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ABSTRACT

Sulkala, Jutta

English title

The aim of this study was to investigate perceptions of Hip-Hop choreography and Hip-Hop choreography’s
relation to freestyle. In order to accomplish that purpose, three dance artists were interviewed and a
phenomenographical approach was used. From the result, the hope was to gain fresh insights and ideas for
incorporating choreography in the teaching of Hip-Hop, and to explore various approaches for doing so.

From the interviews with three dance artists, I found four categories which consist of different perceptions of
choreography. The four categories were subjectivity, which could be perceived as freestyle, interaction which
could be perceived as the relationship between performer and audience, physicality which could be perceived as
more or less of a specific form and music which could be perceived as something inspirational. Intention behind
what you do or public who is observing, was perceived as the influencer for freestyle to become choreography.

The categories can define Hip-Hop choreography, yet those can also define choreography in dance overall.
Physicality in specific form was perceived as one of the only categories that is directly connected to Hip-Hop
choreography. Yet it does not disregard the importance of the three other concepts for the style Hip-Hop and so
choreography.
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Introduction

I have always understood choreography as something that was chosen beforehand, something
that is set and controlled to receive a certain type of result. Choreographies that I learned
usually would be for stage to perform or during classes to train performing and remembering
longer sequences.

Improvisation on the other hand was used in my dance classes to train our imagination. I
understood improvisation as something that was happening during the moment and not
planned beforehand. The only thing that was planned could be the score or in other words, the
task one was improvising within.

When I started to work more with choreographers, I realised how much they used
improvisation as a tool to create material for their work. That was their way to not put only
their movement into the dancer's body but see what natural movement would come out of the
dancers. The first ever Hip-Hop dance piece I danced in, for more contemporary scene, also
used improvisation within the piece itself. It was not until now many years later I started to
wonder what do these two concepts even mean and how much do they intertwine to each
other and do dancers have similar thoughts upon the subjects.

Since already now but also in the future I want to work with improvisation and
choreography in my dance artistry, have I decided to focus on this topic. Whether it is going
to be as a teacher, as a choreographer or as a dancer, [ want to clarify for myself what does
choreography even mean to me so that when I practically work with it, I am able to showcase
to others my thoughts more efficiently and clearly. And since I see improvisation an integral
part of dancing, not only physically but also mentally, I want to see if there is a connection
between the two as in improvisation and choreography.

Improvisation and choreography are concepts that can be used in any style within the field
of dance, but this study is going to focus on improvisation and choreography within Hip-Hop.
One of the reasons is that it is a work of advocacy, so to say. Advocacy to bring forth the
HipHop dance within research community but also give space and voice to a style that usually

is neglected in the academical world or seen only as a commercial value to certain people.

Background

A strong interested within the Street and Club dance styles! in today’s society is quite evident.

And even though this interest is great, its lack in the academical world is greater. When the

! Street dance is an umbrella term. I have decided to use the term Street and Club dance styles to underline that
not all the styles categorized under the term Street come from the streets. I want to point out that sometimes
HipHop term is also used in similar way as an umbrella term as Street dance is.



absence of this is brought to conversation, there are always argumentations, one of them being
that there is no written material one could use.

Even I have in my earlier assignments written that there is a lack in the written material in
the styles that are labelled under the terms Street and Club dance styles. But since reading
Thomas Talawa Preste’s book 4 Wise Monkey Knows Which Tree to Climb (2022) 1 realised
my ideology was crooked. He writes that it is not that there is not written material, there is.
The thing is that practices from African diaspora to which Hip-Hop falls to, are heavily
embodied practices meaning that the body is there as a centre that deciphers, interprets and
communicates (Presto 2022, p.26) and therefore is not appreciated.

What also plays into this, is the lack of appreciation and time given for these styles in the
academical world. Preste (2022, p.53) writes how instead of focusing and deepening our
knowledge to one specific style within Street and Club dance styles, the academical world
tends to take 1-5 styles to teach thereby creating lack to gaining deeper knowledge within one
style such as Hip-Hop. Which I might add, is required in teaching for example. So, for me it is
important to bring forth literature that discusses from the African diasporic perspective, to
showcase how much information there is as well as give voice and focus on specific style, to
not only gain more space for the style but also deeper understanding.

There is also an ongoing conversation within dance schools on how Street and Club dance
styles such as Hip-Hop are represented. In Moncell Durden’s documentary History & concept
of Hip-Hop (2009) Rennie Harris, who is the founder of the first Hip-Hop company called
Puremovement, talks about taking classes to learn dancing is very much a western construct
which is why I believe finding the footing for Street and Club dance styles in dance schools,
that are built upon very specific ideology, can be difficult. By doing this study, people who
work within dance teaching could also understand that if we want to have dances that belong
to minority dance scene in that geographical location, we must broaden and reshape our ideas
of the norms we hold now.

The same conversation happens within performative spaces. The norms that these spaces
hold, demand others who do not fit into that mold, to peel off their traits that make the styles
unique. So, maybe by bringing fort the conversation of Hip-Hop choreography and freestyle?

can we understand a bit better of what the current performative space is lacking.

2 Freestyle is a synonym for improvisation. Most commonly it is used within the Street and Club dance
styles. It is an act of the moment. It is important to note that there are different schools when it comes to
the word freestyle. Some think it is a synonym, while others see it more of being fiee within a style.



Hip-Hop history

Before going into previous research done within the choreography and freestyle world, I
think it is important to peek into the history of Hip-Hop. It was around 70’s in South Bronx
during an economical struggle and environmental turmoil that a culture developed and was
shaped by the sociocultural and political circumstances. The roots were in African and Afri-
Caribbean °...concepts of communication that have reinvention in ragtime, jazz, blues, rhythm
and blues, rock'n'roll, funk and soul which culminated in Hip-Hop' (Durden 2014, p.184).

It is said that when young Cindy Cambell organized a back-to-school party where his
brother DJ Kool Herc was going to play, that Hip-Hop was born. DJ Kool Herc noticed that
when the breaks from the music would come on, would the dance floor go insane and the
dancers would begin to dance (Chang 2006, pp.91-101).

What DJ Kool Herc decided to do was to elongate the breaks so that the dancers would have
more time to dance. These dancers would be known as breakers or b-boys and b-girls since
they were dancing to the breaks of funk songs such as James Brown. Inspiration for the
movements also came from James Brown like funk stars but also from the older generation
(Chang 2006, pp.103-106). Thomas Guzman-Sanchez calls it creative revision in his book
Undeground Dance Masters: Final History of Forgotten Era (2012, p.13). What he means by
it is that the younger generation would take what they had seen the older generation do while
making it their own.

DIJs started to play on the streets and many times in same places, battling over who was
playing better and which one was winning the audience over. The original gang mentality
changed into dance crews, that would in similar manner as the DJs, battle over the fact that
who is a better dancer. In these circles or ciphers would the dancers showcase one by one
their best moves and rarely would there be any group dance numbers. The dancers would train
at home before coming to a battle or a jam to show what they had learned (Chang 2006,
pp-138-143).

Little by little, the Hip-Hop culture began to be commercialized by movies and television.
Also, the music changed toward more danceable rap records which created a shift in the
dancing from Breaking towards more New Style Hip-Hop (Durden 2014, p.186). The
foundations of Hip-Hop, according to Moncell Durden, became to be the rocking of the head
and torso, isolations of the body, the groove, the pause and the bounce. Within that style there
were party dances like Smurf and Roger Rabbit (80°s) or Cat-Daddy and Bad-Man (2012) that
were part of organic African American phrasing (Durden 2014, p.185). These party dances are

still danced today as well as new party dances are still being created to this day.



Summary of the background

Here is a short summary of the most important points to take with you. Hip-Hop's roots are
longer than just the 70’s since it positions itself in the African dance traditions, which are
mostly embodied practices. Styles like Hip-Hop, that come from African dance traditions, are
overlooked in the academical world, contemporary performative spaces as well as in dance
teaching. The way these environments and their ideologies are built only serve a certain kind
of ideology, the western.

And while Hip-Hop is wildly popularized today in the western society its birthplace is said
to be in America, South Bronx, in the 70’s. There the younger generation were inspired by the
older generation of family members or famous musicians and started creating new variations
of the dance movements and music. Music and dance inspired one another, always evolving to
something new together. And while the dance had foundational movements or steps, it was
the individuality that could make you win the other person or crew in a battle. This similar
kind of individuality applied to the DJ’s, confirming the link between the music and the

dance.

Research overview

Previous research

To find previous research of this subject I used internet databases such as Google Scholar,
ERIC, JSTOR and DiVA. My research words included Choreography, Freestyle,
Improvisation and Hip-Hop but no previous research of this subject came about. Since this
was no surprise to me, [ decided to use close relative words to maybe find previous research
done in the same family tree.

So, I researched the same databases using such words as African Diaspora, Choreography,
Improvisation and Jazz. This time I could find few research done upon the subject. Especially
one that directly talks about improvisation and choreography in African American dancing
which is relevant since Hip-Hop comes from long lineage of African dances, I saw that this
essay had validity to mine even though they do not directly talk about Hip-Hop.

What is important to mention is that the data bases are vast, which makes finding previous
research hard especially since in most of them you must be quite specific with your research
words. Each of the research reports I am going to present, I found through another research
done within the dance field but focusing on a matter that had no connection to mine, which is

why I have decided to leave that research out from mine.



Relations between music and improvisation

Jonathan David Jackson is an interdisciplinary scholar who specializes in history and
ethnology of contemporary American performance. In his issue Improvisation in African
American Vernacular Dancing (2001) from the Dance Research Journal, he writes thoroughly
about African American vernacular dancing, which Hip-Hop is part of, and how
improvisation is choreography. He writes that ‘in black vernacular dancing, improvisation
means the creative structuring, or the choreographing, of human movement in the moment of
ritual performance’ (2001, p.44).

He brings fort a key notion on how differently dancers can work with improvisation.
Concertized dances by European and Euro-American decent such as modern dance, classical
ballet and musical theatre dancing consider improvisation only as a tool to work toward
choreography. With the word concertized he means dances that separate clearly the audience
and performer spatially and conceptually (2001, p.43). As opposed to that he sets African
American vernacular dancing and explains how improvisation is worked with in that as
following.

The research circulates around two fields that are not opposite but, on both sides, reliant in
improvisation; they are individuation and ritualization. The former is connecting to the
individual while the latter connects to the others, being the audience or co-performers for
example. This part of the research also lifts the major role that music has played in African
American dance.

For an individual performer, Jackson separates individuation into three different processes
of improvisational choreography. These processes are directly connected to three forms of
improvisation in blues music; vamping, riffing and the break’ or breaking (do not confuse
with the dance breaking). These three forms are from Albert Murrays analysis (Stomping on

the Blues 1976), that is mostly musicological but thoroughly connects music and dance.

3 Vamping, riffing and breaking described by Albert Muray:

1. Vamping, ‘an improvised introduction consisting of anything from the repetition of a chordal
progression as a warm-up exercise to an improvised overture’ (p.93).

2. Riffing, ‘a brief musical phrase that is repeated sometimes with very subtle variations, over the length of
a stanza as the chordal pattern follows its normal progression. Sometimes the riff chorus is used as
background for the lead melody and as a chordal response to the solo call line’ (p.96).

3. Breaking, ‘a very special kind of ad-1ib bridge passage or cadenza like interlude between two musical
phrases that are separated by an interruption or interval in the established cadence’ (p.99).



The three forms of improvisation in blues music, as said, can be seen within dance. First is
repeating, which is there ‘to intensify the experience’. Then there is braiding, which is an
action where the dancer produces ‘...complex, interwoven dynamic contrasts’. And lastly
layering, where one phrases their dance to create ‘...flow, juxtaposition, overlap, or continuity
between actions’ (Jackson 2001, p.46). Repetition, braiding and layering are kinds of riffs that
can occur as vamps and such riffs can include breaks, not only in the end but also in the
middle as false endings to create continuum (Jackson 2001, p.46).

Ritualization also exhibits parts of vamping, riffing and breaking and as mentioned earlier,
ritualization is connected to the community as a ritual event. These interactions are battling,
call-response, precision work and jamming. Battling means competition between performers
while call-response is an action between a performer responding to the observer. Precision
work in my understanding is something that all can participate in while jamming is an
interaction with a group where anything can happen (Jackson 2001, p.46).

These two concepts resonate with each other all the time which makes the dancing grow and
change. Within specific steps and forms can the dancer individuate and ritualize. The dancer’s
own style is continuously negotiating with the aesthetic of a style of their doing and these
aesthetics always connect with ‘... the common principles of all black vernacular dancing...’
and to the ‘... actions that reflect the aesthetics of specific black communities’ (Jackson 2001,
pp-45-46). And how I understand it, is that the base of the dance stays, meaning the principles
and traditions but the improvisational action changes depending on the community's

geographical locations (2001, pp.45-46).

Improvisation in African diaspora

Abby Carlozzo, is a Bachelor of Fine Arts in dance as well as Master of Arts in dance. She
has conducted research cross-culturally, studying various neo-traditional and contemporary
West African dance forms. Currently her research is focusing on improvisation in United
States, and it varies approaches.

In her research Embodying Rhythm- Improvisation as Agency in African Dance (2019), she
focuses on the inner workings of improvisation within African dance. In the research comes
forth the importance of musicians, audience and other dancers; they are always in relationship
with each other. The participants understand traditions in African improvisation so when one
is improvising, they must spontaneously shade the traditions, historical knowledge,
foundational steps and rhythms with their own stylistic choices (2019, p.215). The fact that

whole community is part of the performance is blurring the lines of dances ownership.



Carlozzo also brings forth how modern concert dances uses improvisation as a tool to
choreography but not usually in the finished product. Although postmodern artist has used it
to ...expose the process of dance making’ (2019, p.218) the reasons are different from how
improvisation is used in the African culture. The difference is that in African culture dance
and music are rooted in the upbringing and even though both use it in performance, they do it
for culturally different reasons.

In her research she takes upon art historian Robert Farris Thompson's book African Art in
Motion (1974) and a part where he describes 10 defining canons in African art forms. Before
going into these canons, it is worth of mentioning that Thompson has been criticized of trying
to universalize the whole continent. But interestingly there are correlations between these

defining canons and Hip-Hop which is why I am deciding to introduce them:

‘(1) ephebism: the stronger power that comes from youth; (2) ‘Afrikanische
Autheben’: simultaneous suspending and preserving of the beat; (3) the ‘get-down
quality’: descending direction in melody, sculpture, dance; (4) multiple meter: dancing
many drums; (5) looking smart: playing the patterns with nature and with line; (6)
correct entrance and exit: ‘killing the song,” ‘cutting the dance,’ ‘lining the face’; (7)
vividness cast into equilibrium: personal and representational balance; (8) call-
andrespond: the politics of perfection; (9) ancestroism: the ability to incarnate destiny;

(10) coolness: truth and generosity regained’ (1974, pp.5-45).

As Carlozzo writes, in these canons he does not bring forth improvisation directly to be one
of the ten but implies that the improvisation is a common factor within African dance.
According to Carlozzo, he also talks about how a good dancer, can add their own style to the
movement and demonstrate their virtuosity. She writes that he believes that skilled dancer
knows exactly when it suits the music to enter the dance circle or cipher as well as when to
exit when last beat is played (2019, pp.208-209).

What I think was interesting and worth of mentioning is that the research Carlozzo did and
how she found a truth about improvisation was by training and dancing within studios,
classes, clubs, performances and music videos on top of the other material she used. It just

showcases the multimobility of the styles with African background.

Other important literature
The next two books I am going to introduce are from Serendipity, an institute for Black Arts

and Heritage. Their mission is to take African and African Caribbean Diaspora perspectives to



the centre, centre of discussions, art making and so much more. Their work includes different
ways of documenting Black arts, heritage and culture, publishing and community activism.

I got my hands on two books that were recommended to me by my past teacher, who
believed that these books could be for help in my research. The first book dives into different

writers' perspectives while the second one is written by one practitioner.

Choreography, improvisation and music

Identity and choreographic practice (2018) is a fifth instalment of a series of publication
produced by Serendipity where different researcher and practitioners examine how culture and
training effect choreographic vocabulary. Many of them touch upon the subjects of
improvisation and music.

Re-inscribing Africa's multi-dimensional aesthetics: recognising the critical place of
improvisation as performance by Francis Angol focuses on the effect improvisation has had
on his work. He says that ‘improvisation in my work is about moving and creating within a set
framework that is rooted within the structural properties of form’ (2018, p.27). He continues
to explain how this allows him creatively within the form of cultural properties, to move and
express his body in improvisational manner.

He also describes improvisation to be ‘...a polite interaction between mental and physical
body...” which makes the person be more aware of their °...presence in relation to one's
internal and external environment’ (2018, p.28). As understood, this external environment
could be music, for example. He explains (2018, p.26) how in situations where he would not
know the music, he had to be more present in relation to his body, space and feeling.

Angol is not the only one talking about the importance of music. Terry Bright Kweku Ofusu
quotes Nora Ambrosio in his text Nuanced contemporary Ghanian identity.: negotiating new
choreographic barriers and multifaceted aesthetics (2018, p.43). That specific quotation is
from Ambrosio’s book Learning about dance: Dance as an art form and entertainment
(2003) where she talks about how certain type of music will evoke certain type of movement.
Apparently, Ambrosio believes that even though we might think it is improvisation, it is more
likely that it is a movement that is stored within the sub-conscious mind. Further
strengthening the link between music and dance.

Thomas F. DeFrantz in his part of the text focuses on explaining what Black dance is and
what it can do. He explains that black dance arrives from the point of view of moving with
intention as well as moving and being in relation to others. Within social dances, which he
explains to be dances that are shared with other dancers, the movements are simple and easy

to learn. These dances encourage improvisation and self stylification and these ‘...variations



and elaborations on the basic steps keep the dance lively and interesting for participants...’
(2018, p.91). Such social dance as Electric Slide offers people to move together easily with
the opportunity to flavour the movement themselves.

Lastly, I want to go into what Kendrick ‘H20’ Sandy talks in his text Freestyle. He sees
choreography as structure. That structure is a result of freestyling: playing around and finding
something that he likes that then turns into structured freestyle also as known as choreography
(2018, p.49).

Cultures effect

Thomas Talawa Preste is a dancer, choreographer and artistic director of the Tabanka Dance
Ensemble. He has created a system of movements in the body that has roots in traditional
African and Caribbean movement aesthetics yet are relevant here today.

In his book A Wise Monkey Knows Which Tree to Climb: Perspectives on Decolonizing
Black Dance (2022) he writes about decolonizing arts practice specifically dance and writes
about the steps to take towards decoloniality.

There is a part where Preste writes about Ubuntu which is a philosophy and could be
translated to ‘I am because we are’. In this ideology the individual and community go hand in
hand. He talks about how the child is raised as an independent spirit still within the closeness
of community.

When children are small, they are carried on the parents back instead of stomach to create an
opportunity for the child to explore the world how they want to while still being part of the
community. This carries over to the African dance aesthetic and aesthesis expression. Presto
explains that it is ‘...part of the reason for the focus on groove, individuality, style and
feeling...” (2022, p.43) you can find in African based dance styles, even though when
performed in group.

Presta (2022, p.43) writes about two concepts that I find interesting; collaborative
competition and collective individuality. The former meaning competition against others to in
his words ‘...owe up yet in perfect collaboration rhythmically...” while in relation with the
audience's experience. The latter means practices where the individual can strengthen their
own individuality while being a member of the community. Both underlining the importance
of the whole community.

An historical perspective that Presto brings forth is the fact that many of the steps found
within Hip-Hop have °...direct link to the preparations of war, agricultural and resistance

dances that were kept alive thought antebellum period’ (2022, p.46). Meaning that whatever
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we do today in Hip-Hop for example, have travelled through time, generations and continents

to be here today.

Bullet points for the reader

Here is a summary of the important points lifted from the part Research overview that might
help the reader to understand what to take with when going forward. The research overviews
and other literature emphasizes the connection between Hip-Hop and African dance tradition.
Even though many of the texts refer to black vernacular dancing, African dance tradition and
so on, these concepts have historical connection to the same family tree Hip-Hop comes from.

Many of these texts underline the relationship of music and dance in dances that has roots in
the African traditions. In a similar manner one improvises with music, one can improvise in
dance to be able to create an understandable phrasing for the dance. By structuring this
improvisation or freestyle, we can create choreography.

An important conclusion I make of those texts is that a skilled dancer cannot only play with
different parts of the music when improvising but by tuning in with the music it can evoke a
certain type of movement. Usually in African dance traditions this movement in improvisation
happens in certain forms closely related to the cultural property.

Improvisation can also be seen as a dialogue between one’s mental and physical body which
makes one more aware of their presence in relation to one’s internal and external
environment. And even though when danced together with others, one’s personality still can
be seen in the movement.

So, by being in connection with one’s external environment, one is not only connected to
music, for example, but also to the community. There are different types of interaction within
African dance traditions where the dancer's own style is continuously negotiating with the
traditions and aesthetics of a style that is being danced. These interactions between

improvisation and stylification develop the dance further in time.

Purpose

The overall purpose of this study is to, using the phenomenographical method, gain deeper
understanding about how Hip-Hop choreography is perceived in western societies today. The
purpose is further and more precisely to investigate in what ways the dance artists perceive
that freestyle changes to choreography. From the result of this investigation, I hope to get new
knowledge and inspiration on how to use choreography within teaching Hip-Hop and how one

can approach it in different ways.
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Problem formulation
L What perceptions do the dance artist express of Hip-hop choreography?
1. What is their perception of how freestyle becomes choreography?

Theoretical perspective

Phenomenography

Hip-Hop culture is and was developed through peoples’ bodily experiences and oral
descriptions. It has been a community practice that has been handed from generation to
another by people who have lived and experienced it. Phenomenography on the other hand, is
a qualitative research approach that is used to investigate various ways humans can perceive a
phenomenon (Dahlgren & Johannson 2020 and Marton & Booth 2012). I balled around
different theoretical perspectives before I realised this connection between my research and
phenomenographical research approach of how both focus on perceiving perceptions.

Since I was interested to hear descriptions instead of seeing numbers, I decided to focus on
qualitative research and so landed on phenomenography. I was looking forward to hearing
different practitioners of the Hip-Hop phenomenon and try to see it through their eyes. This is
also a characteristic of qualitative research, to try to see and understand the phenomenon in a
similar way as the person you are researching (Bryman 2018, p.477).

If we investigate how statements are made in everyday life about a phenomenon, the world
or situations, they made in first-order perspective, meaning that these statements are taken for
granted and most likely without comprehending. But within phenomenographical studies one
does take second-order perspective, meaning that the subject of the research becomes the
underlying ways of experiencing the phenomenon, the world or the situation, which, as said
earlier, creates a responsibility to the researcher to step in the shoes of the person one is
researching (Marton & Booth 2012, p.154-159).

I also found it interesting to create research that is bound to specific people in time and
place, meaning that if somebody would do it again, they most likely would get a different
result. And that is something that is good to remember within qualitative research such as
phenomenography. The study subjects, the phenomenon and the experiencer, are bound
together not only by time but also by subtracting one or the other, will the result be
completely different (Marton & Booth 2012, p.148) (Dahlgren & Johannson 2020, p.179).
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Some people also say it is a problem that you cannot recreate or generalize qualitative
research (Bryman 2018, p.484) but if another researcher would follow the steps, I am going to
present in the Method part, they could get the same result since the implementation of the
research is thought through. I do believe though that if somebody did the same research and
got different results, it would be a way to re-learn, grow and go forward. We humans must
evolve all the time, we are never fully ready. This creates incredible possibilities for the future
understanding of Hip-Hop choreography and freestyle and that excites me to see how the

results that I have received today might be completely different if made tomorrow.

Method

Choice of method

When I was reading about phenomenography, I learned that the method that is mostly used is
open format interviews when doing phenomenographical studies. This idea was reinforced
when reading Intervjumetodik (2015) by Annika Lantz.

She writes that if your research purpose is to deepen your understanding of a certain
phenomenon, would more open format interviews be better to let the interviewee talk more
freely about the topic. In an open format interview the participant can freely describe how
they understand the phenomenon as well as can decide to describe the context they believe to
be important for the description of the phenomenon (2015, pp.43-48).

So, after all, since the purpose of this research focuses on understanding different
practitioners' points of view toward Hip-Hop choreography and freestyle, I saw that
interviews would be the smartest way to continue. I wanted to focus on few individuals who
could talk about these concepts from their standing point. It was not only timewise conscious
choice but also recommended by Lantz.

She explains that if your study is focusing on, as it is, deepening understanding of a
phenomenon it is better to focus on lesser number of interviewees (Lantz 2015, p.49). And
since I am not trying to find one truth and instead multiple, it makes sense that to get the result

for this research, I would use the qualitative method of open format interviews.

Selection and delimitation
As I mentioned just before it is time consuming to conduct interviews and create a

transcription of recordings, which is why I decided to interview only three people. I wanted to

13



give time for these three to go into the topics but also give time for myself to truly go deep
into what they were going to tell me.

The three people I chose, were based on my previous knowledge of their contact with
HipHop dance, community and/or culture. I knew that all of them have had or still are in some
way connected with Hip-Hop. They were also chosen by the location so that it would be
possible to do the interviews face-to-face instead of telephone or some other electronical
device. This meant that they had to be based in Stockholm or nearby.

What I also considered when deciding who to interview was their age, gender and the way
they are currently working within dance, meaning if they were currently teacher, dancers,
choreographer et cetera. I tried to find interviewees from different ages and genders to see if
this could affect the result. Two of my interviewees were in their 30s while one was in their
20s. They all three used different pronouns, one of them using she/her, the second they/them
and she/her and the last one he/him. I saw also that the way they are currently working within
or with dance could affect the results. This decision also happened through my previous
knowledge of the individuals.

Important factor was also that they could conduct the interviews in English. Since my
research is in English, I did not want to conduct interviews in other languages to avoid

misunderstanding or failed translations.

Implementation (Carrying through)

When I knew who I would contact for the interviews, I wrote to them and explained for what
purpose was the interview for and vaguely explained that the topics we were going to talk
about was Hip-Hop choreography and freestyle. Before I met them, I ran through the
questions with a fellow researcher to get feedback and see if the questions would be
comprehensible.

When creating questions (Appendix 1), I went from the phenomenographical point of view
and tried to form the questions in a way of perception, so that interviewee could freely
describe the phenomenon from their perspective (Dahlgren & Johannson 2020, p.182). I also
tried to stick in few themes and fewer questions that circulate around the themes of the
phenomena.

When constructing the questions, I believed that they had some kind of understanding of the
concepts we were going to talk about. That is why, when asking them to participate for the
interviews, I wrote the words Hip-Hop, choreography and freestyle, to receive a confirmation

from them that they also believed they could talk about the subjects. I also tried to construct
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some of the questions in a way that the interviewees could give their own context or meaning
and tried to then remember that all I can do is to use empathy to approach interviewees way of
thinking (Lantz 2015, p.43).

The questions were also constructed with the idea of them being in the Hip-Hop culture
some time, so that when describing their experiences could they go deeper into the topics.
Since I also knew that the participants have been working in different roles within dance, I
tried to construct some of the questions in ways that they could go into these different roles to
see if those roles had affected the way they think.

Two of the interviews were carried out in the facilities of Stockholm University of Arts
face-to-face while one of them was done on Zoom due to scheduling issues. I must say that
even though it is said that interviews are best to do when in the same room, I saw no
difference between being in the same room or not. Nevertheless, the reason I chose to conduct
the interviews in these facilities were that I could book a private and quiet room as well as all
the participants were familiar with the location. Reasoning for the same location was also that
all the participants only could conduct the interview on the same date, which is why it was
easier for me to stay at the same place.

It is good to mention at this point that before we began with the interviews, we went through
all the ethical aspects when it comes to executing interview. You will read more about that in
the next part called Ethical aspects. I had booked around an hour per interview so that we
would not feel pressured by time. With one of the interviewees the session took almost an
hour while two we got done in half an hour. When interviewing I tried to use probing,
followup questions, and non-verbal probing, nodding the head, to the get the interviewees go
deeper into what they were talking about (Dahlgren & Johannson 2020, p.183). This way I got

answers that were abundant and really chewed up.

Ethical aspects

Ethics of participants

When it comes to the ethical aspects of the participants, as mentioned earlier, before the
interviews I informed the interviewees about their rights when it comes to participating in this
study. I told them that the purpose for the interview is for bachelor thesis I am doing for
Stockholm University of Arts where the interviews are going to be analysed together with
other material to receive a result for my problem formulation. I also informed that their names
will not be part of the study but if they want to, I can use their pronouns, age and where they

are coming from.
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We also went through their rights to draw back their statements at any point without it
causing them anything. This they could do by contacting me to the email and phone number
they could find on the consent form (Appendix 2).

The consent forms I asked them to read and sign if they agreed upon it. Within the consent
form the participant agrees on how the research is done, what time it might take and what
their role is in the project. They are reminded that their participation is voluntarily and that
they may contact me, the researcher, at any point with questions. The last and most important
part, they agree upon that they can depart from the project at any point without having to
explain why or without it affecting them.

When it comes to protecting the privacy of the participants, the decision to not use their
name and do the interviews in private facilities were tools to make sure that privacy is kept.
At any point, their names have not been told to others, not even other interviewees and all the
documents of the interviews, as in recordings and transcripts of recordings, are kept in
electronic devices to which only I, the researcher, can log in and access. The transcripts of
recordings were also made in private room using headphones to ensure that nobody would
recognize the voices.

That been said, the identities of the participants have been kept under the wraps not
necessarily because readers knowing who they are could create some kind of conflict after
wards but mostly because knowing who the study subjects are would not bring value to the
study. What brings value is knowing their connection to Hip-Hop, choreography and freestyle

or the fact that not all study subjects represent the same sex or are same age.

Ethics of researcher

There is also ethical aspect of the researcher that one must bring forth. As the researcher,
they hold the power of what reader can read and which paths are seen as important for the
study. That been said, I do my best to be transparent with the process I have made and the
decision I have taken to make the reader have clear vision of how the study came to be.

And when it comes to the role of a researcher, if you know your research participants
beforehand, you might need to find your footing again when interviewing. Some of my
participants I know more closely than other but I did try to create a situation that would be as
comfortable and equal for all participants. It also meant for me to be an empath but still guide
firmly participants through the interview.

Within this study there are not that many ethical issues, but I do want to lift a one that [ am
aware of. Sometimes in the study such concepts as African diasporic dances or Westernized

dances are beings used, and [ want to point out that I as a researcher am aware of the
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generalization those words can create depending on what they are connected to. The reason
why sometimes these generalisations are used is to find common or uncommon features and
factors between two or more. It is good to remember that when results are read that it could

not be generalized to other styles, for example.

Data processing and analysis method

After completing the interviews, was time for transcription of the voice recordings. I decided
to transcript parts that would have fundamental part within the study. With most of the
interviews this meant doing the transcript of the whole interview, since the length of the
interviews were around half an hour and all the topics the participants talked about had
significant connection to the study. There was only one of the three where the transcript was
not fully written down since the interview itself took an hour and there were parts that had no
connection to the study.

The transcription of the interviews helped me in the process of analysing. To analyse the
material, I used a guide that was introduced by Lars Owe Dahlgren and Kristina Johannson
(2020, pp.184-188). This guide introduces 7 steps that you can follow to analyse your data so
that you can find the different categories. I saw this guide to be helpful to truly scour through
the material and pinpoint the parts that have importance for the study. Here are the seven steps

introduced in compact form:

1. Familiarizing yourself with the material: read the transcript of the interviews

multiple times and create notes.

2. Condensation: find the most significant passages (parts), that are most crucial for the

study, from the interviews.

3. Comparison: compare the different passages and try to find their similarities and
differences. It is noteworthy to say that even though the goal is to find differences, to

be able to do that we must also find the similarities.
4. Grouping: the found differences and similarities are grouped, meaning that the

researcher collects the passages they found in different groups and tries to relate them

to each other, trying to find what is similar but different within the passage.
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5. Articulate the categories: the categories must be articulated, meaning that the focus

lies on the similarities.

6. Name the categories: naming categories so that through the names the most

significant element of the category comes front.

7. Contrast phase: review all the passages and see if they fit into other categories. If
selected passages match several categories, the meaning is that category should be

then combined to smaller number.

Steps 4 and 5 can be repeated several times to truly find the similarities and differences.

As the steps advice, I started the analysis by reading through the material and picking out
parts that are crucial for the study. After this I started overlining similarities with green colour
and picked a colour for each participant to mark the differences from the parts that I saw to be
crucial for the study: participant [l red, participant B blue and participant C yellow. It is
important to note that in phenomenography most importantly the researcher is trying to find
differences that happen in the description of a phenomenon but does not discrete and forget to
bring forth the similarities (Dahlgren & Johannson 2020, p.179). When I found the similarities
and differences, it was time to set them in groups and name these categories.

I do have to mention that to be able to find these categories and truly pinpoint what they
were, it helped me to be practical in a studio. I would even say that it was part of the method.
My plan in the studio was to start creating my presentation of interview results for the
practical part of the thesis but quickly realised that the more I moved and went through these

different concepts and ideas the closer I was getting to find the different main concepts.

Results

In the following part of my thesis, I am going to present my results in terms of the different
perceptions of Hip-Hop choreography and relations between freestyle and choreography I
found in the interviews. I am also merging these perceptions into categories, in accordance
with the phenomenographical method. The presentation is structured out of the research
questions and categories that I identified from the interviews. The first part includes questions
where the focus lies on asking what perceptions based on their experiences the dance artist
had in choreography and then compare that perception of an experience to how they perceived

the experience of choreography specifically in Hip-Hop. The second part turned to the
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connection between freestyle and choreography and how these practitioners perceive that. The
third part was about how different roles such as teacher, dancer or choreographer are
connected to the perception of choreography and freestyle and try to find if these roles hold
similarities or if there are differences.

Sometimes, both in questions and answers, the participants and I use generalizing terms as
‘African diaspora’, “Western’ or ‘Street and Club dance’ in order to find specifically what the
traits and features of that dance tree are and if those traits are similar, same or different in
Hip-Hop. Also, sometimes for the interviewed it was hard to pinpoint Hip-Hop exactly and
they could only talk from more broad point of view which is why terms previously mentioned
are used. But since we are looking into Hip-Hop choreography it is important to remind you
that Hip-Hop comes from the family tree of African diaspora. Also, a reminder that these
practitioners all have experience in the past or present in some ways in the Hip-Hop dance and

culture, which creates relevance to their answers.

What perceptions does the dance artist express of Hip-hop choreography?
Before we get into the perceptions that came up from the interviews when talking about
HipHop choreography, let us take a quick look into how the practitioners perceived ‘just’ the
concept of choreography.

Participant C’s perception of choreography is that '...choreography starts just if you are
thinking about the dancers...". He describes how only a thought is an act towards
choreography, meaning that one does not have to be physical to start creating choreography.
But in more physical terms, participant C recognizes choreography as °...arranging
motion...humans manipulating motion’. On the similar thoughts but using different words,
participant B’s perception of choreography is ‘...structuring how you want to move or place
bodies in space and time...” which can manifest as set material but does not have to. Person A
agrees that choreography can be '...movements that you put together...” created for an
audience, but she also recognizes the possibility of it being something freer, to °...have clear
intention with what I am doing’.

Arranging, placing and putting together are all synonyms for organizing things in order,
which in this case means movement. All three, whether it is a thought, an intention, a body or
a movement, are creating choreography by organizing such things in order. These ways of
understanding can be seen as creating a concluding perception of choreography in my

interviews.
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But if this is what choreography is according to these three dance practitioners, in what
ways do these same practitioners distinguish Hip-Hop choreography? When analysing the
interview material, there were four concluding perceptions that emerged and were somewhat
different from the above definitions; some of them refined by all three interviewed while
others were more personal experiences. These four categories were connected to Hip-Hop
choreography: subjectivity which is a way of showing individuality, interaction which is the
relationship between the performer and audience for example, physicality which is a more or

less of a specific form and music which is the relationship to how one relates to music. 4

Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of subjectivity

Participant C describes a situation where he was talking to young Hip-Hop choreographer
who did not want to be subjective in their work because they did not want to claim the space.
Participant C’s perception of this was that it was ‘...an act of decolonizing...” and not taking
space. He thought though that this was strange since this young Hip-Hop choreographer was
taking the space anyways which is why participant C did not understand why not just create

the art the way they would like to. He continued to say:

“You never can remove your subjectivity... I feel like in the African diaspora dance

traditions, at least what I have seen and heard, it is a lot about your own voice.’

<

He continues to say, that choreographies are more °...related to dancers and movements’. He
has not heard choreographers from the Street Dance field to talk about of abstract ideas in
general ‘...like cutting roses on stage...’, but he recognizes that this still can happen.

Participant C also perceives subjectivity in choreography as freestyle. He says:

‘Improvisation and freestyle are definitely part of it.... That it is act of freedom, to

express, to be your own voice...’

And participant A in her way agrees on the freestyle part, even though with a bit different
entrance. Her perception focuses more on the intention part of the freestyle in choreography.

She explains:

# The transcriptions and plain written notes are archived with the author. All quotes used in the text have been
carefully selected to represented thoughts of the interviewee as widely as possible.
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‘Choreography for me when researching is the freestyle, so choreography can also be

freestyle with clear intention... It is more like the intention and feeling. And you can

develop what you are doing by using the Hip-Hop word and the steps and the

movements and research them. So, choreography for me in Hip-Hop is freestyle.’

Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of interaction
Next concept that arose was interaction. Participant B described how they perceive that the
performers are more connected to the audience than in other dance genres and that there is this

kind of social ambitions. They say:

‘They are really performing to the audience... And when I see the audience that comes
to see them, they have this way of looking at the dancing and really appreciating that

and expressing the appreciation right there...’

And they are not completely alone with this thought. In participant A’s answer, she briefly
mentions how one of her ways to perceive choreography, borrowing her words °...the
commercial part...” of choreography, is to perform for the audience. And even though this is
an answer to question that revolves around the concept of choreography not specifically
HipHop, she does mention later in the interview that the previous answer of what
choreography is also applies to Hip-Hop choreography.

As they both mention specifically audience, it is interesting to compare the different stress
they ley on that. When participant B creates a lot of focus on the relationship of the audience
watching choreography and the performer doing choreography participant A just slightly
passes this concept.

I want to briefly lift few perceptions on how differently the participants work with
choreography depending in which kind of environment they are in and what is the interaction
they are having. Participant A, B and C all recognize the interaction between a dance teacher
and student when creating choreography, but they perceive them very differently.

Participant B creates a relation between choreography and the students making of more an
analytical work. They perceive that in teaching, they shift focus on different element of
choreography, so to say study what choreography can be. For them the skill becomes things as

writing, reflecting or doing.
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On the other hand, participant A recognizes the difference in choreography depending on if
she works with younger or older kids. She perceives that with younger kids one must set
clearer frame for choreography while with older kids you can be freer.

Participant C then again perceives, that teaching has been about creating tools for students
that they themselves can play with. While being the choreographer, he has recognized the

value of improvisation and researching movement together with the dancers.

Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of physicality

Participant A and B both perceive physicality as a trait that they have recognized within
choreography but even though they use the same word, the perception behind the word is a bit
different. Participant A talks about physicality as in certain form of a movement. She says the

following:

‘When you think about the physical part is very much like bend knees... In Hip-Hop it
is bounce. In Locking it is also bounce but it is up bounce more than down bounce, but
you are still bouncing your knees. It can be how you are using your upper body, it is a
lot down to the floor, very much heaviness. You should feel the heaviness in your

body, and everything should be down to the floor, like feel the earth.’

She perceived that physicality is something clear we can see or feel within the form of

movement. At the same time participant B perceives physicality as following:

'...you really feel the physicality. I have never seen a performance that you don’t see
that the performers get really sweaty, they really move. In contrary to the conceptual
choreography, I mean they also sweat but they move in a different way. So that I

would say that they all work with groove, rhythms and movement that are really like

meaty.’

For participant B, physicality becomes this more of an abstract layer we can still see in the
movement, but it is not as connected to specific form of movement but more to filling the
space with your body. But I do have to mention that during the same question they, as in
participant B, mentions briefly °...working with grooves...” which in Hip-Hop can be seen in

two different physical ways. Some think groove is always circular motion while some believe
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that it is something more abstract you add on to your movement, nevertheless it is something

one can see in the dancing body.

Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of music

The last theme is the one all the participants recognize during the interview and that is the
connection with music. They all bring front this perception of music always being in
relationship in some way to choreography. Participant C perceives music and choreography as

following:

‘Closeness to music that I have experienced in general. I have also seen, not that so it
is a rule in any way, but I have seen and myself have been inspired by the relationship
to music and how to relate to music if its freestyle on stage or in choreography. Or
choreography through freestyle or in very set choreography to the movement... but it
can also become almost like a generalisation, and I don’t want to do that because I
know that people work on many different things but of course I can still see that from

my view.’

So, for him, there is closeness into working with the music whether it is in very set or very
free way and that this relationship inspires different ways to work. Later he continues to

recognize the reasonings why people work with dance and music:

‘Relationship to music... It was more liberating to be with the music... And in the
African diasporic dances I feel people are moving to rhythms and dancing because

they really want to. It is not forced, its more the opposite, it is freeing the situation.’

Participant C perceives that it is not obligation but more a true wanting to work with the

music. Participant A recognizes this as well when they say:

'...and I think that African diaspora is very much focused from the music and the
sound. Your body makes music when we do not have music and when we do have

music, we are putting the music into our body.’
And as she mentions already there that even though there is no music your body makes music.

This how these two participants perceptions differentiate from one another: while the other

recognizes a true connection to music that is being played outside of the body, the other
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recognizes the possibilities to create music with your body. Participant C recognizes voice and

body parts as instruments:

‘We use body percussions. You are doing sound with your body, but you can also use
your voice and that in African diaspora dances is like way of communicating with the
partners you are dancing with, and it can help people to understand where they are in

the room when you are using the sound.’

As I quoted participant B earlier, when talking about physicality, they briefly mention how
‘Working with... rhythm, polyrhythms...” is something that they have perceived in African
diasporic choreographies. These musical terms connect working with music and its
instruments and place those instruments in different parts of the body, simultaneously doing
different things. This perception of participant B gives very strict connection on how one can

work with music in Hip-Hop choreography.

Summary of the relations between the four categories

In summary, with the four categories, there are four general and separate perceptions of
HipHop choreography. These four categories I have found stand on their own, but at the same
time can be dependent on each other. As an example, if within Hip-Hop choreography one
emphasizes physicality in specific form, could subjectivity be shown in movement by
bringing forth individual's own flavour. Or if we take the music and interaction, the individual

could use sound to interact with other performers in the space within Hip-Hop choreography.

What is their perception of how freestyle becomes choreography?

In the following text I will address how the interviewees perceive the transition from freestyle
to choreography. In short summary, participant A perceives freestyle to be moving freely with
intention and with variations of steps while participant B again perceived freestyle to be
moving to the music and finding your style. Same time participant C perceived freestyle to be
‘dancing on the spot’. What he meant by that, was that there was no °...pre-planned plan of
what you are going to do’ but maybe music gives you an impulse that makes you move.
Participant C recognizes an interesting point of if freestyle is really free or just repeating

patterns one knows and has learned before. He says:
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‘... have had my internal just like inner debates regarding what I’'m doing when I’'m
freestyling, especially when I'm not feeling like so free with it then I’m starting to

wonder like oh is it really freestyling or am I just you know repeating patterns’.

When asked about the connection between freestyle and choreography participant B
perceived the connection between these two to be ‘...based on a feeling and it's still based on a
sort of kind of intuition, finding how I want to move' while participant C perceives the relation
between freestyle and choreography to be closely defined through the connection to the music
and finding yourself within the steps and foundations and lastly ‘being in the zone’.

The perceptions of freestyle and the connection between freestyle and choreography are
quite different, even though similarities in such thing as the perception of freedom within
movement, can be seen. But if freestyle is something that can be used to practice as well as in

choreography, how do these dance artists perceive that freestyle becomes choreography?

Freestyle becomes choreography through intention and public
For participant B freestyle becomes choreography in a particular setting or intention. They

perceive it as following:

‘...for it to become choreography for me it would be the setting. It would be chosen
setting... for me it's really think of, I choose to freestyle in this way because it creates
this kind of emotion or statement or vibe... Like some kind of intention of what you

actually want to express with your freestyling.’

While participant C similarly perceives that freestyle to become choreography it “...needs to
be an act of determination...’, he also recognizes that if he knows someone is looking, it

automatically affects. He says:

‘...people are going to view this body. I become more on stage for display in a
different way...I need to take more decisions why am I doing it like... am I going to do
this or this, am I improvising in that or that sense. Or if I’'m not going to think at all it
really becomes a very definitive act, like I’'m not going to take any decision on stage

but it's still choreography, but it requires so much more thinking.’

For him it adds a mental layer to it. And participant A similarly recognizes the outsiders gaze

to affect freestyle to be choreography. As participant A states earlier, that freestyling is
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something she does for herself, so that to become choreography she sees that somebody else is

viewing. She says:

‘...Ilam doing, dancing for somebody else, even if I do the freestyle... it's like while
your being on stage it already choreographed that you are going to be on stage and

showing to people so choreography is always there.’

Summary of the Results

In this part of my thesis, [ will summarize my results. As mentioned, I have found four main
categories which summarize the different perceptions of Hip-Hop choreography. They were
choreography in Hip-Hop as question of subjectivity, interaction, physicality and music.
Intention and public were categories to come front when focused on freestyle becoming
choreography.

Here is a quick recap of each concept describing Hip-Hop choreography. The perception of
choreography as defined by subjectivity was freestyle and individuality. This creates diversity
and change within Hip-Hop choreography. When it comes to the perception of choreography
as defined by interaction, the perception of audience and performer interacting was important.
There the audience and performer are in a relationship where both appreciate each other. Also,
interaction depending on the environment brings different ways of working with Hip-Hop
choreography. The third perception of choreography as defined by physicality was seen not
only as specific movement patterns but also as movement that is meaty> and fills the space.
This creates a connection to the specific style, Hip-Hop, and its foundations. Lastly, the
perception of choreography as defined by music was perceived as a source of inspiration or

even as something that the body could create on stage.

Discussion and summary

The purpose of this study was to gain deeper understanding of Hip-Hop choreography in the
western society today with the help of phenomenographical perspective. For this purpose, |
interviewed three dance artists who have experience with Hip-Hop choreography. I have done
a phenomenographical analysis to identify the different perceptions which I could find in their

answers.

5 Meaty or meatiness, is a word translated from the Swedish word kéttig. When something is meaty, I see
that is a movement that is full and filling.
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In the following part of the text, [ am going to discuss my results in relation to research
overview and background. I will start from the description of each category I found and so

organize the discussion based on them.

Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of subjectivity

By using different words, the interview participants expressed that subjectivity in Hip-Hop
was about the freedom to express oneself and that is the essence of creating Hip-Hop
choreography. One of the interviewees perceived that it is almost impossible to take away
your subjective self and that it even should not be taken away since in the African dance
traditions, it is about the individual voice.

As it comes apparent in my description of the history of Hip-Hop, subjectivity or dancers'
individuality were important factors in developing the style further and into new forms. By
receiving the bodily information from the older generations, the new generations could create
their own way of doing a dance. And this kind of individuality or in other words subjectivity
is even perceived as one of the important traits connected to Hip-Hop choreography today.

The interview participants also perceived that subjectivity can be expressed as freestyle.
While the one of the interviewees emphasize the intention behind the freestyle to be important
factor within Hip-Hop choreography, another one perceives it more as a way to express your
own voice.

And if we look at both my interviews and in Jacksons (2001) research subjectivity or
individuality in choreography is brought up as an important part of freestyle or improvisation.
But while my research participants perceive subjectivity in Hip-Hop choreography as
freestyle with intention and freedom of expression, Jackson perceives subjectivity as
improvisation with a specific form (repeating, braiding and layering). These terms do not only
take inspiration from musicological perspective but his whole research focuses more broadly
within African-American vernacular dancing.

The difference between my research and Jacksons research can be an effect of our different
backgrounds, African-American dance background and Swedish dance background. While
Jackson (2001) lays more stress on the musical and technical aspect of individuality my
interviewed have more cultural and community approach.

What I also recognize is the difference in the usage of words freestyle and improvisation
within my research and the research overview. I perceive that, why my interview participants
use the word freestyle, is because they connect it more towards Hip-Hop and other Street and

Club Dance styles while Jackson (2001) uses word improvisation which could be perceived as
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more open concept. This more open concept in Jacksons text refers to African-American
black vernacular dancing which can be styles as Jazz, Tap or Lindy Hop.

As said, my perception of the word freestyle includes the connection to a specific style and
freestyling with that style's physicality (specific form). Within the styles physicality then the
dancers can individualize. My perception is that this is what creates that sort of specific

subjectivity within Hip-Hop choreography.

Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of interaction

For some of the interviewees, choreography in Hip-Hop was about the performer's relation
to the audience. One of the participants perceived it simply that choreography is something
we perform to the audience while another participant went a bit deeper. They perceived that
the performers and the audience have a two-way relationship where they both show
appreciation to one another. And at the same time, when the environment changes, it
influences the interaction with or within Hip-Hop choreography. This could be perceived in
teaching for example, that the participants had various ways of working with choreography
depending on the environment and its interaction.

If we look back to the background, interaction is another concept that is visible in Hip-Hop's
history since the environment of the style is based on cultural phenomenon which includes
both community and interaction. Whether it has been interaction between dance, music, art,
the people, et cetera, the interaction has always happened which has also created the evolution
that carries a seed still today. That can be a reason for why interaction is perceived as one of
the most important concepts connected to Hip-Hop choreography.

What can be recognized is that Jackson (2001) discusses from the perspective of
improvisation and not necessarily choreography, but I recognize that this could be related to
choreography. In my interviews the perception of Hip-Hop choreography shifts towards
interaction between the audience and performer so emphasizing performing towards someone.
Simultaneously Jackson (2001) in his research perceives interaction from the communal
aspect as in jamming or calling and responding, creating that he does not focus on the
performing but more on sharing.

This sharing aspect can be recognized though when in my study talked about the affect the
environment has on interaction within choreography. Maybe wanting to share the knowledge
of choreography, my participants perceive that in teaching situations choreography can take
form of doing, creating, writing, reflecting or talking.

I perceive that my research as well as his research perceive interaction quite similar

mentioning however that while in my study the perception lies on more wide and abstract
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level, Jackson’s (2001) perception of interaction lies on specific tools. At the same time my
conclusion is that African dance traditions as Hip-Hop, other Street and Club dance styles as
well as some black vernacular dances are the only family dance tree that emphasizes the
importance of interaction within choreography.

The environment affecting the interaction in how one works with choreography is also an
interesting and important factor. These perceptions lifted by my interviewed sums up well the
reason why my study results and results from Jackson (2001) are different when concerning
the interaction in Hip-Hop choreography. My study participants are located in Sweden and
Jackson’s (2001) research focuses on the African-American perception. These two are very

different environments with their own cultural backgrounds, that affect the idea of interaction.

Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of physicality

The physicality that is perceived by the interviewed in this study are alike to the physicality
in history of Hip-Hop. If we look back to the background where Moncell Durden talks about
the foundations of Hip-Hop to be rocking, isolations, groove, pause and bounce and that in the
style there are clearly structured movement, we can recognize similar words or concepts used
by the research participants.

In my study the participants perceive the physicality to be a specific form as bend knees,
bounce, groove or foundation steps as well as a feeling of heaviness and meatiness. My
perception of this is that choreography to become Hip-Hop choreography one must add the
physicality, specific form, of the style.

None of the previous research, as in Carlozzo’s (2019) or Jackson’s (2001), have the similar
perception of physicality in choreography as have the dance artists I interviewed. The reason
for this is that both research from Carlozzo (2019) and Jackson (2001) focus on improvisation
more than choreography.

They do recognize that in improvisation there are certain physicalities that present
themselves as aesthetics, principles or traditions and are connected to black vernacular
dancing and African dance tradition. Within these physicalities, the performer can add their
own individuality to it. The physicalities, or aesthetics, mentioned by Carlozzo (2019) and
Jackson (2001) can be alike to the specific form my interviewed describe; foundational steps,

bounce, groove, et cetera.
Choreography in Hip-Hop as a question of music

The last category connecting to Hip-Hop choreography was music. Historically music has

been a big influencer on how the dancers would move, creating evolution through time. And
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as in many styles, music is a big factor within Hip-Hop choreography. In my study the
interviewed perceive music as a source of inspiration for or within Hip-Hop choreography.
And as all the interweaved agree on this, one of the interviewees also recognizes another way

to connect to music: creating music with one’s own body.

While Jackson’s (2001) research goes from musicological perspective, connecting the
African-American vernacular dancing and music together, especially improvisation in dance
and in blues music, there is no mention of creating music with your own body. That is the
same with Carlozzo’s (2019) research.

She focuses on recognizing this relationship and how the dancer can relate to different parts
in music. She also quotes Thompson (1974, pp.5-45) and his defining canons of African art
forms, of which few connect to music: ‘...simultaneous suspending and preserving of the
beat... descending direction in melody... dancing many drums’. And even though Carlozzo
(2019) recognizes the side of music, she never takes upon creating music with your body as a
dancer in choreography.

Then if we look back to the other literature, there is also Angol (2018) who perceives that
when improvising one is being interactive with one’s own mental and physical body and
while doing so the person is more aware of the internal and external environment. Such
external environments could be music.

What Carlozzo (2019), Jackson (2001), Angol (2018) and my interviewed agree on is that
music is an external factor that inspires in dance and so in choreography. But there was only
one of the interviewed who also perceived that creating music with your own voice and body
is a factor in Hip-Hop choreography. She saw this as a way to communicate on stage with
other performers, for example. I think it is important factor when thinking about the
connection dance and music has overall, and no surprise that the dancer in choreography
would become the instrument.

At the end I want to lift from the other literature a part where Ofusu (2018) quoted Nora
Ambrosio about how different types of music evokes certain type of movement. I find it
interesting that none of my interview participants lifted the importance of certain style of
music to relate to Hip-Hop choreography. Their perception lies more on the ways of working
with music within Hip-Hop choreography instead of using a specific style of music within

Hip-Hop choreography.
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Intention and public for freestyle to become choreography

While historically Hip-Hop choreography has not been identified, it does not mean that
today the interest in Hip-Hop and other Street and Club dance styles within choreographical
process would not be relevant. At the same time, freestyles relevance within Hip-Hop and
other Street and Club dance styles is not going anywhere since it has not only been there from
the beginning but because it is an integral part of the way the styles appear in the world.

When examining the previous research compared to mine, both Carlozzo (2019) and
Jackson (2001) do not take up the difference between freestyle or improvisation to
choreography nor what it would take to freestyle to become choreography. It can be that they
perceive that freestyle is always part of choreography and therefor does not have to be
distinguished. Maybe also because perception of public is obvious in the sense that many time
choreography is connected to performing to an audience, it is neither brought up by Carlozzo
(2019) or Jackson (2001).

I do find it though interesting that, within other literature, Sandy (2018) perceives that to
freestyle to become choreography it must be structured in some way. Structuring could be
perceived as intention behind the freestyle, but my perception of structuring is something
more concrete and broader as in structuring an hour-long choreographic piece. At the same
time, I perceive that intention is connected to more to movement of freestyle and to the idea of
what and why is the dancers doing that within the freestyled piece in choreography.

Intention within black dance is discussed more in the other literature as well. DeFrantz
(2018) perceives that black dance arrives from the point of view of moving with intention and
if we look back, Presta (2022) has similar perception. He does not recognize intention exactly,
but within the comment about how foundation steps in Hip-Hop have a link to dances that
were done as an example for preparation of war, there, under this meaning lies a thought of
intention. Intention to dance to prepare the soldier for war. Even though these two texts are
not talking specifically about the relationship of freestyling and choreography, it is an
interesting remark to bring up since the intention was perceived by my interviewed as a factor

for freestyle to become choreography in Hip-Hop.

Summary of variations between categories and perceptions in the interview
results

In this concluding part of the text, I seek to answer my question about how Hip-Hop dance
artists describe what choreography is in Hip-Hop based on their experiences and do that in the

form of a phenomenographical analysis. So, in the following text, I will attempt to respond to
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this inquiry by utilizing phenomenography's objective of contrasting categories and

perceptions and analysing differences between prevalent and secondary perspectives.

Descriptive categories and perceptions

The categories that arose from the research were subjectivity, interaction, physicality and
music. Subjectivity was perceived as freestyle within Hip-Hop choreography. While it was
recognized by several interview participants, the weight was put either on the intention of
freestyle or on expression of freestyle. Interaction was another concept perceived to be part of
Hip-Hop choreography. Here, the perception was that there is appreciation from both sides the
audience and performer. While interaction was recognized by most, the perceptions were
different in the sense of that value on this topic was greater with some. Within interaction
comes also the effect of environment; how one works with choreography is perceived to
change depending on that environment.

Physicality as the next concept to be recognized to have connection to Hip-Hop
choreography, was seen as specific form that is connected to a style or more an abstract idea
of full movement. Last concept to be recognized to have connection to Hip-Hop choreography
was music. Here the difference in perceptions lies on how one works with music; while some
perceive working with music as overall inspiration, some perceive it as something the dancer
can create with their body.

Even though all four concepts were connected to Hip-Hop choreography, there was a
perception of that all these concepts could be used in African or Black dance traditions not
only in Hip-Hop. When discussing about these perceived concepts many times would the
perceptions include the words Street and Club dance styles, African dance tradition or black
vernacular dancing, creating a somewhat generalisation.

But as it comes up in the discussion of the result and research overview, within these
perceived categories are elements that have connection directly to Hip-Hop, such as in
physicality part of choreography and how there is a certain form that is tied to the style of
Hip-Hop.

Physicality as a specific form becomes the most important perception, since that is the one
that can be most recognized only within Hip-Hop choreography specifically. It does not make
the other categories less significant, physicality in a form just happens to be most perceived
and connected to Hip-Hop choreography of them all. And that is why as a reminder I will
show the link between all four categories; from the background it can be recognized that
music inspired Hip-Hop dance style a lot, so much that they created specific movements or

dances (physicality in certain form) which were then shaded by the person’s individuality
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(subjectivity/freestyle). Individuality was not the only aspect that developed the dances,

because without the interaction (community), the style would not have spread.

Concluding remarks

As it comes up in many occasions during the interviews, and based on my own experiences,
all the styles in Street and Club canon can and might work with these four concepts. It is hard
to strictly point out what makes choreography Hip-Hop choreography because people work in
so many ways even when you are a representative of the same style. Even in situations where
different style representatives work with choreography, they might work in completely similar
ways. And if we look at this from the phenomenographical perspective, people might
experience the exact same thing but based on their previous experiences, they might perceive
it more or less similarly.

And this is what we can see in the analysis of the results as well. Even though I get to
narrow the perceptions down to four concepts the understanding within them is different. The
participants have similarities in their background yet each of them has lived through a
somewhat different path, experience these concepts individually connecting though under a
same umbrella term.

Even I agree on these concepts but in some cases my understanding and experience is a bit
different. As an example, if I think about interaction, it absolutely is what they say but for me
interaction also happens between the performers, between the performer and the choreography
and between the music, performer and choreography. And some of this interaction becomes
something more mental that then manifests itself in physical sense within choreography.

But as said Street and Club dance styles all might work with these concepts and so might
dance styles based in African traditions, which again makes sense and does not surprise me
since that is the family tree Hip-Hop comes from. As an example, if we take look back into
Preste’s concepts of collaborative competition and collective individuality that he sees
connected to all African dance tradition, those two holds within them the three of the four
concepts brought front by the interviewees: music, interaction and subjectivity.

This been said, it does not erase the fact that these concepts have connection to Hip-Hop
choreography and can be used within choreographical work. As an example, if we look back
into the background of Hip-Hop's history we can see that the music had an impact on how the
dance became to be what it is, why it is no surprise that the same connection could carry the
seed to choreographical work.

The same goes to the rest of the concepts. Historically in Hip-Hop, the community’s

exchange with one another (interaction), certain foundations (physicality) and training
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freestyle before coming to a cipher (subjectivity) have travelled through years and still
showcase themselves within Hip-Hop and so within Hip-Hop choreography.

And I also recognize the pedagogical inspiration these four concepts, subjectivity,
interaction, physicality and music, can give. They work as an inspiration and proposals of
how I can start working with choreography. As an example, music could be an inspiration
within choreographic piece so that I would make the dancers relate to the music’s pulse only.
Or maybe as a dancer I take inspiration to a feeling from the music.

And if we take a closer look on how the environment can affect the way one might work
with choreography, I thought it was interesting. That also gave me an idea that maybe there is
possibility of blending those ideas, of working investigative with choreography in hobby
dance school, for example, instead within university. This norm breaking notion could create
more space for choreography to be something else rather than what it was for me when I was
young; just copying, repeating and doing the same movements. It could create development
that we so badly need in the contemporary art world, so that arts that have been seen less

valuable or have not been given the space, could be more appreciated and seen by all.

Summary

The reason behind this research was to make it more apparent for myself what choreography
and improvisation is to then be able to work more clearer with these two in dance artistry
whether as a teacher, dancer or a choreographer. I also wanted to specifically focus on the
dance style Hip-Hop because it usually is neglected in the academia, work and performative
world or is seen as less important. A push towards this interest started also from the
perspective of global ‘commercialization’ of Hip-Hop and other Street and Club Dance styles
without the world truly appreciating the styles originality but by appropriating them. With this
research I wanted to bring front the multifarious aspect of Hip-Hop and so other African
dance traditions and the black and brown culture.

The purpose of this research was through a phenomenographical lens, to deepen the
understanding of Hip-Hop choreography by examining the perceptions of three dance artists
in the Western society today. The further purpose was to explore how these dance artists
perceive the shift from freestyle to choreography. The aim was also to generate innovative
ideas for using choreography in Hip-Hop dance education and exploring diverse approaches
to the art form.

To research this, three interviews were conducted with three dance artists who had

connection to Hip-Hop by focusing on the perception of Hip-Hop choreography. The
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perceptions from the interviews were then compared to each other to find out the differences
and similarities between the perceptions. Through compering and bodily investigation, four
concepts were recognized; subjectivity, interaction, physicality and music.

Subjectivity within Hip-Hop choreography was perceived as bringing individual expression
to the choreography. This could be such thing as freestyle. Interestingly my second research
question was focusing on what is the perceptions of freestyle becoming choreography. Here
the answer that I received and which did not surprise me, was that by having external observer
or intention in your freestyle, it then becomes choreography.

Interaction was perceived to be the next concept connected to Hip-Hop choreography. This
was recognized as the way performer and audience interacts with one another. Environment
was also seen to be a factor which affects interaction when working with Hip-Hop
choreography. Physicality was the third, and in the end the most important perception to be
connected with Hip-Hop choreography. Physicality was perceived as specific form connected
to a style or the way the movement fills the space. And the last one was music. Music in
HipHop choreography was perceived as a source of inspiration as well as something one
could create with their own body.

As said, physicality was in the end perceived as the most important concept to connect with
Hip-Hop choreography. This is even something Rennie Harris (2011) says in an interview,
when talking about choreography specifically Hip-Hop on stage. He says ‘No house can be
built without foundation” which in my opinion is a beautiful metaphor that we cannot forget
the foundations and building blocks of a style, because then we cannot build a functional
house. If you start to bring furniture in, the house will collapse. That is why the history and
knowledge of a dance style can be important, because then you have to ability to add on and
change things within that a style with respect.

But I have to say that this does not make the other concepts less important since the
connection historically they have to Hip-Hop is clear. What is also clear is that the four
concepts, subjectivity, interaction, physicality and music can be recognized in other dance
style’s choreographies especially within the African and black dance traditions. Some even in
other dance styles outside the African and black dance traditions.

Maybe at the end of the day it is not about labelling that something is Hip-Hop
choreography, but it is more about the ways we can be inspired by things connected to certain
style. For me, as a next step, it would be interesting to investigate how in respectful and
appreciative way we could use different styles when creating choreography. To study which

are the limits, if there are limits, on how much a certain style can be utilized in respectful way.
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This could work as a way of broadening the understanding of choreography as well as the the

understanding and gratitude towards other dance styles.
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