
WWW.DANCING-TIMES.CO.UK • NOVEMBER 2020 • 29

Above: Poster image for Uprooted: The Journey 
of Jazz Dance. Below: Zak Nemorin.

Photo credit: To go under the folio

Zak Nemorin talks to  
Marianka Swain about 
his enlightening new 
documentary film on the 
true origins of jazz dance

Jazz 
roots

W hat springs to mind when 
someone says “jazz”? It’s 
most likely Bob Fosse, 

points out Zak Nemorin, “or they’ll 
do ‘jazz hands’, or think ‘razzle 
dazzle’.” In fact, as the documentary 
film Uprooted: The Journey of Jazz 
Dance illustrates, the definition of 
jazz is far more complex, and our 
understanding of it has huge gaps 
– specifically, the historic erasure of 
African-American practitioners. 

Nemorin, who is head of jazz dance 
at Millennium Performing Arts, 
explains that the documentary has been 
five years in the making for himself and 
his co-creator, director Khadifa Wong. 
The inspiration was Lindsay Guarino 
and Wendy Oliver’s book Jazz Dance: A 

History of the Roots and Branches, which 
Nemorin – a West End performer 
turned choreographer, teacher and 
filmmaker – came across when he 
decided to go back and do a degree. “I 
realised there were very few sources 
of information that encompassed the 
full spectrum of jazz. This book went 
way back into Africa, examining the 
dance’s original vernacular, then how 
these different branches grew, like 
tap, Broadway, pop, funk and so on. 
It showed how race defined who we 
came to know as the founders of jazz 

– and whose names were forgotten.”
The book was “open-ended, so 

it was a good jumping-off point 
for a documentary,” Nemorin 
continues. “We could interview 
all these people who’d 
contributed to the book, plus 
talk to those we’d worked with 
in the industry.” He admits the 
biggest challenge was “trying 

to fit 400 years into an hour and 
a half! The main aim is to start 

a conversation. People do a jazz 
syllabus with something like the 

ISTD, but are we really engaging with 
the true origins of the dance? There 

are steps we do without thinking that 
were actually invented by enslaved 
people on southern plantations – like 
the cakewalk, which was a covert 
way of mocking the white owners 
without retribution.” Knowing more 
about jazz can enrich the experience, 
believes Nemorin. “It sparks the 
imagination of students – or anyone 
– if they understand where it comes 
from. It helps us see this art form as 
a political act, too: a dance that’s also 
a cry for freedom, for combatting 
adversity, for personal expression. It’s 
intertwined with the history of the US.”

That cultural richness is just as 
important as understanding the 
physical and musical aspects of 
jazz dance, he adds, “like rhythm, 
syncopation, isolation, dynamics, 
improvisation – and it don’t mean a 
thing if it ain’t got that swing. One of 
our interviewees, Thomas DeFrantz, a 
professor at Duke University, says that 
jazz is political because it’s imagining 
a future we can all share.” DeFrantz is 
one of a whopping 51 experts – from 
the worlds of both dance and academia 
– interviewed for the film, such as 
Chita Rivera, Andy Blankenbuehler, 
Debbie Allen, George Faison, Mandy 
Moore, Susan Stroman, Jerry Mitchell, 
Melanie George, Camille A Brown, 
Baayork Lee and Arlene Phillips. ➣
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hierarchy. “For some, jazz isn’t equal 
to classical ballet. I never felt that, 
because I was fortunate enough to 
train with Jacki Mitchell [a founding 
director of Millennium Performing 
Arts along with Donald McLennan and 
Ikky Maas], protégé of Matt Mattox, 
and this brash American lady, our 
jazz goddess, taught us true respect 
for the form. She died five years ago, 
which was a real push to make this film 
happen; as we lose those jazz elders, 
we want to pay homage, to share their 
wisdom, and also to look forward 
and consider where we’re going.” 

Nemorin thinks this experience has 
taught him to be “more considerate 
and more curious about everything I 
do”. He has a greater understanding of 
“the differences between ‘migration’, 

G iven the recent resurgence of the 
Black Lives Matter movement and 

discussions around who we memorialise 
with statues, Uprooted’s timing feels 
perfect. Nemorin, however, points to its 
long gestation. “Interestingly, we were 
having those conversations years ago, 
but as a good chunk of the film explores 
the Civil Rights Movement – and we’re 
maybe in a second movement right now 
– it does connect with a larger debate.” 
Nemorin, who is half-Mauritian, half-
English, stresses that he and Wong 
put these discussions into practice on 
the film, too, with fair hiring practices: 
“We wanted it to be multicultural and 
representative of a whole spectrum 
on both sides of the camera.”

Another aspect of jazz they were 
keen to tackle is its place in the dance 
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Together, they challenge an 
established narrative that jazz has 
only white “Founding Fathers” 
such as Jack Cole, discounting those 
from African-American and other 
communities, like East Indian. “People 
of colour didn’t have access to courts 
of law, plus, as a community dance, 
there wasn’t that same sense of taking 
individual ownership,” says Nemorin. 
Instead, jazz became codified by white 
dancers and choreographers, who 
constructed a way for teachers, critics 
and audiences to discuss it – without 
acknowledging its more complex roots.

The result was a style that, over 
time, felt less welcoming to those 
who actually shared heritage with 
its creators. So, was this cultural 
appropriation? Certainly, the influence 
of Harlem’s Savoy Ballroom and the 
likes of the Nicholas Brothers and Bill 
“Bojangles” Robinson can be seen in 
everyone “from Fosse and Jerome 
Robbins to Gene Kelly and Fred 
Astaire,” Nemorin observes. The film 
redresses that balance by exploring key 
practitioners whose names weren’t in 
lights, like Pepsi Bethel, Frank Hatchett, 
Fred Benjamin and Jo Jo Smith. 
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July, where it won the audience 
choice award, and will premiere in 
the UK at the Raindance Film Festival 
on November 4 to 6. Due to the 
coronavirus pandemic, it will be a 
digital offering, which Nemorin says 
“might mean more people can see 
it across the country – fantastic for 
making this a bigger conversation”. 
The team are also “in talks” about 
wider distribution, maybe even 
doing an episodic series “so we can 
go deeper. This is a huge subject, 
and we’re just beginning.” He hopes 
that viewers are inspired to “go read 
more, research, and be willing to look 
at things from another perspective, 
but it’s an enjoyable watch too 
– it celebrates and elevates this 
amazing art form, and the pleasure 
it brings to so many people.” ■

For more information about the 
film, visit uprootedfilm.com. To 
hear the filmmakers discuss the 
making of Uprooted in episode 
25 of the Factual American 
Podcast, go to alamopictures.
co.uk/podcast/2020/08/01/
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Left: An Afro Latin fusion class at  
Ailey Extension in New York.  
Above: Hollywood Jade and  
Sarah Tumaliuan of Holla Jazz.  
Below: Pepsi Bethel.

where a group goes to a new place 
and gradually takes on the 
feel of it, ‘appropriation’, 
which is someone taking 
your work and calling 
it their own, and 
‘transmission’, which 
is the slippery bit in 
between – finding 
a respectful way to 
learn and create.”

As for those 
who think jazz 
isn’t for them, 
Nemorin notes “It’s 
everywhere! If you 
love lyrical, or hip 
hop, or movement 
in theatre or on film 
and TV, you love jazz. 
It’s possibly one of the best 
things that’s ever come out of 
the US. It’s about overcoming, self-
expression, liberation, a community 
joining together and spreading joy.” 
There’s plenty of evidence for that 
within the documentary, with footage 
of dancers in class – beautifully 
captured by director of photography 
and former dancer Matt Simkins, 
who “films in this immersive way, 
like you’re in the class too, so you see 
someone’s shoulder in front of you or 
a leg coming into shot”. Nemorin also 
choreographed numbers in a New York 
warehouse, which “was a brilliantly 
organic process with incredible dancers. 
They really captured the spirit of jazz.”

Uprooted had its world premiere 
at the Dance On Camera Festival in 


