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The focus of this paper is the dance content on the popular video-sharing website YouTube, which allows users to upload their own or existing film clips, and broadcast them via the internet. The framework that will be used to analyse this material is taken from research in early film by the film scholar Tom Gunning, who has formulated the notion of the ‘cinema of attractions’.
 This is a concept that I have previously applied in my research on films incorporating the cancan, but I have only recently begun to apply it to YouTube, and this aspect of the research is therefore at a formative stage. In this presentation I intend to position YouTube in relation to the history of the cinema of attractions. In particular, I want to demonstrate how our understanding of dance on YouTube can be enlightened by a comparison with dance in the earliest form of the cinema of attractions: early film from the turn of the twentieth century. Ultimately, I want to argue that YouTube both emerges out of and transforms the historical relationship between the dancing body and moving image technologies.



Gunning’s notion of the cinema of attractions is one of the most influential theories of early cinema. He argues that the short-format, non-narrative cinema that dominated the medium from 1895 until about 1907, was not merely a primitive form of narrative cinema that had not yet developed editing techniques, and not yet erected a ‘fourth wall’ to prevent the actors acknowledging the spectators. Rather, early cinema fostered its own, very different aesthetic, based on the principle of exhibitionism. Instead of developing a story, into which the spectator is drawn as a voyeur, Gunning argues that, “the cinema of attractions directly solicits spectator attention, inciting visual curiosity, and supplying pleasure through an exciting spectacle”.
 Like the fairground attractions alongside which early films were often exhibited by itinerant showmen, the cinema of attractions attempted to provoke physical reactions of shock, laughter and desire.



This aesthetic can clearly be seen in many early dance films, which replicate the heterosexual model of attraction between a female performer and male spectator, frequently used in live nineteenth-century dance performance. The dancers usually performed for the camera as if it were an audience member, looking out at the viewer with a presentational and sometimes seductive gaze, although some also performed with a more inward focus, pre-empting the voyeuristic, fourth-wall cinema that would soon become the norm.


Gunning argues that by the turn of the twentieth century, the cinema of attractions found itself in competition with narrative techniques, such as editing, character and narrative closure. Narrative cinema created a closed world to which the spectator was given access, as if through a keyhole. A new mode of spectatorship was fostered, dominated by psychological absorption, and only occasionally punctuated by direct address to the audience, such as in musical numbers and comedy moments. According to Gunning, by 1907 the cinema of attractions had been driven underground by narrative cinema, reappearing only in contained form in avant-garde filmmaking and in the song-and-dance routines of the film musical.


Following Gunning’s theory, several film theorists have argued that the cinema of attractions made a return to feature filmmaking in the 1960s.
 Linda Williams argues that Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho (1960) led cinema back towards the aesthetic of the attraction by aiming to induce a physical reaction of shock and horror in its audience.
 Martin Jay notes that many of the blockbuster films of the late twentieth century, such as Jaws, Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark, and Titanic, bear out this argument
. In most of these films, dance was not a primary attraction, but in the 1980s dance made a return to the cinema of attractions in teen musicals, and in the emergence of the music video. As Teresa Rizzo has also argued, YouTube can be considered the latest manifestation of the cinema of attractions, and one that develops this aesthetic in new ways.


Like early cinema, YouTube videos are exhibitionistic. They attempt to arrest the viewer’s attention through a range of techniques including direct address to the audience, exoticism, comedy and sexual allure.  They also invite the viewer to physically respond in some way, whether through antonishment, horror or laughter, by forwarding an email, leaving a comment, or posting a video response, something I will return to later. This exhibitionistic quality can be seen in a popular YouTube video called ‘Hey Clip’ created by two Israeli teenagers called Tasha and Dishka, which has had 26 million views.


There are a number of similarities between YouTube and early film that help to explain why they share an aesthetic of attraction. Both early film and YouTube emerged out of breakthroughs in moving image technologies, in the case of early film, the ability to record movement on celluloid, and in the case of YouTube, the ability to broadcast it via the internet. These breakthoughs allowed a sudden exploration of the possibilities of recording, sharing, and viewing films, but within the constraints of a short format and low budget imposed by the formative nature of the technology. Early film and YouTube pre-date and post-date the establishment of cinema as the dominant viewing context for film in the twentieth century, and therefore both have been adapted for a range of viewing locations outside the cinema.  Early film could be seen in fairgrounds, department stores, community halls, churches, opera houses and dime museums, while YouTube has gained mobility from the transfer of film out of the cinema and onto the computer screen and the mobile phone, allowing viewing to take place virtually anywhere.
 Both early film and YouTube also exhibit a sense of the expanded audience stretching across space and time that is opened up by their technologies. For example, Felicia McCarren says of Loie Fuller’s early film work that she “dances for an eye that the camera only points toward but that film will eventually make possible: the global market for technobodies, the publics created across the century” (2003, p. 63). Similarly, anthropologist Michael Wesch says of YouTube that, “
you can say that this is all hype, that these are just people dancing and having fun, but think about what they’re dancing in front of. They’re dancing in front of about a billion boxes in places all over the world that are networked together and allowing us to connect in ways we’re never connected before.


According to Wesch, dance is one of the most commonly used tags on YouTube, tags being the words attached to a video that help to identify what type of video it is. To get a sense of the range and types of dance material that are posted on YouTube, on 7th April this year I watched the 120 most viewed clips that are returned from a search for the word ‘dance’ on the YouTube website, and grouped these into some categories that I devised to get a sense of the spread of this content. By far the largest percentage of videos returned from a search for ‘dance’ on YouTube are music videos, which comprised nearly half of the sample. The next largest percentage, at 23%, were what I have called original, user-generated performances. These include films created specifically for YouTube, as well as films created for a different purpose, such as recordings of live performances or competitions, later posted on YouTube. Clips from feature films and television each represented 6%. However, what I want to focus on in the remainder of the presentation is the 17% of YouTube videos that rework existing YouTube or professional video material. In these videos users either re-embody a previous piece of screen choreography, or choreograph or improvise new dance material to accompany a popular song, which they usually lip-synch. The existing videos that they choose for this treatment are usually previous or current forms of the cinema of attractions, such as film musical numbers, music videos and other YouTube videos. These reworkings are premised on the fact that video, DVD, digital video recorders and now YouTube have increasingly facilitated playback on demand – the ability to replay a film, television programme, music video, or homemade video at any time, and therefore become intimately familiar with it. This has been accompanied by the increasing availability of handheld video and digital video cameras, and video-editing software. The result has been a new way of responding to movement and sound on screen – not talking about it, or writing about it, but filming your own physical response.

A good example is ‘Hey Clip’ mentioned earlier, which was Tasha and Dishka’s response to ‘Hey’ by the Pixies, lip-synching the lyrics while creating their own movement and editing. The practice of reworking a familiar text is nothing new, but YouTube allows the process to be taken a step further. When ‘Hey Clip’ was posted on YouTube, it became very popular among what Wesch calls the YouTube community, regular users of YouTube who follow each others’ video blogs and ‘vlog’ themselves. Users, from all over the world posted their own reworkings of ‘Hey Clip’, translated through the gender, sexual, ethnic, cultural and national inflections of their own bodies.
 In this way, internet users have generated a new way of interacting with image and sound media. The cinema of attractions in early film had invited the spectator to respond directly and physically to film, though shock, astonishment, laughter and sexual attraction. But YouTube users turn the camera on themselves, and throw the images they see back out to the world, reworked through their own bodies, and interlaced with complex layers of comedy, irony, parody, self representation, and homage.


Sometimes these reworkings have a political motivation, such as videos in which dance is used to comment on US politics or the war on terror.  And sometimes they act as a space for cross-cultural translation, commentary, dialogue, and conflict. For example, Michael Jackson’s Thriller video has been reworked on YouTube by Indian actors, inmates in a Philippino prison, passengers on a London tube train, and Australian librarians, among others.

The Indian thriller becomes a Bollywood routine, while the mass synchrony of the inmates displays bodies disciplined by a strict prison regime. The written comments that users make on videos such as these are often far less subtle than the physical performances, displaying sexist, racist and homophobic attitudes. This perhaps indicates the capacity of these screen dances to embody creative tensions that become polarised and antagonistic in verbal discourse.


In some cases, this practice of re-embodying existing dance videos gathers momentum, creating an international dialogue between YouTube users through the medium of video dance. A good example is the ‘Crank Dat’ dance.
 This was choreographed and recorded as a homemade music video to accompany a rap track composed by 17-year old DeAndre Way, better known as Soulja Boy. Users all over the world re-embodied the dance, including, a children’s ballet class, the same Philippino prison inmates, and MIT professors The rapid transmission of the dance around the world from body-to-body via email and hyperlinks was described in the press as ‘viral’ and a ‘global dance craze’, repeating previous nineteenth- and early twentieth-century moral panics over the uncontrollable, apparently pathological spread of dance across social boundaries. The dance became so popular that it led to Soulja Boy being signed by a record label. However, the majority of YouTube reworkings seem to have no commercial aspirations. Wesch states that a large percentage of YouTube content is actually meant for less than a hundred viewers.
 Rather, these YouTube reworkings appear to make manifest the pleasure of subverting the one-way relationship between image and spectator by embodying the image, translating it according to your own identity and style, and redistributing it to the world.


This pleasure can be theorised using the recent thought of the film theorist Laura Mulvey. Mulvey’s earlier, more famous work on the male gaze argued that the linear flow of narrative cinema could be disrupted by the musical number, often gendered as a female attraction.
 However, in her latest book Death 24x a Second, Mulvey proposes that digital film, particularly DVD, allows new ways of disrupting linear narrative, and questioning the authority of the camera’s all-seeing eye.
 She argues that digital film, divided into chapters, and layered with bonus commentaries and outtakes, creates the possibility of delaying the authority of the narrative, replaying it, dissecting it, and reconstructing it. In Mulvey’s words, “the delay in the film’s flow acts as a ‘conduit’ that then flows into multiple possible channels from personal memory to textual analysis to historical research, opening up the past for a specifically cinematic excavation”.
 The spectator is no longer the physically passive recipient of the narrative, but becomes an active reconstructor of alternative narratives, tangents and histories, directed by their own memories, politics and interests. In YouTube, this demolition and reconstruction of familiar narratives becomes an aesthetic ideal. The feature length narrative is carved up into sections of no more than 10 minutes. The clip, the musical number and the music video are privileged. And the highest accolade is for a video to be repeatedly viewed, deconstructed, and remade on new bodies, with new politics, from a different global position. The all-seeing cinematic eye opens up into a multi-way cinema in which bodies and their meanings are constantly reworked, transposed and renegotiated between users who are simultaneously spectators and actors. Importantly for us as dance scholars, this negotiation happens to a large extent through bodily performance, not just though words. Their performances are not always polished. But their provisional quality indicates their status as contributions to a global conversation, rather than definitive statements. Like the early cinema of attractions, the existence of YouTube as a medium for this conversation may be a temporary phenomenon In March, music videos were banned on the British version of YouTube due to a breakdown of negotiations between Google and the Performing Rights Society for Music, and there are rumours of YouTube allowing videos longer than 10 minutes to be uploaded onto the site. However, if YouTube is to internet dance what the early cinema of attractions was to cinema, then this could be just the first manifestation of a newly configured relationship between dance, spectatorship and screen media.
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