this version of the star slipping away in middle age” (190). In this final reading, dandyism
is no longer a resource for negotiating masculinity but a fragile identity whose erosion exposes
the limits of adaptation itself. Where other accounts resolve Davis’s career through persistence
or symbolic inclusion, Krayenbuhl allows aging, exhaustion, and bodily failure to remain
unresolved—revealing the long-term costs of a performance regime that demanded constant
recalibration without ever offering structural relief.

The book’s epilogue returns to its opening frame of canonical retrospection, compilation films,
and the AFl honors, placing contemporary reparative gestures into structural context. Krayenbuhl
reads such partial acknowledgments not as reconciliation but as evidence of ongoing
asymmetries. Lineages may be named even as inequalities in screen time, narrative authority,
and archival presence persist. It is precisely this capacity to bridge registers, including the
historical archive, media specificity, kinesthetic analysis, and racial theory, that makes White
Screens, Black Dance a significant contribution to screendance studies. Refusing celebratory star
biography without abandoning the singular figures who animate her arguments, Krayenbuhl
centers conditions of movement rather than charisma or genius, tracing the infrastructural logics
that render some bodies visible and credited, others visible yet uncredited, and still others
invisible altogether.

One of the book’s few productive tensions lies in its sustained engagement with star figures.
While this focus yields deep and compelling readings, there are moments when greater attention
to ensemble forms, communal performance networks, or community-based dance ecologies
might further enrich the concept of blackbodying by foregrounding more distributed forms of
choreographic labor. This is a minor critique in a work otherwise notable for its disciplined
historicism and conceptual clarity, and it points toward future avenues of inquiry rather than
substantive limitation. Ultimately, White Screens, Black Dance will stand as a formative text for
scholars invested in raced and gendered movement histories on screen. Krayenbuhl’s study
demands that we reconsider how screen dance histories have been written and archived, offering
durable analytic tools for accounting for embodied forms that have long been circulated,
extracted, and obscured across screens both large and small.

132



1JSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance

References

DeFrantz, Thomas F. “The Black Beat Made Visible: Hip Hop Dance and Body Power.” In Of the
Presence of the Body: Essays on Dance and Performance Theory, edited by André Lepecki, 64—-81.
Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2004.

Fishgall, Gary. Gonna Do Great Things: The Life of Sammy Davis, Jr. New York: Scribner, 2003.

Gottschild, Brenda Dixon. Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance: Dance and
Other Contexts. Westport, CT: Praeger, 1996.

Hill, Constance Valis. Brotherhood in Rhythm. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000.

Hill, Constance Valis. Brotherhood in Rhythm, 20th Anniversary Edition. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2021.

Hill, Constance Valis. Tap Dancing America: A Cultural History. New York: Oxford University Press,
2010.

Thompson, Robert Farris. Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and Philosophy. New
York: Vintage Books, 1984.

Jacobson, Matthew Frye. Dancing Down the Barricades: Sammy Davis Jr. and the Long Civil Rights
Era. New York: Oxford University Press, 2018.

Kraut, Anthea. “Rights to Motion: The ‘Dance-In’ and the Reproduction of White Corporeality.”
The International Journal of Screendance 9 (2019).
https://screendancejournal.org/article/id/5434/.

Kraut, Anthea. Hollywood Dance-Ins and the Reproduction of Bodies. New York: Oxford University
Press, 2025.

Krayenbuhl, Pamela. White Screens, Black Dance: Race and Masculinity in the United States at
Midcentury. New York: Oxford University Press, 2025.

Shiovitz, Brynn. Behind the Screen: Tap Dance, Race, and Invisibility During Hollywood’s Golden
Age. New York: Oxford University Press, 2023.

Smash Your Baggage. Vitaphone musical short. Warner Bros., 1932.

Author Bio:

Brynn Shiovitz is an educational consultant and independent scholar based in Los Angeles. She is
the author of Behind the Screen: Tap Dance, Race, and Invisibility During Hollywood's Golden Age
(Oxford 2023).

133


https://screendancejournal.org/article/id/5434/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

	References



