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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

DECONSTRUCTING DIRTY DANCING

This is a remarkable achievement. Using a single film as a case-study, it asks the reader to re-think their own relationship to cinema, calling into question the narratives, memories and assumptions we construct through and about popular culture. This unique and innovative analysis offers a great deal to any reader, from the film studies professor to the occasional cinema goer. A must-read book or anyone interested in popular film.

Alfie Brown, University of Manchester and Editor at Everyday Analysis

For all those inexplicably drawn to Dirty Dancing again and again, here’s a book that will finally make it feel like more than a “guilty pleasure,” that will intellectually legitimize your love for the movie you’d never previously admit is your real and forever favorite, at least not in front of polite company. Stephen Lee Naish helps the 80s gem rise up the cinema ranks. The moment you put the book down, you’ll want to put Dirty Dancing on for another spin.

Holly Grigg-Spall, author of Sweetening the Pill: or How We Got Hooked on Hormonal Birth Control

Dirty Dancing has quietly evolved from a film to enjoy, to one you can admire – helped along by Stephen Lee Naish’s Deconstructing Dirty Dancing. A model of detailed textual analysis, Deconstructing Dirty Dancing reveals what Dirty Dancing’s devoted fanbase has known for years: that the film tackled sophisticated, progressive themes with dignity, courage, and a catchy soundtrack. Rest assured, the political can indeed be pleasurable

Liza Palmer, Managing Editor of The Moving Image, Co-Editor-in-Chief of Film Matters, Contributing Editor of Film International
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“…our Baby’s gonna change the world”

An Introduction to Dirty Dancing

The synopsis of Dirty Dancing (1987) is simple. In the summer of 1963, the Houseman family takes a vacation to the tranquil Kellerman resort in the Catskill Mountains, where the youngest daughter, the bookish but beautiful Frances ‘Baby’ Houseman, falls for the resort’s roguish dance instructor, Johnny Castle. Their admiration for each other is tested as their different social backgrounds and class expectations clash. However, by being in each other’s company they each learn and grow to become better people. Dirty Dancing is the very definition of a cultural – and, one might add, surprise – phenomenon. Dirty Dancing couldn’t rely on the film critics to send the masses to the box office. American film critic Roger Ebert, in a one star review, called Dirty Dancing a “tired and relentlessly predictable story of love between kids from different backgrounds.”1 So instead the film was propelled by word of mouth from the enthusiastic audience responses. Dirty Dancing demonstrated to the film industry how much power the movie-going public had to make or break a film at the box office.

Looking at the cultural trends of 1987, the year of the film’s release, and in a wider perspective the decade as a whole, the most successful films were predominantly male-orientated action flicks. The hit films of that year were the Arnold Schwarzenegger-starring Predator and The Running Man, and also action movies such as Lethal Weapon and RoboCop. These films were gruesome allegories to machismo and aggression that fuelled the American jingoism of Ronald Reagan’s administration. A film that featured a likable, complex, and sympathetic female heroine, one who took ownership of her sexuality in a non-aggressive manner, was extremely rare. The Eighties was a decade in which the conservative family values of Reagan saw the gains of the women’s movement of the Sixties and Seventies as a negative, corrupting force. In some respects the momentum gained was reversed by the negative portrayal of women in film, television, and other media. This conservative interpretation of women’s rights, or perhaps more correctly, a backlash against those rights, was reflected in Hollywood films in which “women were set against women; women’s anger at their social circumstances was depoliticized and displayed as personal depression instead; and women’s lives were framed as morality tales in which the ‘good mother’ wins and the independent woman gets punished.”2 One of the biggest box-office hits of 1987 was Fatal Attraction, a film in which a casual fling between New York attorney Dan Gallagher (Michael Douglas) and book editor Alexandra Forrest (Glenn Close) leads to Forrest stalking Gallagher and his wife and eventually climaxes in a violent showdown in which Forrest is killed by the ‘good mother’, in this case Gallagher’s wife. The term ‘bunny boiler’ descends directly from Alexandra Forrest’s sadistic act of boiling Gallagher’s pet bunny rabbit.3 This was the perceived image of wealthy, successful, independent women in the Eighties, and Hollywood was determined to silence them. In retaliation Dirty Dancing‘s screenwriter and co-producer, Eleanor Bergstein, had a far more righteous agenda. Bergstein “promoted herself and her films as a liberal counterattack”4 to the perceived negativity of female characters by the media. She incorporated strong, independent, and sympathetic women into the narratives of her films (It’s My Turn – 1980) and her books (Advancing Paul Newman – 1973).

The criteria of Dirty Dancing‘s production, being a small independent and also “a period piece…geared primarily toward a young female audience,”5 made the film a sleeper hit at the box office, but the longevity the film has acquired has very much been a “happy accident that took even those responsible for it by surprise rather than a product of meticulous franchise design.”6 Let us take a look at the facts: a box-office taking of $10 million by the film’s tenth day on screen; $170 million worldwide from a production budget of just $6 million; the film still to this day rakes up a million DVD sales per year.7 The soundtrack’s satisfying mix of yearning early Sixties ballads (‘In the Still of the Night’ – The Five Satins; ‘Cry to Me’ – Solomon Burke), wild rock ‘n’ roll (‘Do You Love Me’ – The Contours) and Eighties power ballads (‘She’s Like the Wind’ – Patrick Swayze, ‘Hungry Eyes’ – Eric Carmen) is the ninth bestselling album of all time and is the third bestselling movie soundtrack (after Saturday Night Fever and The Bodyguard).8

Eleanor Bergstein based the story on the vacations she and her family used to take to the Catskill Mountains when she was a teenager: “Almost everything in the movie comes from my life, but that’s not [my exact life] directly in the movie…I am a doctor’s daughter from Brooklyn who has an older sister, and I was a teenage Mambo queen. I went dirty dancing in high school and have trophies…[and] I was a girl who wanted to change the world.”9

Vestron Pictures, the studio that produced the film, was “a theatrical production and distribution organization that branched out from the home video market in the mid 1980’s”10 and with this branching out began to make “relatively low budget films that, after a brief theatrical release, would be exploited further by its core business, the home video division.”11 Despite the huge success of Dirty Dancing, Vestron struggled to produce another successful film. The only one that came close was the 1988 Jeff Goldblum and Jim Carrey vehicle Earth Girls Are Easy. Vestron was declared bankrupt in the early 1990s. Dirty Dancing‘s legal rights shifted to other companies who failed to capitalize on the film’s major success. The original fanfare created by the film was hard to replicate because of this transition from studio to studio, so “potential plans to further exploit Dirty Dancing in the market had to be abandoned and later resigned.”12 The film did spawn an unsuccessful 1988 television spin-off that lasted for only 11 episodes. It also failed to include any cast members from the original film.13 A straight-to-DVD prequel/remake, Dirty Dancing: Havana Nights (2004), set in Cuba just prior to the Revolution of 1959, was also a critical and commercial failure. The film was an exact replica of the original narrative, a well-to-do girl who falls for a down-at-heel boy, and also utilized the Cuban rhythm-dancing techniques that were employed in the original film. Patrick Swayze made a brief cameo appearance, confusingly not as his character Johnny Castle, but as an unnamed dance instructor. To the core audience, Dirty Dancing is a singular entity.

Dirty Dancing‘s two lead actors, Jennifer Grey and Patrick Swayze, already had simmering careers prior to the film, but the best known actor to appear at the time was seasoned Broadway actor Jerry Orbach, who had a minor, yet significant, role as Frances’ father, the liberal and socially aware Dr. Jake Houseman. Jennifer Grey had had supporting roles in films such as Red Dawn (1984, also starring Swayze) and was Ferris Bueller’s nagging sister Jeanie in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off (1986). Patrick Swayze had appeared alongside Rob Lowe, Matt Dillon and Tom Cruise in Francis Ford Coppola’s teenage gang film The Outsiders (1984). He also had a prominent role in the three-part TV mini-series North and South (1985, ‘86, ‘94). However, it was Dirty Dancing that defined their careers and sealed their fate as icons of their era. It pigeonholed them with characters they would struggle to shake off for the rest of their film careers. Swayze perhaps fared better than Grey. His career soared in the early Nineties with box-office smashes like Ghost (1990) and Point Break (1991). He also starred in independent films such as To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar (1995), and Donnie Darko (2001). Despite a Golden Globe nomination, and being a greatly talented actress, Grey failed to follow up on Dirty Dancing‘s success. However, a more bizarre factor in Grey’s decline as a leading actress was the two rhinoplasty procedures that changed her distinctive nose and made her virtually unrecognizable to the public and even close associates. Grey stated that she “went in the operating theatre a celebrity – and came out anonymous.”14 Her career was greatly affected by this series of operations. Though Grey did reemerge two decades after Dirty Dancing‘s success with her appearance and eventual victory (with dance partner Derek Hough) on the televised dance competition Dancing with the Stars (2005–) in 2011.

It has been the original embodiment of Dirty Dancing that has maintained the momentum for this long. No substitute has been good enough in the eyes of Dirty Dancing‘s devoted audience. The film’s twentieth anniversary prompted a fresh re-release of the film, featuring additional footage, deleted scenes and commentaries from the cast and crew. A revised and robust soundtrack, featuring all the familiar ditties, was also reissued. Perhaps the biggest success fashioned from the original film was Dirty Dancing: The Classic Story on Stage, adapted from screen to stage by the film’s screenwriter Eleanor Bergstein. The musical spent five years on the West End stage before becoming a touring event that has seen sell-out performances the world over. Arguably, the musical was perhaps the first time an audience could collectively experience the joy of Dirty Dancing, and witness Frances’ triumph in real time.

I felt compelled to write this book after the publication of my first book U.ESS.AY: Politics and Humanity in American Film (Zero Books), which featured the essay ‘Nobody Puts America in the Corner: Dirty Dancing and the End of Innocence’. In that essay I had tied Frances’ own loss of personal and sexual innocence to that of America’s loss of innocence in the 1960s. This was a decade that was “ushered in with a growing sense of possibility for political change,” and that brought about great social upheaval and active movements towards racial and gender equality. Yet the decade ended on a sour note in which “myths underlying the foreign policy of containment (in Vietnam), the belief that domestic affluence ensured social peace, and the basic optimism that had dominated American life and spirit since World War II were buried forever.”15 Despite the progress in internal social policies, a rot was setting in.

Dirty Dancing has been labeled as the “Star Wars for girls,”16 an escapist female fantasy film. The similarities are certainly embedded. Frances, like Luke Skywalker, battles her father in order to become a meaningful adult; she overcomes her own inabilities and drawbacks. Luke learns to use ‘the force’, Frances learns to dance. Both these goals seem at first unattainable, and require serious devotion, yet they prove to their elders that they have the ability. Dirty Dancing could also easily be described, along with many other films, as a boyfriend’s burden. Over the course of three decades, innumerable males have slumped down on couches, arms folded, brows furrowed, and eyes in a state of continuous rolling, as they are subjected yet again to Frances and Johnny’s love story. All these men are fully aware that they are taking one for the collective team. All accepting of the fact that the balance of brawn and elegance portrayed by Patrick Swayze is unobtainable in reality. Over the course of continuous viewings, and as I became older and more comfortable with my triumphs and failings as a male, I began to understand and appreciate the film as much more than a naff romance or a tacky musical. There are many subtexts within Dirty Dancing that betray the simplistic narrative and add a deep complexity to the film. Dirty Dancing has some serious social themes working under its flaying skirt: class politics; the failings of liberalism in Sixties America and beyond; abortion; courting and sex out of wedlock; the collapse of the family unit; and all this set against a generational shift that was imminent in 1963, the year the film takes place. Take away the euphoric Dancing, and all that is left is dingy and Dirty, a melodrama of hopeless teenage angst, and something that we now must explore.


“I’m seeing something that was always hidden”

The Strange Coalescence of Dirty Dancing and Blue Velvet

A YouTube user, who posts under the name Kaflickastan, crafted a re-edited promotional trailer for Dirty Dancing and painted the film in the nightmarish noir of a David Lynch film. The trailer takes scenes from Dirty Dancing out of their original context and reimagines them into a perverse and lurid thriller that seems to dispense completely with the sweet coming-of-age romantic drama and replaces it with a sinister tale of obsession, violence, and lust. It was this revised trailer that triggered my comparisons between Dirty Dancing and Blue Velvet (1986). Dirty Dancing shares more with Lynchian themes than it would first appear. As well as considering the political, social, and cultural importance of Dirty Dancing, I want to examine, throughout the following text, the film as a comparative piece to David Lynch’s Blue Velvet. Like Dirty Dancing, Blue Velvet is an account of innocence lost in the transition from childhood to adulthood.

The young protagonist of Blue Velvet is Jeffrey Beaumont (Kyle Maclachlan), a handsome college student who returns to his hometown of Lumberton when his father suffers a seizure. He is called upon to run the family store in his father’s absence. Unlike his muted father, Jeffrey is “open to the boundary between darkness and light.”17 His move away from the safe confines of Lumberton has given him a thirst to “transcend the comfort of the status quo,”18 and like Frances, who longs to join the Peace Corps and have adventures elsewhere in the world, Jeffrey is also “eager to gain knowledge and experience beyond the bifurcating codes that have shaped his life so far.”19 On the surface it may appear the two films do not share much more than that facet of corrupted youth, and a longing to grow out of the shadow of the parent. It’s my belief that the two films are cinematic bedfellows. Although contemporary in its setting, Blue Velvet is also a union of the two distant eras that Dirty Dancing occupies, the early 1960s and the late 1980s. Lynch’s films often use the merging of different time frames, again referring back to Blue Velvet, with its mixture of the Fifties-style dress sense and Eighties aesthetics, and the yearning Sixties ballads from Bobby Vinton, Roy Orbison, and Ketty Lester merging with a chilling modern score from Angelo Badalamenti. Laura Dern’s character Sandy Williams is adorned in Fifties-style dresses and bobby socks; she dresses not like Frances Houseman, but her older sister Lisa Houseman, whilst Jeffrey Beaumont is the link to the Eighties with a pierced ear and contemporary clothing. The whole town of Lumberton is “full of Fifties archetypes – cars, diners, the girl next-door.”20 Dirty Dancing also combines an early Sixties setting with lingering fragments of the late Fifties. However, the film’s use of music in the soundtrack connects the time in which it is set to the time in which it was made, with the mix of raunchy Sixties rock ‘n’ roll numbers with Eighties soft-rock ballads.

Lynch’s films often concern themselves with the loss of innocence and the corruption and darkness that lies under the veneer of the American Dream. This is most apparent in Blue Velvet, which is set in a leafy suburban town, where white picket fences line the streets of the leafy well-to-do neighborhoods. It can also be seen in Wild at Heart (1991), the television series Twin Peaks (1990–91) and even in Mulholland Dr. (2001) and Inland Empire (2006). Frances’ maturation follows a similar, yet obviously less devastating, trajectory to Jeffrey’s. Jeffrey is “on a quest for experience,” one that offers “the possibility of liberation from the staid forms of ‘normal’ behaviour.”21 When he discovers a severed ear in the overgrown thicket of a vacant lot, his journey into a darker realm begins. He can’t help but uncover the mystery and delve into a hidden depth. Frances too uncovers something hidden. She is exposed to a form of dancing that liberates her from the confines of conformity. It is interesting that the ear is a symbol for the breakaway both characters experience. Jeffrey finds a physically severed ear, whilst Frances’ exposure to dancing is a visual as well as aural experience. The rock ‘n’ roll music being played in the working-class staff quarters is more raucous and unruly than the cutesy pop records of the late Fifties and early Sixties that Frances and her family listen to on the car radio. Both characters traverse a path between their lives as respectable and obedient children and the lives they are forging for themselves without their parents’ involvement. Frances still plays the doting daughter to Dr. Houseman, whilst without her father’s knowledge, she continues her sexual relationship with her lover, Johnny. Jeffrey continues to live with his adoring mother and aunt, and oversees the running of the family business, whilst engaging in sadomasochist sex with Dorothy Vallens (Isabella Rossellini), and descending into the criminal underworld of Lumberton.

In Blue Velvet Jeffrey chooses to encounter two partners. Sandy is young and inexperienced (much like Frances), and Dorothy is older, and far more knowledgeable. Dirty Dancing‘s own seductive archetype of Dorothy could well be Vivian Pressman, the trophy wife of the affluent Moe Pressman, a guest at the resort who pays Johnny to give his wife extra ‘dance lessons’, knowing that he is actually paying Johnny to sexually satisfy his wife. If we put Johnny in Jeffrey’s shoes for a moment we see that Johnny is also acquiring experience from two different women in the same manner as Jeffrey: the virginal Frances and the sultry Vivian.

Though through his own choice, Jeffrey descends into an ugly underworld of drug crime, rape, and murder that inhabits the peaceful town of Lumberton; his innocence is lost. The weird desires and fetishes of his elders are what lead Jeffrey towards manhood. Frances doesn’t descend as such; she ascends to the working-class staff quarters where she encounters the sexualized dancing that was hidden from her. Like Jeffrey she also makes a choice and actively participates. This leads to her break from the position she inhabits within her family. It also exposes the double standards of her father’s class beliefs that extend to the enforced class divisions of Kellerman’s adult guests. Frances and Jeffrey begin with idealistic expectations of adulthood, which are broken down by an unrelenting adult reality. Jeffrey’s exposure to the adult world is his lust for the seductive, but troubled, Dorothy and the violence he suffers at the hands of vile gangster Frank Booth (Dennis Hopper). For Frances, it is her sexual attraction to Johnny, the over-nurturing of her father, the botched abortion of Johnny’s dance partner, Penny, and the generational shift of the Sixties. The use of the pet name or alter ego ‘Baby’ is also comparable. In Dirty Dancing, Frances is ‘Baby’ for many reasons: she is the youngest in the Houseman family and her experience is limited in the adult world. In Blue Velvet, Dennis Hopper’s Frank Booth reverts to his ‘Baby’ as a means to achieve some sort of sexual release, which comes with very little actual pleasure. Frank wishes to return back to his innocence and to his ‘mommy’. When he screams at Dorothy “Baby wants to fuck,” he is intentionally breaking his innocence. Frank then becomes ‘daddy’, an aggressive violator and abuser. Frances doesn’t at any point in Dirty Dancing say she “wants to fuck” in the same sadistic terms (in fact, hearing Frances bark in the same manner as Frank would create a very different film altogether), but with her instigation in the seduction of Johnny she also breaks her own innocence.

Dirty Dancing is more than a simple story of sweet romance and sexualized dancing. The film explores the loss of innocence; not just that of its main characters, but also the loss of innocence that America in the Sixties would experience in the near future. If David Lynch had been given the opportunity to direct Dirty Dancing, as imagined in the re-edited YouTube trailer, the swearing might have been astronomical, but there’s a possibility that the film would not have turned out all that different in his hands.


“There are a lot of things about me that aren’t what you thought”

Interpretations of Dirty Dancing

What follows is a scene-by-scene narrative reconstruction of Dirty Dancing. I have split the narrative into what might be considered micro-essays that give detailed descriptions of the scenes, as well as historical, political, and cultural assessments that allow further dissection of these moments, and provide evidence of Dirty Dancing‘s significance. I think it is also deeply important to refer to the awe-inspiring soundtrack, which does not act just as a simple mood-setter, but is diegetic in telling the complicated and ever-shifting relationship between Johnny and Frances. Lyrics of the songs included were often obtained from the subtitle settings on the DVD version. All quoted dialogue is transcribed directly from the film, which I viewed scene-by-scene over the course of a few months, and again I utilized the subtitles (and to be safe the quote sections of IMDB.com) to ensure an accurate transcription. I have referenced a number of texts to support these many interpretations of the film. My hope is that this book expands upon and reaches further to other distinctive angles that Dirty Dancing points towards.

0:00:00

Before we enter into the narrative of Dirty Dancing we are faced with a relic from the heyday of VHS production and distribution: the Vestron Video logo. Vestron is a mash-up of ancient words: the Roman virgin goddess of hearth, Vesta, and the Greek word for instrument, Tron.22 Fitting that in this context the logo represents a theme explored in Dirty Dancing: a virgin goddess (Frances) and an instrument (Johnny) that will end her virginity. The opening credits begin with a familiar drumbeat, the smoldering ‘Be My Baby’ by The Ronettes (incidentally the same song opens Martin Scorsese’s 1972 film Mean Streets, which is where I believe the comparisons end). The song rings out against a slow-motion, black-and-white montage of young couples dancing. This introduction is one minute and forty seconds of uninhibited grinding hips, flowing skirts and stares of intense passion; we are already getting the dirty dancing promised to us as the credits fade up and down in hot-pink lettering. The pounding beat of The Ronettes is eventually interrupted by a local radio disc jockey’s chirpy banter: “Summer romances are in full bloom, and everybody but everybody is in love.” The words are prophetic. The disc jockey then spins the cheery, though evidently less sexual, ‘Big Girls Don’t Cry’ by The Four Seasons. It’s an interesting partnering of music as we are about to meet a ‘Baby’ who endeavors to become a ‘Big Girl’. The Houseman family, an affluent Jewish brood from upstate New York, swoops by along a highway in the family’s Oldsmobile Sedan heading towards their holiday destination in the Catskill Mountains. The family patriarch is Dr. Jake Houseman, a well-educated physician; he’s accompanied by his elegant wife Marjorie (Kelly Bishop), their eldest daughter Lisa (Jane Brucker), and their youngest daughter Frances. Frances ‘Baby’ Houseman opens the film with a narration, weirdly the only one we will hear throughout the entire film. The narration is a reflection from an older Frances, more wise and world-weary. She sets the scene: “That was summer of 1963, when everybody called me Baby, and it didn’t occur to me to mind.” Frances sits in the back of her family’s car studying a worn copy of Plight of the Peasant, a liberal textbook that she reads in preparation for her undergraduate studies in Economics of Underdeveloped Countries at the allfemale liberal arts institution, Mount Holyoke College, Massachusetts. Sitting next to Frances is her girly sister Lisa who preens and flirts with herself in her compact mirror. Frances continues her exposition: “That was before President Kennedy was shot. Before the Beatles, when I couldn’t wait to join the Peace Corps.” It is important that she refers to President Kennedy and the Peace Corps in the same sentence. President Kennedy signed executive order 10924 on March 1st 1961, just weeks after his inauguration. This order established the Peace Corps, a voluntary organization that gave Americans the opportunity to aid countries of the developing world.23 Frances wishes to change the world, and her political idol, like most young Americans at the time, is John F. Kennedy, who “projected an image of great energy and eloquence”24 that endeared him to a younger generation. Frances continues: “When I thought I’d never find a guy as great as my dad.” The above narration says more or less everything we need to know about Frances, her political position, and her devotion to her family, especially her father, who is also her political idol. He exudes the mores of Kennedy’s liberal ideals. She is named after Frances Perkins, the first woman appointed to the Cabinet of the United States, and U.S. Secretary of Labor from 1933 to 1944 under Franklin D. Roosevelt. Frances’ own life is even mirroring Perkins’ early life as she was also an alumnus of Mount Holyoke College.25

Frances is a noble creature devoted to the welfare of others. She evokes a more innocent era, before the Sixties became rebellious and turbulent in America. Her life has been relatively untroubled by the outside world. That her pet name is ‘Baby’ says a great deal about her position. She knows nothing yet of boys, sex, or other vices; she barely knows anything about adulthood. Her dependence is on her family, especially her father and his beliefs which he has bestowed upon her. This dependence will be put to the test as she grows up in an incredibly short space of time. Frances bares similarities to Blue Velvet‘s Sandy, who like Frances “longs to venture beyond the shelter of her upbringing. Her father’s overprotective, yet she accepts his role as the authority figure in her life.”26 Both of them will get the opportunity to step out from under the safety of their family by their encounters with men who become father figures of sorts. Although beautiful, Frances’ appearance at this point is plain and bookish. She favors shapeless button-up shirts, prim cardigans, trousers, and flat shoes, making her appear older than her sixteen years. She wears little if any make-up.

Frances is the distillation of the purity and optimistic aspirations of America in 1963, a purity that would not last long. Kennedy’s assassination was the gunshot that started the race towards oblivion, race riots, the assassination of Martin Luther King, and Vietnam. American involvement in the Vietnam War had begun by 1963, but the escalation would not peak until the mid- to late-Sixties, when “the government had over 500,000 troops in South Vietnam by 1968 and was spending upwards of 27 million dollars a year on the war.”27 The gruesome images fed from frontline journalists exposed Americans to a kind of warfare that they had never witnessed before, and the effects would seep into the American consciousness for decades to come. In his introduction to Images of War, journalist Robert Manning reflects that “The Vietnam War was the most thoroughly photographed combat in history. The camera’s eye recorded it all – a GI sobbing over a dead buddy, a naked Vietnamese child fleeing a napalm attack, a Buddhist monk being consumed by flames, an American President brooding over events that have broken from his control.”28 The images described in Manning’s introduction are infamous, and have burned their imprint forever onto the retina of American culture. The stalemate of the Cold War had seen a heated stand-off in 1962 between America and the USSR during the thirteen-day Cuban Missile Crisis, yet Mutually Assured Destruction had been avoided by employing diplomacy rather than the taking-up of arms, and thus the long-running conflict (1947–91) would remain relatively tepid from that point on. On the horizon lay the exploration and eventual exploitation of sex, music, and drugs that would define the generation of hippies, bikers, and LSD-induced freaks who would populate and ultimately define the decade. The rhetoric of the Sixties would be “turn on, tune in, drop out,” a phrase coined by the counterculture icon Timothy Leary. In Leary’s own words the phrase was “a discovery of one’s singularity, a commitment to mobility, choice, and change.”29 It insisted it was time to stop engaging with mainstream society and forge a new path. The reality was that the Sixties were an era in which “America tuned in, turned on, dropped out, woke up, blew up.”30 A seismic decade where the shift in social thinking would be triggered by the violent televised assassination of President John F. Kennedy in November 1963, just a matter of months after Frances’ idyllic holiday to the Catskills. America would never be so innocent again, and in this context, nor will Frances Houseman.

0:02:58

The Houseman family arrives at Kellerman’s resort, a utopia for the predominantly Jewish middle to upper class. The resort has log cabin-style chalets dotted around acres of green valleys, lush woodland, manicured golf courses, and crystal-clear lakes. The resort has its own anthem of unity that encourages the clientele to “Join hands and hearts and voices / Voices, hearts and hands.” However, the sense of unity at Kellerman’s is only for those with middle- to upper-class credentials. When bratty Lisa exits the car she panics when she realizes she “should have brought those coral shoes,” which would match a dress she is keen to wear to impress the resort’s handsome assortment of waiters, all Ivy League college boys with grand futures. Dr. Houseman responds, “This is not a tragedy. A tragedy is three men trapped in a mine, or police dogs used in Birmingham,” a reference to the civil rights movement in the city of Birmingham, Alabama, in which the city’s pro-rights demonstrators were set upon by police dogs. The event generated mass-media coverage and nationwide outrage. Frances assuredly adds her own historical footnote: “Monks burning themselves in protest,” referring to Thích Quẚng Đức, a Vietnamese Mahayana Buddhist monk who, when protesting about the persecution of Buddhists by the South Vietnamese government, doused himself in gasoline and burned himself to death. Lisa responds, “Butt out, Baby.” The family’s deep-seated liberalism is on show. Dr. Houseman envisions himself, and his family, as ethical, well educated, and well informed about the social upheavals happening across the globe. Dr. Houseman’s daughters are clearly cut from the same cloth of his social thinking. However, Dr. Houseman appears blind to the possibility that the social movements in equality for race, gender, religious tolerance, and sexual orientation, which will occur in America and throughout the world, will greatly shape the lives of his daughters. The family is greeted by the resort’s portly owner Max Kellerman (Jack Weston), who is a patient of Dr. Houseman. Kellerman is accompanied by his young assistant Billy (Neal Jones) whom he barks at to unload the family’s baggage. Frances is clearly not one to be waited upon and helps Billy unload the luggage from the car. At this early stage of the narrative we could be led to believe that Frances and Billy will possibly become romantically involved. Billy is certainly handsome, hip, and more or less the same age as Frances. When he thanks her for her help she offers him a warm and flirtatious smile.

The family’s first holiday activity is to take part in a merengue class with a gathering of other guests. The class is led by seasoned dancer Penny Johnson, a former Rockette, who now pedals dance lessons to the wealthy elite of Kellerman’s. Penny attempts to encourage some sexual heat from the affluent horde by loudly proclaiming: “Oh, come on, ladies. God wouldn’t have given you maracas if He didn’t want you to shake ‘em.” She then shakes her hips and shoulders in a suggestive manner. Penny’s flirtatious dance tutoring and flamboyant red dress are certainly at odds with the straight-laced attire of pastel cardigans, buttoned-up polo shirts and knee-high socks of the guests. Penny divides the genders into two circles, men on the outside, ladies in the middle, a gesture that reeks of male dominance. However, as they dance Penny switches the power structure and places the ladies in charge. She shouts “Ok ladies, when I say stop you’re gonna find the man of your dreams.” Frances and her father instantly make a move towards each other. As mentioned in her narration, Frances is yet to find a guy greater than her dad. However, Penny intercepts Dr. Houseman on the dancefloor and Frances ends up slow dancing with an elderly lady called Mrs. Schumacher, a minor character who will later become relevant to Frances’ personal journey. Frances looks towards her father and Penny with an expression of disappointment and jealousy. By physically coming between them, Penny symbolizes the role she will play in forever changing the relationship between Dr. Houseman and Frances. As will be discussed in more detail, unknowingly to Dr. Houseman, his money will pay for Penny’s illegal abortion and Dr. Houseman will be called upon to rescue Penny when the termination goes wrong.31

Later in the evening, Frances takes a walk around the resort and up to the main house, a grand construction similar in stature to the Overlook Hotel in The Shining (1980), another location where the family unit collapses, though far more tragically. She overhears Max Kellerman pep talk his waiting team, which consist of rich, white, good-looking college boys. Max Kellerman’s talk is something Frances is clearly not meant to hear, yet it exposes her to the deep-seated class divide that exists at the resort. Frances’ peeking is reminiscent of Blue Velvet‘s Jeffrey Beaumont’s voyeurism inside Dorothy Vallens’ closet. From the closet Jeffrey witnesses an adult tryst that is beyond his comprehension, the violent rape of Dorothy by Frank Booth. The incident changes him and pulls into focus a world he had no idea existed. Overhearing the pep talk also changes Frances’ perception of the adults around her, and the values they adhere to. Max Kellerman states to the young men that they must give the “daughters a good time. All the daughters. Even the dogs.” Kellerman urges his staff to romance the lucky ladies any way they want, nothing is off limits. To emphasize the acceptance of this behavior, an alternative opening scene in which the family are driving to Kellerman’s has Marjorie Houseman comment: “Maybe this is the place our Lisa will find Dr. Right.”32 Marjorie and Dr. Houseman share a smile, whilst Frances looks annoyed that her parents are positioning her sister to find the most desirable mate. It appears this culture is well established at Kellerman’s; perhaps even Dr. Houseman and Marjorie met in similar circumstances. The brightest and most privileged of the staff are allowed to court the ladies, and the parents encourage it. As Kellerman continues, the entertainment staff, led by the cool Johnny Castle, stroll confidently through the house. Johnny walks with a swagger borrowed from James Dean, Marlon Brando, and Elvis Presley. Males who ooze the masculine, yet offer a glint of femininity. Castle’s own feminine side comes from his chosen profession as a dancer. He wears all black, his hair is slicked back, and he wears sunglasses. He is the embodiment of late Fifties and early Sixties rebellion. Max Kellerman halts the entertainment staff and states clearly that the same rules do not apply to them: “Dance with the daughters. Teach ‘em the mambo, the Cha-cha, anything they pay for. That’s it. No funny business, no conversations, and keep your hands off!” This hierarchy is evidently in place to segregate the working-class kids from the middle-class guests: Heaven forbid there could be a crossbreeding of the classes. As Kellerman exits a young waiter by the name of Robbie Gould taunts Johnny about keeping his hands to himself. Johnny coolly replies: “Just put your pickle on everybody’s plate, college boy, and leave the hard stuff to me.” He knocks a folded napkin off the table and walks away with his crew in tow. As we shall learn later, Robbie should be the one taking his own advice about fraternizing with female guests.
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Later that evening, the Houseman family has dinner in the main house. Max Kellerman brings over their waiter Robbie Gould and introduces him to the family. Bound for Yale Medical School, Robbie is a promising prospect for the Houseman daughters, especially as Dr. Houseman is himself a medic, and seems impressed by Robbie’s credentials.

After a gluttonous dinner, Marjorie Houseman expresses her guilt at letting so much food go to waste. She asks Frances if “there are still starving children in Europe?” to which Frances’ replies: “Try East Asia, Ma.” With pride Dr. Houseman informs Kellerman that Frances is “gonna change the world.” Kellerman asks Lisa what she plans to do, to which Frances audaciously replies: “Oh Lisa’s going to decorate it.” Dr. Houseman’s double standards for Frances’ future are made clear when Kellerman’s grandson Neil appears from the wings. Neil creeps in from the left of the screen with a sly, almost comical, fixed grin that offers a potent whiff of self-satisfaction. Kellerman informs the family that Neil will be attending the Cornell School of Hotel Management. Dr. Houseman immediately informs them that “Baby is starting Mount Holyoke in the fall,” to which Neil offers a rather unenthusiastic “Oh great.” After dinner Frances and Neil share an awkward slow dance. Neil assumes that Frances will major in English. When she informs him that she intends to study economics and join the Peace Corps, he tries to impress her liberal leanings with his own foray into the civil rights movement. Neil states that “After the final show, I’m going to Mississippi with a couple of busboys, Freedom Ride.” He then raises his eyebrows high and assumes his brush with activism will impress her. In his book Freedom Riders: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice, Raymond Arsenault describes the Freedom Riders of the early Sixties as “inspired by social revolution and moral regeneration.”33 They boarded public transport in order to test and challenge


the mores of a racially segregated society by performing a disarmingly simple act. Traveling together in small interracial groups, they sat where they pleased on buses and trains and demanded unrestricted access to terminal restaurants and waiting rooms, even areas of the Deep South where such behavior was forbidden by law and custom.34



That the Freedom Riders were often subjected to attacks and beatings only brought to the surface the deep-seated racism of American society in the 1960s. Neil is possibly not interested in social revolution. His standing in life and society is well established and beneficial to him. Shaking the foundations is very much against what Neil is about. Neil is clearly the wrong romantic partner for Frances – we already know that from his fixed contemptuous grin – yet he at least has some loose principles, even if he is using those to simply impress. Neil is what we might consider a product of the New Left, a “politically conscious section of a larger movement of students, young and not so young men and women, who were not only estranged by the war but were alienated from what they perceived as American culture’s spiritual emptiness and puritanical repressiveness.”35 Neil’s social activism may not be radical, indeed we understand that Neil is proud of his white privilege, yet it is formed in the same domain as the more radical counterculture that changed the social and political nature of America. These two factions of leftist politics “existed in an uneasy coalition with each other”36 yet together brought great change and shone a light on social injustices. Despite what we understand of the New Left and its importance in the politics of the Sixties, as an audience we need to perceive Neil’s New Left representation as negative, and see that his values and upbringing rub directly against that of Johnny’s. In an earlier draft of the screenplay, Neil was a more sympathetic character. He buddies up with the entertainment staff. But an incident occurs in which he is beaten up by one of the dancers. This incident creates the version of Neil we see in the film: a belittling boss-man.37 To keep this thread within the narrative would have changed our perspective of Frances and Johnny’s relationship. If we had seen Neil being hurt by one of Johnny’s own we might have been inclined to relate with Neil’s plight to win the affections of Frances. It remains important that we sympathize with Johnny as he makes the journey from Frances’ harsh taskmaster to her romantic lover.

After Neil’s Freedom Riders reference we cut to the only black character within the whole film. Bandleader Tito Suarez (played by tap-dancing legend Charles ‘Honi’ Coles) receives a rapturous response from the audience as he gracefully taps his way across the stage. Max Kellerman joins him for a short dance duet, the two lightly hold hands as they jive (a union of black and white). It is important to reveal this moment so the audience does not perceive Max Kellerman’s prejudice as anything more than a class one. A throwaway line from Kellerman at the end of Dirty Dancing reveals that he and Tito have been companions for decades. Johnny and his dance partner Penny arrive on the floor and begin an extravagant dance for the guests. Frances asks Neil who they are. He responds: “Oh, them. They’re the dance people. They’re here to keep the, uh, guests happy.” Neil is happy to ride a bus in the name of racial equality, but he turns his nose up at the “dance people.” It seems his grandfather’s class prejudice has been passed through the genes. Neil’s contempt for them is obvious. He sees Johnny and Penny as a commodity for the resort. As the momentum of Tito’s band music swells, Johnny and Penny’s dance becomes more risqué and elaborate, much to the disapproval of Neil who breaks off his dance with Frances and utters: “They shouldn’t be doing that. That’s not going to sell classes.” Frances, however, looks on in awe at Johnny and Penny’s stunning dance techniques. Max Kellerman arrives and gives them the cut signal. The two dancers immediately disperse to fraternize with the other guests and to “sell classes.”
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After the evening’s entertainment has ended, Frances takes a night-time stroll past the staff quarters. She bumps into Billy who is carrying three large watermelons up towards the staff quarters, which is in a segregated part of the resort. Frances offers to help Billy. He is reluctant at first, but agrees to let her tag along. Upon entering the staff house Frances is faced with a scene that for her is both confusing and stirring. The entertainment staff is engaged in a highly sexualized form of dancing. This is the slow-motion hip-grinding of the opening credits, but now addressed in full detail. This dancing is in sharp contrast to the merengue classes that Frances has so far experienced. Billy even comments on the raunchiness of it: “Imagine doing this on the main floor, the home of the family foxtrot.” Blasting over the speakers is The Contours’ raucous rock ‘n’ roll song ‘Do You Love Me?’. As Frances looks on she asks Billy: “Where’d they learn to do that?” To which Billy replies “I don’t know. Kids are doing it in their basements back home.” This scene is an awakening for Frances, her first glimpse of how people are living their lives hidden away “in their basements.” Frances and Billy walk through the room, which is a phantasmagoria of exposed flesh, gyrating hips, and sweating bodies. Johnny and Penny enter the room and the place erupts in cheers and hoots as the real party begins. Billy points towards the couple and informs Frances: “That’s my cousin Johnny Castle. He got me the job here.” It seems Billy is content to trade on his cousin’s good looks and enigmatic charm in order to score with the ladies. Billy is aware he is second-best to his cousin. However, any possibility of Billy and Frances getting together is lost as soon as Johnny enters the picture. When Billy mentions that Johnny and Penny are not actually a couple, Frances’ interest in Johnny is ensured.

Johnny Castle is brutish masculinity. He has the look of a handsome street tough. He comes from a lower working-class background; later on we’ll learn he comes from a family of unionized house painters and day laborers. If he weren’t a dancer his other option in life could have been as a prize boxer. His approach to the elegance of dance is rough and ready. He whips his dance partner’s skirts like a bullfighter thrashes the red cape, and works up an incredible sweat as if going fifteen rounds with Muhammad Ali, his face and even his body contort into expressions of aggression and pain. The act of dancing is both physical and emotional. Johnny feels every beat of the music within him. Patrick Swayze himself described Johnny as “a blue collar fighter whose soul was stirred by the beauty of dance. He was the kind of man who combined a tough exterior with a gentle soul.”38 Whilst this is true of Johnny, it is Swayze’s own masculinity and sensitivity that feed into Johnny’s character. We’ve seen Swayze’s merging of brawn and emotion repeated throughout his career: the banker Sam Wheat in Ghost (1990); Bodhi, the spiritual surf bum with a death trip in Point Break (1991). The record changes from ‘Do You Love Me?’ to ‘Love Man’ by Otis Redding. The lyrics – “Baby I’m the Love Man”39 – inform Frances of who he really is. From this diegetic reading Johnny Castle has become the answer to the previous question. Do we love him? Yes we do! He has become the Love Man! He spots Frances with Billy and moves over to ask why she is here. Billy responds, “She’s with me,” to which Frances sheepishly adds: “I carried a watermelon.” Frances agonizes over her own immaturity and lack of cool. She has no other response then the most obvious one. As of yet she has no flirtation or innuendo tools at her disposal.

Johnny taps Frances for a dance whilst Redding’s lively beat fills the room. At first she moves self-consciously. She thrusts her hips back and forth with no sense of rhythm. Her neck and shoulders remain horribly stiff, and her face is one of concentration and self-awareness. Johnny grabs her waist – without asking, one might add – and moves her close to him so she can follow his rhythm. She finally lets go of herself and follows the beat, gyrating on Johnny’s pelvis for the remainder of the song. As ‘Love Man’ ends Johnny spins Frances around and skips away leaving her alone on the dancefloor. Or has Frances discarded him, Johnny “having given her the forbidden knowledge she wanted.”40 Either way he leaves her giddy with the promise of sexual awakening.

Dirty Dancing follows a similar trajectory to other contemporary romance films of the era, and beyond, which is mapped out by Michele Schreiber in her book, American Postfeminist Cinema: Women, Romance and Contemporary Culture. Though Schreiber’s analysis does not touch upon Dirty Dancing, it is worth considering these conventions of structure, or, as Schreiber’s refers to it, the “postfeminist cycle,” in relation to this text to understand Dirty Dancing‘s importance within postfeminist cinema. In Schreiber’s book the trajectory of the romance film is laid out as follows:


The First Meeting: In which the two leads encounter each other for the first time.

The Courtship: The two protagonists spend time with one another, encountering a connection between each other.

The Consummation: The first kiss, or sexual encounter that seals the relationship.

The Problem: The two protagonists encounter an issue or incident which momentarily disrupts their romance.

The Resolution: A solution is found to the problem, or situation, and the relationship becomes stronger by surviving the conflict.

The End: The happy ending in which all conflicts are resolved and the protagonists are allowed to enjoy their future together.41



As the narrative of Dirty Dancing progresses I’ll refer back to Schreiber’s cycle to illustrate how the film follows the trajectory laid out, yet also to see how Dirty Dancing disrupts the cycle with some unconventional moments. By the narrative conventions laid out above we have just witnessed ‘The First Meeting’ of Frances and Johnny. Schreiber identifies this moment as a critical stage of the narrative as it “sets the tone for the rest of film.”42 In Dirty Dancing, Frances and Johnny’s first meeting is mired in class awareness, though in this case it is Frances who is self-conscious of her middle-class standing among the working-class entertainment staff. Class will be a major theme in Johnny and Frances’ relationship. However, the more the relationship develops, a shift in this perspective will appear as Johnny becomes more aware of his own class failings. His feelings for Frances will soften his brutish exterior.
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The next day Frances and Lisa take part in a ‘wig contest’ event that is being overseen by Penny. Sleazy waiter Robbie approaches Lisa and utters in her ear, “Ask not what your waiter can do for you, but what you can do for your waiter,” a gross misinterpretation of President Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural address: “And so, my fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.”43 Lisa asks Frances to cover for her that evening. Robbie has enchanted Lisa with his ownership of an Alpha Romeo car and wants to take her to Kellerman’s golf course for some light petting. Lisa’s destiny is in keeping with the traditional role and expectations of woman pre-1960. She sees status in marrying a wealthy man, buying a house in the suburbs and having children.

Frances approaches Penny and tells her what a wonderful dancer she is. Penny abruptly replies, “Yeah well my mother kicked me out when I was sixteen.” Being from a loving family, this is hardship Frances cannot understand. Frances naively responds, “I envy you” (did she learn nothing from her ‘watermelon’ line?). Penny grabs her suitcase and huffs away. The reason for Penny’s rudeness towards Frances becomes apparent later that evening. At a night-time dance, Frances and her parents stand watching as Johnny slow-dances with the glamorous and seductive Vivian Pressman (played by Miranda Garrison, Dirty Dancing’s assistant chorographer), a guest at Kellerman’s resort. Max Kellerman describes Vivian to Dr. Houseman as a “bungalow bunny. That’s what we call the women who stay here all week long. Their husbands come up at weekends.” Vivian dances with Johnny in an incredibly intimate fashion, caressing his jaw and draping herself over him. Johnny is interrupted by Neil Kellerman who inquires as to where Penny is. Johnny responds that she is taking a break. Whilst Johnny is talking with Neil, Vivian lays her head on Johnny’s back and closes her eyes, swaying along to some dreamy fantasy. Vivian is not afraid of a public display of intimacy with Johnny. Neil wanders over to Frances, creepily puts his arm around her shoulder and utters, “Come on doll, let’s take a walk.” Dr. Houseman and Marjorie look on with approval at the nice Jewish boy who has taken an interest in their daughter. Neil and Frances walk down to the lake where Neil attempts some naff chat-up lines that demonstrate his egotism: “I have to say it,” he tells her forthrightly, “I’m known as the catch of the county.” Neil has become reliant on his wealth and social standing to impress the opposite sex. He boasts about recently stealing the girlfriend of a hunky lifeguard. According to Neil she was impressed by his management of “two hotels.”

From a wooded area nearby a kerfuffle is heard. Lisa and Robbie emerge in disagreement, possibly about where Robbie wanted to place his wandering hands. Neil takes a belittling tone with Frances, and explains to her that: “Sometimes in this world you see things you don’t wanna see.” Frances takes the talking-down-to with a look of amusement and disbelief. After all, here is a girl who wants to join the Peace Corps. Frances is stirred by terrible events in the world that other people don’t want to talk or think about. Perhaps she is actually beginning to mind being called ‘Baby’. Neil’s baby talk could be seen as a prime example of the modern condition ‘mansplaining’. Though the condition has no doubt been a staple of male/female relations for several millennia, it was recently diagnosed by writer and author Rebecca Solnit in her essay ‘Men Explain Things to Me’. Solnit’s definition is of “a man holding forth, eyes fixed on the fuzzy far horizon of his own authority,”44 as he proudly and arrogantly divulges his own virtue to a female listener he considers unable to intellectually comprehend. Solnit’s own example is when her attendance at a party draws the attention of the wealthy male host. He corners her and her friend, and upon learning that Solnit is the author of a book on photographer Eadweard Muybridge, begins to explain a rather important book regarding Muybridge that came out earlier in the year. As he continues to explain the significance, Solnit’s friend repeatedly informs him that it is Solnit’s book on Muybridge that he is actually referring too. When the realization hits, he is left “ashen” with embarrassment at not actually having read the book, but read a review in a literary supplement.45 Frances has probably heard this kind of talk from countless males within her own potential middle-class courters.

Neil’s belittling doesn’t stop there. He suggests a visit to the resort’s kitchen and once there offers her a menu of what constitutes a toddler’s diet: “brownie, some milk, left over rice pudding.” Frances however is not listening to Neil. She notices Penny weeping and shaking in a dark corner of the kitchen. She promptly escorts Neil out of the kitchen making an excuse to go check on Lisa. Frances runs back to where Johnny is still slow dancing with the “bungalow bunnies.” Frances spots Billy and tells him about Penny. Billy dashes across the dancefloor and relays the message to Johnny. All three hurriedly make their way to the kitchen. Frances asks what’s wrong with Penny. Billy replies: “She’s knocked up, Baby.” Instantly Frances assumes that this is Johnny’s doing, an accusation he immediately takes offence to. They find Penny slumped in the kitchen and Johnny holds her tightly, whispering that everything is going to be fine. Frances looks on, perhaps wishing that it was she that Johnny was tenderly holding. Yet her childlike expression denotes that she is looking towards an adult pairing she admires. Like a child watching her parents during an embrace, she ‘envies’ them despite the situation.

When they all return to the staff quarters it is revealed that a midnight romp with Robbie Gould has left Penny pregnant. For Robbie this was no doubt another notch on his bedpost, a filthy story of slumming to tell his fraternity when he goes to Yale. For Penny this might have been an opportunity to exceed her working-class identity and become a proud wife to an up-and-coming young doctor. Or at worse, become like the so-called “bungalow bunnies” who are financially taken care of and are allowed some promiscuous fun. However, Penny will later confess to Frances that she really believed “that he loved me. I thought it was something special.” Robbie’s uncaring nature has left her with few options. Abortion was still illegal in 1963. It would be another decade before the landmark case of Roe v Wade implemented a change in law that permitted women the right to abortion within the first trimester of pregnancy. Billy explains to Frances that he can arrange an illegal abortion with a “real MD” who is travelling through the county, but at a cost Penny can’t afford. Frances, familiar with settling middle-class dilemmas and reading about ‘plights of the peasants’ in her books, cannot fathom the real-life situation Penny is in. When Frances suggests that Robbie has the money for the abortion, Penny informs her that he already knows about the pregnancy, but doesn’t care. Penny sarcastically orders Frances to “Go back to your playpen,” i.e. to return to the comfort of the nurtured world and middle-class problems she is accustomed to.
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The next morning Frances confronts Robbie, who labels Penny promiscuous: “I didn’t blow a summer hauling toasted bagels just to bail out some little chick who probably balled every guy in the place.” He continues his misguided philosophy of “some people count, some people don’t,” a sentiment that might appear to conflict with the ethics of becoming a doctor. However, his thinking is borrowed from somewhere more sinister. He hands Frances a well-worn copy of Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead, a book Rand claimed in her journals to be a “defense of egoism in its real meaning. Egoism as a new faith.”46 Robbie instructs her to read it but to return it as “I have notes in the margin.” Frances responds by emptying a pitcher of cold water onto Robbie’s crotch. This is an act of castration, and a fitting response to Robbie’s infatuation with Ayn Rand’s individualist ideology. Frances literally pours a fountain of cold water over Robbie’s head. Robbie’s earlier use/misuse of Kennedy’s inaugural address is clearly at odds with his appreciation of Rand’s work.

With Robbie unwilling to help, Frances turns to her father in order for Penny to acquire an abortion. Though not telling her father the real reason, she persuades him to loan her $250 (nearly $2000 in today’s money) by preaching to his liberal beliefs: “Someone is in trouble. And you said if someone is in trouble you should try to help.” Dr. Houseman weighs up the situation and inquires: “It’s not illegal is it?” Frances’ painfully long pause at her father’s question is perhaps the first time she has seriously considered lying to him. She tells him it is not and he agrees to lend her the money and apologizes for asking the question. As Frances walks away, Dr. Houseman obviously feels a sense of pride in his daughter’s good nature.

Later that evening, Frances returns to the staff quarters. The entertainment staff is locked in a smoldering dance to Maurice Williams and the Zodiacs’ ‘Stay’. The song’s lyrics symbolize Frances’ emergence from her family hierarchy: “If your Daddy don’t mind / and if your Mommy don’t mind.”47 Dr. Houseman and Marjorie Houseman would certainly disapprove of their daughter’s whereabouts and what she intends to do with their money. Frances finds Johnny and Penny sharing an intimate dance and taps them on the shoulder. She proudly hands Penny the money. Penny is thankful, but Johnny knows where the money comes from: “It takes a real saint to ask Daddy.” Penny is thankful, but turns the cash down. Billy explains that he can only get Penny an appointment for Thursday, a day on which Johnny and Penny are due to perform the mambo at a nearby hotel, The Sheldrake. Frances asks why someone else from the dance staff can’t fill in for Penny, to which Johnny responds: “No Miss Fix-it someone else can’t fill in…Everybody works here. Do you wanna do it?” The idea seems absurd to both Johnny and Frances. However, Billy reasons that: “It’s not a bad idea. She can move.” Penny then pleads: “Johnny you’re a strong partner, you can lead anybody.” Johnny flatly refuses to believe that Frances can learn the mambo in such a short space of time. However, with Johnny’s adamant refusal Frances finds it within herself to prove him, and everyone else, wrong.

0:33:29

We now enter into a cliché of American film: the montage. Its use is most effective in sports movies, the clearest example of which would be the boxing film Rocky (1976). In this cinematic trope the underdog must learn discipline, endurance, gain confidence and courage in their endeavor. In the montage of Rocky, boxing ace Rocky Balboa (Sylvester Stallone) jogs hunched and uncertain through the working-class districts of Philadelphia; he furiously punches a raw slab of meat; he does one-handed push-ups; and he finishes his training by leaping victoriously up the steps of Philadelphia’s Museum of Art. He raises his arms to the air and looks out over the wintery city. In the space of two and a half minutes Rocky has risen from the slums to become an all-conquering hero. The experience is exhausting and exhilarating to watch. As an audience we feel the pain, we live and breathe his test of endurance. The montage in Dirty Dancing is comparable to the exhilaration felt in Rocky, although in some respects it is a more complex learning curve than Balboa’s as Frances must overcome extraordinary obstacles in a very short frame of time. Whilst Balboa is already a seasoned boxer, Frances must learn difficult dance routines, and work unused muscles. In the space of the film it’s just fourteen minutes in which Frances becomes a confident, rhythmic dance partner. Yet within those fourteen minutes she also finds her own identity and begins to fall for Johnny. We also experience Frances’ journey to becoming a confident woman. During the first scene, Frances is clothed in her usual white trousers, flat pumps, and a tired-looking plaid shirt. As she learns the dance her attire changes and becomes more revealing. In the second part of the first lesson the shirt is tied at the midriff, and Frances’ dancing becomes looser. After her first lesson with Johnny is over, she descends down the white picketed walkway that leads to the staff quarters. Frances loses her rhythm a number of times, missteps more than once, and gets increasingly frustrated with herself, so much so that she kicks at the wooden pickets. The scene then cuts to the same set of steps, but it’s a different day, and Frances is now wearing a pair of cut-off denim shorts and a red leotard. She seductively shakes her hips as she ascends the steps: a mirroring of Balboa’s triumphant leap up the steps of the Museum of Art. This first section of the montage is sound-tracked by The Surfaris’ joyously simplistic instrumental ‘Wipe Out’, which implies Frances’ naiveté, but also her delight in learning the dance.

Johnny is a harsh taskmaster: “Find the two!” he implores Frances on her lack of rhythm. As Frances learns the mechanics of dancing, Johnny then advises her that the “steps are not enough” and that she needs to “feel the music.” He takes her hand and puts it to his chest, allowing her to feel his heartbeat. The beat of Johnny’s heart melts into the intro of Eric Carmen’s ‘Hungry Eyes’. This is the first time we hear an anachronistic song in the film, and for a moment it’s destabilizing; however, in comparison to the childish ‘Wipe Out’, Carmen’s tune is sophisticated and conditioned, as is Frances’ dancing. The montage continues with Frances gaining more confidence in her steps and also her femininity. Penny helps Frances with her technique. She and Frances mirror each other whilst framing a sweating Johnny who sits between them. Penny’s bright-red leotard is in contrast to Frances’ striped top. In the next scene Frances stands again by the white picket fence; this time she applies lipstick. When we return to her and Johnny dancing, his hands are placed on her hips. She stands in front of him whilst he caresses her arm and waist, causing Frances to continuously burst into laughter, and Johnny to lose his patience with her.
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A wild summer rain storm has descended upon the Kellerman resort and Frances and Johnny are going stir crazy. Their intense training has been fraught and after a near injury to Johnny’s back, tensions spill out. “Is that your idea of fun?” Johnny demands. Frances takes on the posture of an accusing fish wife. Her hands move to her hips, and she offers a furious stare. She finally lets Johnny have it and it even feels good from the audience perspective for Johnny to get a dose of his own medicine: “Oh, yes, as a matter of fact it is. We’re supposed to do the show in two days, you won’t show me the lifts, I’m not sure of the turns, I’m doing all this to save your ass, what I really want to do is drop you on it!” Johnny offers to take her out of the resort. They tread through the pouring rain to Johnny’s car, but the keys are locked inside. He then kicks a wooden splint out of the ground and smashes the back window in two aggressive jabs. As they drive out of the resort Frances loudly proclaims “You’re wild!” and for the first time they share a laugh, a catharsis for them both. We have also again transcended time frames as Zappacosta’s anachronistic Eighties hit ‘Overload’ thumps over the soundtrack. The song’s main refrain of “And what I need baby / is a little sympathy”48 refers to Johnny’s class status, of which we are about to learn more, and Frances’ sympathetic feelings towards the ‘peasant’ class. However at this point in the narrative we the audience are also yearning for Johnny to become a more sympathetic character. So far his mannerisms and characteristics have been aggressive, confrontational, and sarcastic. In order for a relationship to emerge between Johnny and Frances, and Johnny and the audience, we must begin to sympathize with his plight.

Johnny takes Frances to a secluded woodland. The rain has thankfully stopped. In order to demonstrate the intricate details of dance, Johnny balances upon a wooden beam that reaches across a babbling ravine. One boisterous jump nearly sends Johnny into the water, but he regains his balance. Frances asks where he learned to dance: “Well this guy came into this luncheonette one day and we were all sitting around doing nothin’ and he said that Arthur Murray was giving a test for instructors, so if you passed they show you all these different dances, show you how to break them down, teach them.” Johnny took the love of dancing in the basements with his peer group above ground and trained with one of the most prestigious dance schools in North America that mixed learning dance technique with social engagement.49 Johnny stands on the log “as if holding a sword or fencing foil.”50 Gesturing like a swashbuckling Errol Flynn, to “evoke the flourish of a swordsman offering a challenge or preparing for a bout.”51 Frances accepts his challenge to join him on the log. The wailing harmonica and ballsy bass of Bruce Channel’s 1962 hit ‘Hey Baby’ slowly fades up whilst Johnny and Frances jive across the beam, which in retrospect veers close to the way Vincent Vega (John Travolta) and Mia Wallace (Uma Thurman) seductively dance with each other at Jack Rabbit Slim’s in Quentin Tarantino’s film Pulp Fiction (1994).

Frances and Johnny practice the important lift that finishes the mambo. At first they attempt it in a meadow, but it proves too difficult, so Johnny suggests they try it in water. As they practice, a premonition from within the film’s own narrative emerges. A light piano flurry of ‘(I’ve Had) The Time of My Life’ shimmers over the soundtrack as Johnny and Frances are soaked to the bone. This is ‘The Courtship’ of Frances and Johnny; though unconventional in its approach (Johnny at this point is rarely endearing himself to Frances) it abides by clichés of modern romance films. As Schreiber considers: “Montages, usually set to lively, popular music, are the most frequently used stylistic device used to visually convey the courtship process.”52 As we have witnessed, the montage is expertly employed to show the dance relationship, if not the romance, developing. However, from this moment onwards Johnny and Frances begin to explore their budding passion for one another.

0:44:46

Just hours before Johnny and Frances’ dance at The Sheldrake, Frances and Penny walk towards Johnny’s dance studio for a dress rehearsal. The elderly Mrs. Schumacher (who danced with Frances earlier) emerges from an adjacent building and drops her bag on the ground. Frances and Penny rush over and help pick up the items. “Such junk, such junk,” she innocently proclaims, although we will later learn her “junk” is really her swag. Mr. Schumacher emerges from the door and takes the bag from Frances. Inside the dance studio Frances gives herself a pep talk whilst Penny hovers around adjusting Frances’ dress. “I’ll just keep my shoulders down, my head up, my frame locked, stay on my toes…” Penny then whispers to Frances: “Thanks, Baby,” and confesses: “I just want you to know that I don’t sleep around, whatever Robbie might have told you.” Penny’s fear comes to the surface, and up until this point she has shown herself to be resilient, a product of her tough upbringing. But she drops it for a moment and admits: “I’m scared. I’m so scared, Baby.” Frances gives her a reassuring hug and tells her “You’ll be fine.” Of course Penny will not be fine, and her terror is rightly justified. Dirty Dancing is set ten years prior the landmark legal case of Roe v Wade, a case that would implement a change in law and allow women to obtain a legal abortion within the first trimester, but also “gave states the right to intervene in the second and third trimesters of pregnancy to protect the woman and the ‘potential’ life of the unborn child.”53 In 1963, no such law existed and as historian Rickie Solinger explains in the introduction to her book, Wake Up Little Susie: Single Pregnancy and Race Before Roe v Wade, “An unwed mother was not part of a legal, domestic, and subordinate relation to a man, and so could be scorned and punished, shamed and blamed.”54 Penny’s fear runs both ways in the climate of 1963. Her options are few: abort illegally, or give birth and become an outcast from society.

0:47:00

Frances is now embarking upon a new life and forging a new role for herself, both independently and within her family structure. As Dr. Houseman, Marjorie and Lisa prepare for an exciting night of “Bingo! Bingo! Bingo!” at Kellerman’s, Frances intercepts Lisa and asks her to make an excuse for her for the evening: “Just tell Mommy and Daddy I got a terrible headache and I’m in bed okay?” Frances then hot tails it away leaving Lisa to wonder what her bookish little sister is up to, and perhaps wonder why she is no longer the one harboring saucy secrets.

Frances and Johnny perform the mambo at The Sheldrake Hotel. Despite a few missteps from Frances and her loss of confidence to perform the lift, the audience is thrilled by the performance. As Frances and Johnny take their bows they spot the elderly Schumachers entering the establishment. On the car ride back to Kellerman’s, Johnny tells Frances: “You did good. You worked hard.” Frances gets changed in the back seat, and Johnny can’t help but try and catch a sneaky glimpse in the rear-view mirror. Frances moves to the front seat next to Johnny. They sit in silence, awkwardly glancing over at each other and smiling. However, playing on the car radio is The Drifters’ ‘Some Kind of Wonderful’, the lyrics of which speak for Frances and Johnny: “I know I can’t express / this feeling of tenderness / there’s so much I wanna say.”55 But, at this point they both are wary of admitting anything to each other.

0:50:34

Frances and Johnny pull up to the staff quarters at Kellerman’s and are met by a frantic Billy. They race towards Penny’s cabin where she is lying in bed in horrendous pain. Billy informs them that the abortion was a botch job: “The guy had a dirty knife, and a folding table. I could hear her screaming in the hallway.” Frances runs out of the room in distress. Johnny tenderly strokes Penny’s hair and whispers: “It’s alright, Johnny’s here.” Frances descends the white picketed walkway, the same one she ascended only a few days earlier in tight cut-off jeans and a red leotard. This time she descends in all white like an angel of mercy. A strange foreboding enters the soundtrack, an almost Lynchian motif of hummed industrial noise, reminiscent of the discordant noise that impinges upon Blue Velvet’s soundtrack whenever Dennis Hopper’s Frank Booth enters the scene. Frances runs to her parents’ chalet and wakes her father and grabs his medical bag. A strange light is in the room. The door by which Frances entered is lit in an ugly orange/red glow, whilst the window by her father’s bed is bathed in a heavenly blue hue. Dr. Houseman is being dragged towards a hellish situation. Frances stands by the glow of the door and waits for her father to join her. When they enter Penny’s quarters Dr. Houseman requests that: “Everybody clear out.” He inspects Penny and asks: “Who is responsible for this girl?” to which Johnny replies: “I am.” Frances places her hands on Johnny’s arm. Dr. Houseman gives them both a disapproving glare. Billy, Johnny, and Frances wait outside whilst Dr. Houseman takes care of Penny. When he emerges Billy grabs Dr. Houseman’s hand and thanks him. Johnny raises his hand to meet Dr. Houseman’s but is left hanging.

Penny’s abortion begins the disintegration of Dr. Houseman and Frances’ relationship. On the dancefloor Penny came between Frances and her father, and she has done so again. As he escorts her away, Dr. Houseman demands to know if “that was what my money paid for?” He cruelly tells her: “You’re not the person I thought you were Baby. I’m not sure who you are.” Dr. Houseman informs Frances that she is to have nothing to do with “those people” and rejects her maturity by pointing out her make-up and yelling: “Take that stuff off your face before your mother sees you!” It is clear that Dr. Houseman wants his ‘Baby’ back.

What is interesting about Penny’s abortion subplot is how absolutely integral it is to the outcome of the film. Eleanor Bergstein places the subplot at the very center of Johnny and Frances’ relationship; without it, she admits, “there’s no reason for Baby to learn to dance. There’s no reason for her to dance with Johnny, to dance at The Sheldrake, to fall in love with him, to make love with him, so the whole plot falls apart.”56 It is a credit to Bergstein that despite pressures from sponsors, the abortion subplot remained intact.

0:53:51

Inside his cozy cabin a shirtless Johnny places Otis Redding’s mournful ‘These Arms of Mine’ on his record player. Frances knocks on the door and asks to come in. Johnny looks around his studio-style cabin in embarrassment at the shabbiness of the place: “I guess it’s not a great room. You probably got a great room.” Frances unconvincingly replies: “No. It’s a great room!” Johnny clears a chair for her, and moves to turn the record player off, but Frances insists he leave it on. She apologizes to Johnny for her father’s attitude towards him. Johnny responds: “People treat me like I’m nothing because I am nothing.” The following conversation reveals great details about the characters circumstances, and it is worth transcribing the full dialogue from this scene.


Frances: That’s not true! You, you’re everything.

Johnny: You don’t understand the way it is for somebody like me. Last month I’m eating jujubes to keep alive. This month, women are stuffing diamonds in my pockets. I’m balancing on shit and I can be down there again.

Frances: No, it’s not the way it is! It doesn’t have to be that way.

Johnny: I’ve never known anyone like you. You think you can make the world better. Somebody’s lost, you find them. Somebody’s bleeding…

Frances: I go get my daddy. That’s really brave, like you said.

Johnny: That took a lot of guts to go get him! You’re not scared of anything…

Frances: Me! I’m scared of everything! I’m scared of what I saw. I’m scared of what I did, who I am. Most of all I’m scared of walking out of here and never feeling for the rest of my life the way I feel when I’m with you!



Frances’ confession leaves a silence between them. The record player switches from Otis Redding to Solomon Burke’s ‘Cry to Me’. A telling song to play at this moment in reference to Frances’ pet name of Baby, as Frances’ instinct now is to now ‘cry’ to Johnny as opposed to her father. This is the real dance that Johnny and Frances have been building towards. The dance at The Sheldrake Hotel was mechanical and practiced; this is instinctual and raw. Frances slowly caresses Johnny’s naked torso. Johnny removes her blouse and they make love. Here we witness ‘The Consummation’ of their relationship. This being a PG-13 romantic drama the sex is only alluded to as per the postfeminist cycle considered by Schreiber: “If the two protagonists have sex, they are often shown in bed after the fact, with an edit serving to keep most of the sexual act hidden.”57 In the case of Dirty Dancing we fade to the next scene before the sex begins.

0:59:09

The next day the Houseman family are having breakfast. An uncomfortable silence hangs over the table. Neil comes over and asks if the family will be at the end-of-season show. Dr. Houseman replies: “We’re leaving tomorrow. Miss the weekend traffic.” Lisa proclaims: “But daddy I was going to sing in that show.” Neil interrupts: “It’s the big event…You don’t want to miss it.” He then signs off: “Oh Baby I need you for props,” and walks away. Marjorie asks her husband why he intended to leave Kellerman’s early. “It was just an idea,” he responds. He then asks Lisa what she is going to sing in the final show. He leaves the table before she is able to answer.

1:00:40

After breakfast Frances visits Penny’s cabin to see how she is recovering. Johnny follows shortly after. When he sees Frances they both fall into an awkward silence. Frances leaves quickly. Penny has already guessed that something is going on. “How many times have you told me never to get mixed up with them?” she says to Johnny. It’s interesting to see here the class prejudice in reversal. Dr. Houseman had referred to Johnny and his friends as “those people,” i.e. the working classes; now Penny refers to “them,” as in the middle classes, in the same vein. The line has been drawn a long time ago and it seems neither side can cross over it. Johnny responds on the defense: “I know what I’m doing.” Penny, however, can see nothing but trouble ahead. “You listen to me,” she instructs Johnny, “You’ve got to stop it now.” Frances lingers outside the cabin waiting for Johnny to leave. They are awkward with one another. Johnny makes his excuses and leaves, but Baby calls out to him and they smile at each other. ‘The Problem’, which could also be described as an incident that the protagonists encounter within the postfeminist cycle, “derive[s] from one of the other plot points of the film, initially unrelated to the romance.”58 In this case the plot point in question would be the situation with Penny, and Frances’ desire to help her obtain an abortion, which ultimately exposes her relationship with Johnny to her father. Dr. Houseman’s dismissal of her relationship with Johnny opens up a fracture in Frances and her father’s mutual bond. This then becomes ‘The Problem’. Frances and Johnny’s continuing, yet hidden, relationship unravels other factors such as the class division and Frances’ reluctance to admit her relationship with Johnny to her parents. One could argue that ‘The Problem’ of Penny’s abortion acts as a catalyst to Johnny and Frances being together in the first place. So this incident is not actually “unrelated to the romance.” It instead triggers the romantic involvement. It should also be pointed out that in Dirty Dancing, ‘The Consummation’ arrives before ‘The Problem’, subverting the cycle somewhat.

1:03:04

The rain that is hammering down over the tranquil Kellerman resort is symbolic of the foreboding darkness ahead. Inside the Houseman chalet, Lisa is preening herself in the mirror and complaining about the weather: “Remind me not to take my honeymoon at Niagara Falls.” Marjorie, who sits on the bed folding clothes, comments: “So, you go Acapulco. It’ll be fine.” Normally Frances and Dr. Houseman would interrupt with a wry comment on their liberal outlook of world issues, but they are instead sat in a corner, doing a jigsaw puzzle, and still not talking to each other. Frances idly looks at her watch and gets up and grabs her coat. Her mother asks where she is going in the downpour, to which she replies: “They’re having charades in the west lobby.” Of course we can all take a guess where Frances is heading. In the next scene she is lying naked in Johnny’s arms. She asks Johnny the question most men dread in the early stages of a relationship: “Have you had many women?” Johnny gets defensive of Frances’ questioning: “You gotta understand what it’s like. You come from the streets and suddenly you’re up here, and these women are throwing themselves at you and they smell so good. They really take care of themselves. I never knew women could be like that.” Johnny has used his rugged good looks to fulfill a number of Lady Chatterley’s Lover-type, middle-class fantasies: the pampered princess and the rugged charmer. Johnny continues, “They’re so goddamn rich you think they must know about everything. They’re slipping their room keys in my hand two and three times a day. So I think I’m scoring big, right?” Frances is disappointed with Johnny’s response: “That’s all right. I understand. You were just using them, that’s all.” Johnny lays down the reality of his situation: “That’s the thing. It wasn’t like that. They were using me.” Frances seems to reach an understanding of Johnny’s predicament. And for the first time she is seeing an example of the exploitative nature of her own class. Frances brings Johnny closer and they kiss passionately. Johnny asks: “What’s your real name, Baby?” When she tells him he responds: “That’s a real grown-up name.”

1:05:41

That night in Frances and Lisa’s room, Lisa announces that she plans to consummate her relationship with Robbie. Frances advises her sister (now possibly being the most sexually experienced of the two) that her first time “should be with someone that you sort of love.” Frances’ choice of words is telling. Although she views Johnny as a desirable mate, she only “sort of” loves him, perhaps meaning their relationship is not deemed long-term by Frances. Lisa retorts, “You wouldn’t care if I humped the entire army as long as we were on the right side of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.” Now that Frances has some experience, she can relate to individual human dilemmas, rather than fretting over the grand scheme of things which she has learned from her political textbooks. Lisa takes a stab at Frances’ reduced role within the family structure: “What you care about is that you’re not Daddy’s girl anymore. He listens when I talk now. You hate that.” Lisa turns her back on Frances.

1:06:34

Johnny’s role of dominant male, which has prevailed throughout the film, takes a downturn in Frances’ presence. His ‘Loveman’ act, seen when we are first introduced to Johnny’s vibrant dancing, is diminished to that of a ‘Loverboy’. In the dance studio Mickey and Sylvia’s ‘Love is Strange’ booms across the floor as Johnny and Frances flirtatiously dance with each other. Johnny’s attempt to touch Frances’ body whilst they are dancing is denied by her. She teasingly throws back Johnny’s taskmaster lines of: “Spaghetti arms! Would you give me some tension, please?” and: “You are invading my dance space. This is my dance space. That’s yours.” She then dances away from him and the call-and-response section of ‘Love is Strange’ plays out whilst Johnny and Frances mime the words as follows:


Mickey/Johnny: Sylvia.

Sylvia/Frances: Yes, Mickey.

Mickey/Johnny: How do you call your loverboy?

Sylvia/Frances: Come here, loverboy.

Mickey/Johnny: And if he doesn’t answer?

Sylvia/Frances: Oh, loverboy.

Mickey/Johnny: And if he still doesn’t answer?

Sylvia/Frances: I simply say / baby / my sweet baby / you’re the one.59



They continue their seductive dance until Neil interrupts, at which point they disperse. Neil is surprised to find Frances in the studio: “Baby. Takin’ dance lessons? I could teach ya, kid.” He then pulls some very outdated and unsexy moves until Johnny cuts him off with a timely scratch of the record player. We have known from early in the narrative that Neil was the wrong romantic partner for Frances; now, judging by his appalling dance moves, we understand that he is also the wrong type of dance partner for Frances. Neil informs Johnny that his uncle has placed him in charge of the final show and wants the final dance to “move with the times.” Johnny enthusiastically reacts: “I’ve got a lot of ideas. I’ve been working with the staff kids on a cross between a Cuban rhythm and soul dancing…” Neil cuts him off and dismisses his ideas: “You always do the mambo. Why not dance this year’s final dance…to the pachanga?” Johnny’s response is not so enthusiastic, but when Neil threatens to get another lead dancer for next season he has little choice but to follow Neil’s demands. Neil signs off to Baby: “Make sure he’s giving you the full half hour you’re paying him for, kid.”

Frustrated by Neil’s actions, Johnny storms out of the dance studio followed by Frances. As they walk hastily, Johnny explains his frustrations: “That little wimp. He wouldn’t know a new idea if it hit him in the pachanga. I could have told him some new ideas.” Frances suggests that he should: “Tell him your ideas. He’s a person like everyone else.” But Johnny is well aware of Neil’s social status: “Look, I know these people, Baby, they are rich and they’re mean. They won’t listen to me.” Baby then suggests something she has only read about in her political textbooks, the plight of the so-called peasant: “Well, why not fight harder? Make them listen.” Johnny can’t risk angering Neil because of his reliance on the job next season. He then tells Frances that his uncle has secured him a place with the House Painters and Plasterers’ Union, a secure and steady income, but this means for Johnny an end to his dreams of being a professional dancer. Suddenly Dr. Houseman, Lisa, and Robbie emerge from a nearby building. Lisa can be heard attempting to talk politics with her father. Dr. Houseman puts his arm around both Robbie and Lisa as they continue their walk and talk. Frances would have dazzled her father in this conversation, but instead she grabs Johnny and drags him down out of sight. When they are out of sight Johnny bitterly comments: “Fight harder, huh? I don’t see you fight so hard, tellin’ Daddy I’m your guy.” He storms off under the assumption that his relationship with Frances is just another summer fling with a well-to-do girl who is using him for a little experience before getting on with the rest of her life.

1:11:05

Baby finds Johnny sulking in Penny’s hut. She apologizes to him and kisses him tenderly as he stands with his arms folded in a defensive posture. Robbie walks by and comments how he may have “picked the wrong sister.” “That’s okay, Baby,” he continues, “I went slumming too.” Johnny’s anger boils over; he jumps the fence and gives Robbie a much-deserved beating as Frances, Penny, and other members of the entertainment staff look on. This scene was not in the original screenplay, it was something that Swayze himself suggested to “give Johnny the rougher edge his character needed.”60 It is at this point in the narrative that Johnny really does need to fight back. Over the course of the last few scenes, in which Johnny and Frances have fallen for each other, we have seen Johnny soften; a form of emasculation has taken place. His harsh taskmaster role has been reduced (‘Loveman’ to ‘Loverboy’). Yet with this softening we have seen Johnny make compromises to himself. He has held back his aggression with Neil at the dismissal of his idea for the end-of-year show, he has considered that dancing next season may not be a possibility if he doesn’t follow his employer’s demands. By fighting Robbie and defending Frances, and to some extent Penny, he has won back his masculinity. Johnny, with Frances’ help, now has the capabilities to forge his own destiny.

1:12:42

From now on Johnny takes Frances’ idealistic cues and begins a journey towards no compromise. At the end-of-year show rehearsals Johnny is approached by Vivian Pressman who seductively lights a cigarette and whispers: “This is our last night together lover. I’ve got something worked out for us.” Frances watches the exchange from the background. When Johnny turns to look at her, she pretends she was too engrossed in painting her props to notice. Johnny wanders over to a table where Vivian’s husband, Moe Pressman, is playing poker and hands him a pirate hat for his part of the final show. Moe reaches into his pocket and pulls out a hundred-dollar bill: “Hey kid, you know I play cards all weekend, I got an all-night game tonight, why don’t you give my wife some extra dance lessons.” Johnny contemplates the offer, but states to Moe: “I’m sorry Mr. Pressman, I’m booked up all week, and with the show and everything…I don’t think it would be fair to take the money.” He hands the bill back to Moe. Vivian looks shocked by Johnny’s dismissal. Frances watches the exchange with a sense of relief, but also immense pride that her influence is turning Johnny into a nobler creature. Johnny has now won the audience’s respect by turning Vivian down. Throughout this scene Lisa’s tuneless voice has been bellowing out ‘Hula Hana of Kamana Whala Hula Bay’. When she stops singing she turns to Frances and informs her that she has decided that tonight is the night she will go all the way with Robbie.

Merry Clayton’s 1980’s cover of Ben E. King’s Sixties hit ‘Yes’ kicks in over the soundtrack and we see Lisa walking to Robbie’s cabin. She fails to see the white towel (presumably a college signal for ‘do not enter’) hanging from Robbie’s door and opens it to find Robbie and Vivian Pressman in bed together. Lisa closes the door in horror. The scene then cuts to a spinning vinyl record and The Satins’ mournful ‘In the Still of the Night’ begins playing. We are now in Johnny’s cabin and he lies in bed with Frances next to him. He tells Frances about a dream he had in which “we were walking along and we met your father, and he put his arm around me like he did with Robbie.” Johnny’s dream is a reflection of his longing for acceptance from Dr. Houseman. Early the next morning, Vivian Pressman leaves Robbie’s cabin and spies from down the valley Frances leaving Johnny’s place at the same time. Her expression is that of a woman scorned.

1:17:17

Later that morning the Houseman family are having breakfast with Neil and Max Kellerman. Max instigates a conversation with Dr. Houseman: “You know how you feel when you see a patient and you think he’s all right then you look at the X-rays and it’s nothing like you thought?” Dr. Houseman asks Max what happened. Max continues: “It’s exactly what it’s like when you find out one of your staff’s a thief.” Neil continues the story as if he were Lieutenant Columbo: “Moe Pressman’s wallet was stolen when he was playing pinochle last night. He had it at 1:30 and when he checked again at quarter of 4…it was missing.” Max continues: “Vivian thinks she remembers this dance kid Johnny walking by. So we ask him. He said he was alone in his room reading.” Neil chuckles and claims to everyone at the table that: “There are no books in Johnny’s room!” Frances tries to persuade Neil that Johnny had nothing to do with the theft, but he doesn’t want to listen, claiming that there had been “similar thefts at The Sheldrake, it’s happened here before. Three other wallets.” “Stay out of it, Baby.” Max Kellerman leaves the table for a moment. Frances then moves over to her father’s side of the table and pleads with him in the same manner she did when she asked for the money for Penny’s abortion, appealing to his liberalism. But Dr. Houseman has heard enough. When Frances asks for her father’s trust in this matter, he replies: “I’m sorry, Baby. I can’t.” His good nature has been worn down by what he perceives as his daughter’s betrayal of his trust. When Max Kellerman returns to the table Frances begins clutching at straws in order to persuade him Johnny is not the thief: “It could’ve been that little old couple, the Schumachers. I saw her with a couple of wallets.” Dr. Houseman scolds Frances for “accusing innocent people.” This is certainly rich coming from a table that seems happy to accuse some “dance kid” of thievery without any solid evidence, other than that they believe him to be too dumb to read a book. Max Kellerman seems to savor the moment: “I got an eyewitness and the kid has no alibi. Come on, Neil. You’ll learn what it’s like to fire an employee.” Before they can leave, Frances resorts to giving them the only information that will prove Johnny’s innocence: “I know Johnny didn’t take the wallet. I know because he was in his room all night. And the reason I know is because I was with him.” Frances has to admit in front of her family and especially her father that she has disobeyed him, and continued to see Johnny and fraternize with “those people.” This is Vivian Pressman’s revenge against Johnny’s rejection of her advances. It should also be pointed out that Lisa could have got Johnny off the hook, as she witnessed Vivian in Robbie’s cabin. This could have been a neat revenge from Lisa, but one she chooses not to take.

1:19:15

Dr. Houseman is devastated by Frances’ admission. He sits silently in contemplation by the lake. Frances joins him and discloses her feelings of class and personal betrayal to her father. She apologizes for lying, but makes it clear to him that he has lied to her too: “You told me everyone was alike and deserved a fair break, but you meant everyone who is like you.” Dr. Houseman’s treatment of Johnny has shown an obvious and deeply ingrained class prejudice, which is no better than Max or Neil Kellerman’s treatment of their staff. Frances also exposes the contradiction of Dr. Houseman’s desires for his daughter’s future: “You told me you wanted me to change the world, to make it better. But you meant by becoming a lawyer or an economist and marrying someone from Harvard.” Frances continues to call time on her father’s behavior; she apologizes again for letting him down, but makes it clear that his double standards have “let me down too.” She walks away in tears. Frances has reaffirmed her position and here “rejects his snobbery, as she has been shown by Johnny that people’s true value lies in who they are, not what class they belong to.”61 Frances breaks from the special relationship she and her father shared and takes the more equal and appropriate position as a “member of this family.”62 Dr. Houseman’s class prejudice is something that is left unexplored. However, in a deleted scene, which would have garnered some sympathy for him, Dr. Houseman explains that his dislike of Johnny is based on his childhood experiences with the lower-class kids who used to beat him up for being Jewish.63 Much like the deleted scene that involved Neil being beaten up by a member of the entertainment staff, this scene with Dr. Houseman would have shifted audience sympathy away from Johnny.

1:20:49

Later that day Frances is crashed out asleep on Johnny’s bed. Johnny enters and wakes her: “I have been looking for you all over,” he tells her. “They found the Schumachers. Fingerprinted their water glasses. Found out they were wanted in Arizona and in Florida, and they made a fortune here this summer.” Frances’ relief at hearing that Johnny is off the hook is short lived: “I’m out, Baby. And if I leave quietly I’ll get my summer bonus.” Johnny has been punished for having a relationship with a guest, as we learned earlier, a huge misdemeanor for the working-class staff. At this point Frances’ realization of the unfairness of the world hits home, she marches around Johnny’s room proclaiming: “I hurt my family, you lost your job anyway…I did it for nothing!” Johnny attempts some diplomacy: “Nobody has ever done anything like that for me before.” But this falls on deaf ears and Frances is painfully aware: “You were right, Johnny. You can’t win no matter what you do.” Johnny is shocked at Frances’ outburst: “Listen to me. I don’t want to hear that from you. You can.” With all the disappointments Frances has suffered over the last few days, it has become obvious to her that Robbie Gould’s Ayn Rand-like proclamation of “some people count, some people don’t” is painfully true.

1:22:15

Johnny confronts Dr. Houseman, in what can only be described as full on rock ‘n’ roll attire of black leather jacket, black t-shirt, sunglasses, and Elvis-style slicked-back hair. Hardly the desired look to impress a parent of a prospective partner who thinks you’ve just corrupted his daughter. Johnny attempts to explain to Dr. Houseman his love and admiration for Frances, even comparing Frances to his own heroics helping Penny. But Dr. Houseman’s class prejudice overcomes him and he dismisses Johnny as a degenerate. Although Dr. Houseman is clear with Johnny that he knows nothing about him and the way he is feeling, he has no problem telling Johnny what he thinks of him: “I see someone in front of me who got his partner in trouble and sent her off to some butcher while he moved on to an innocent young girl like my daughter.” Johnny takes in Dr. Houseman’s comments and says: “I guess that’s what you would see.” He walks away. In Dr. Houseman’s point of view, Johnny simply has no class standing, he cannot be anything but to blame for the loss of his daughter’s innocence. Even though, as we know, it was Frances who instigated her relationship with Johnny. Informing Dr. Houseman that it was Robbie who impregnated Penny would also be hopeless. Who would believe Johnny, dressed as he is in black leather and jeans, against a young Jewish stud who favors a Yale cardigan? The class parameters are ingrained and Johnny knows this all too well.

1:23:11

Johnny and Frances say goodbye. Frances watches as Johnny packs his car. In Cynthia Baron and Mark Bernard’s essay ‘Dirty Dancing as Reagan-era Cinema and “Reaganite Entertainment”,’ the authors state that if “Dirty Dancing had followed the logic implicit in its imagery, it would have opened with Baby in the backseat of her father’s 1963 Oldsmobile Sedan and ended with Johnny driving away in his 1957 Chevrolet Bel Air Coupe.”64 Whether Frances is or isn’t in the passenger seat with Johnny is never argued. The scene does elicit a sense of finality, that we have reached a conclusion of sorts. Both Johnny and Frances will “never be sorry” for their adventure together, yet despite Johnny’s casual sign-off of “I’ll see ya,” there is a sense that both are heading on a different path away from each other, and it’s unlikely they’ll ever meet again. If they do it may be under less passionate circumstances. However, as argued in Baron and Bernard’s essay, Dirty Dancing is a product of its time and the film’s narrative doesn’t deviate from the conventions and audience expectations of Eighties cinema: “to maximize pleasure…to ensure a distinct lack of conflict.”65 The films described as “Reaganite entertainment” are “successful insofar as they replicate what has come before and meet, not challenge audiences expectations.”66 So, following this structure, this cannot be the end for Johnny and Frances, but simply a setback in their future together. There are no tears from either of them.

However the soundtrack indicates the emotion, at least from Johnny’s perspective, via the anachronistic ballad ‘She’s Like the Wind’, co-written with Stacy Widelitz, and performed by Patrick Swayze. Originally written for the soundtrack to the 1984 comedy/drama Grandview USA, the song went unused until Swayze played Dirty Dancing‘s director Emile Ardolino a demo.67 The lyrics represent much clearer the uneven class relationship between Johnny and Frances. Johnny/Swayze ponders that his relationship with Frances has somehow been destructive, or exposed him to vulnerability: “She leads me through moonlight / Only to burn me with the sun / She’s taken my heart / But she doesn’t know what she’s done.”68 When the chorus arrives Johnny/Swayze reveals his feelings of inadequacy: “Can’t look in her eyes / She’s out of my league / Just a fool to believe / I have anything she needs / She’s like the wind.”69 The song then continues to proclaim him “a fool to believe” that his feelings are shared by Frances, whilst a female voice (Wendy Frazer) continues to remind him in a siren’s wail that: “She’s like the wind.” Whilst the saxophone solo of ‘She’s Like the Wind’ is performed over the soundtrack, the film offers Frances’ emotional perspective. She leans on a fence staring out towards the lake. We then see her getting dressed for the final Kellerman’s show. This is a reverse transition of Frances’ dress style, which since her courtship of Johnny has become less restrictive, more revealing and loose. Pamela Church notes that now “she is seen in stiff petticoats, rolling up nylon stockings – imprisoning herself. She has been relegated to seemingly restrictive dress and submissive behavior – put back in the corner.”70 Frances is returning to her former position under her father’s authority now that Johnny has left. Despite her effort to stand up for her principles, Frances shows a “willingness to accept her fate (and a place in the corner) as soon as Johnny leaves and not to actively fight to reverse things.”71 With Johnny by her side Frances found courage within herself to stand up to her authoritative father; whilst on the other hand, Johnny, with Frances as his partner, found courage and ethics within himself. Frances shares a tender moment with Lisa as she comforts Frances knowing the heartache she must be experiencing. Both sisters have been let down by males: Lisa by Robbie and Frances by her father. From Lisa’s perspective, Frances is no more the bratty younger sister. Baby has actually surpassed Lisa in experience. They have become equals.

1:25:44

The season at Kellerman’s is coming to a close and the end-of-year production begins, for the first time in presumably a long time, without Johnny’s final dance. Neil’s sweet tones begin the ‘Kellerman Anthem’: “At Kellerman’s we come together / Singing all as one.“ Of course Kellerman’s is far from united. The working-class entertainment staff stand at the back of the hall, out of sight from the rest of the guests and with looks of utter contempt for their paymasters. They are not required to partake in the union of “Join hands and hearts and voices / Voices, hearts and hands,“ as the anthem bestows. Robbie walks past the Houseman table and Dr. Houseman jumps up to wish him luck in medical school. Dr. Houseman hands him an envelope stuffed with cash. Robbie thanks him for his help with “the Penny situation.” Upon his realization that Robbie is a cad, Dr. Houseman does the right thing and snatches the money out of Robbie’s hand and returns to the table disgusted.

Although Frances herself and those around her seem unable to identify the cultural shift that is taking place, the resort owner Max Kellerman, a man of advancing years and in no way hip to the prevailing trends of the Sixties, seems to recognize that the times are changing. Kellerman stands in the wings, waiting for his solo turn within the anthem. He explains to Tito the impression he has that things are shifting: “It all seems to be ending. You think kids want to come with their parents to take foxtrot lessons? Trips to Europe, that’s what the kids want. Twenty-two countries in three days. It feels like it’s all slipping away.” He then joins his staff, singing the prophetic line: “So let’s join in just one last chorus.” Kellerman understands that his own generation’s time is up, the righteousness of the American Dream, held to triumph throughout the Depression years, the war, and the post-war years is crumbling and a new younger generation that is dissatisfied with its forebears is about to shake society to its foundations. They may indeed only have “one last chorus.”

1:28:32

At this point it becomes apparent that Dirty Dancing breaks from the realist perspective and revels in pure cinematic fantasy. There are signposts throughout the following scene that indicate we have left the reality of the film and are somehow locked into Frances’ imagination. During the final show the Houseman family sits and watches as the ‘Kellerman Anthem’ is performed by the staff. We pull focus on Frances as she stares blankly towards the stage, no doubt in contemplation of the enormity of change the summer has bestowed upon her. However, her expression is also one of daydreaming, evidence that her imagination is running wild. Johnny enters through a brightly lit door. There appears nothing but darkness outside, as if no other reality exists behind the door he walks through. He is greeted by his former colleagues and class comrades. Johnny observes the room and squares in on the Houseman’s table. As he approaches, Frances wakes from her daydream, shocked that it came true; or are we actually still within the fantasy? Johnny utters the famous line: “Nobody puts Baby in the corner.” He states this for obvious reasons. Frances is confined to the corner, out of sight from everybody else in the room. She is wedged in between her parents, unable to escape from any direction. This “corner” is certainly physical, yet also metaphorical. From her parents’ perspective, Frances has been confined to the corner like a naughty child for her behavior, which they, or at least her father, deem to be unbecoming. Her pet name ‘Baby’ still resonates with them even though she has in essence found her adulthood and her own identity. It takes Johnny to pluck her out from “the corner” and reveal her to the audience. To take her away from her parents, and take her out of childhood; to put an end to ‘Baby’.

1:29:19

Johnny escorts Frances to the stage, and walks across to the microphone, interrupting ‘Kellerman’s Anthem’. The staff offer gestures of confusion and disperse from the stage. Johnny addresses the audience:


Sorry for the interruption, folks, but I always do the last dance of the season. This year somebody told me not to. So I’m gonna do my kind of dancin’ with a great partner, who’s not only a terrific dancer, but somebody…who’s taught me…that there are people willing to stand up for other people no matter what it costs them. Somebody who’s taught me about the kind of person I wanna be. Miss Frances Houseman.



At the use of her actual name, Dr. Houseman immediately jumps up from his seat and moves to retrieve Frances from the stage, but Marjorie prevents him doing so.

This last act of Dirty Dancing is the ‘The Resolution’ of the postfeminist cycle discussed by Schreiber. Frances and Johnny’s “love functions as a transformative agent, causing one or both of the central characters to become better versions of him or herself, or themselves, than they were at the film’s outset.”72 In Frances’ presence Johnny has matured into a noble creature. No longer does he accept the token payments for ‘dance lessons’ from bored housewives. He has stood up for what he believes in. This character transformation is described by Schreiber as a “revelatory moment in which he or she realizes the other character’s importance to his or her life.”73 Johnny makes his realization known to all at Kellerman’s by describing Frances as “Somebody who’s taught me about the kind of person I wanna be.”

Johnny moves to the side of the stage, leaving Frances alone under a spotlight. Billy places a seven-inch vinyl on the player, whilst Johnny removes his jacket. The opening stanza of the anachronistic ‘(I’ve Had) The Time of My Life’ plays as Johnny rejoins Frances on stage. Billy has placed a record on the player with a song out of time, an indication that we are not in the reality of the film anymore. Johnny motions with his finger for her to come to him, just as he did when they first met. The tempo of ‘(I’ve Had) The Time of my Life’ kicks in and they perform the mambo, the dance they learned together and performed at The Sheldrake Hotel. This time it’s absolutely flawless. The faultless quality of the dance routine could signify that Frances’ own imagination is projecting. Since the Sheldrake performance, Frances and Johnny have not practiced this routine, instead opting for far more risqué dance rhythms. As the dance continues, Marjorie Houseman taps a bewildered looking Dr. Houseman and proclaims: “I think she gets this from me.” Johnny disrupts the dance to jump from the stage into the audience, which is now lapping up the performance. Frances is left on stage alone. It’s difficult not to be mesmerized by Johnny’s confident movements. He prowls between the seated middle-class audience, at last able to perform his own style of dance without shame or judgement from those whom he has perceived as his superiors. Yet to look into the background during this scene is to observe Frances standing almost motionless on stage. At one point (and within this scene it is crucial to use the pause-and-frame search function to find these bizarre instances) just as Johnny performs a gravity-defying mid-air spin, Frances stands motionless and expressionless, her face looking down towards the floor of the stage. Johnny instantly emerges from bottom-screen, blocking our view of her, and looks directly into the camera. Frances’ still body strangely echoes that of Blue Velvet‘s Yellow Man during the final scene in which Jeffrey Beaumont desperately pulls a gun from Yellow Man’s jacket to defend himself against Frank Booth. Yellow Man at this point is alive and standing, but has an open wound to his head. This whole dance sequence is bathed in a hideous purple hue that resembles The Slow Club, the venue in which Dorothy Vallens performs her sullen songs.

Johnny continues his dance down the aisle towards his co-workers and class comrades. They accept his arrival with much excitement. Johnny spins to the floor and performs an incredibly wild and sexually suggestive routine, which looks more like orgasmic convulsions. He steps up to his feet and with a posture of uncontrollable aggression lunges with his whole body towards his co-workers. Analyzing this moment frame-by-frame it is again clear that Johnny/Swayze looks directly into the camera and as he leaps forward gives the audience an aggressive roar that is drowned out by the saxophone solo of ‘(I’ve Had) The Time of My Life’. Johnny is joined by his colleagues in a synchronized dance that leads them back triumphantly towards the stage. In essence, Johnny “brings the disenfranchised from the margins to the center, just as he takes Baby from her corner.”74 He is the gallant savior of not just Frances, but his class cohorts. He leads his rabble towards the stage and they retrieve Frances from the stage and lower her down to the floor with all the grace of an angel. She runs towards Johnny and elegantly performs the lift flawlessly. She has overcome all confidence issues within herself and with her dance partner. Again Dr. Houseman attempts to leave his seat and intervene, but Marjorie once again stops him (this is exactly the same take from when Johnny made his speech just a few moments earlier). Johnny lowers Frances into his arms and the couples around them begin dancing.

As promised in Kellerman’s anthem, the classes have “come together as one.” It still makes sense that what we are witnessing is actually a perfect utopian vision inside Frances’ own head. Dr. Houseman is seen hugging Penny, whilst Marjorie taps Neil for a dance. Two older ladies begin to join in; one of them shakes off her fur stole, discarding the shackles of her affluence. Max Kellerman wanders through the cavorting masses with his mouth agape, as if he were the only sober person at a drunken orgy. His premonition of the kids not wanting “to take foxtrot lessons” with their parents has come true before his very eyes. As Tito is getting down with the horde Max enquires: “Do you have sheet music on this stuff?” As Frances and Johnny leave the dancefloor, they are stopped by Dr. Houseman. He corners Johnny: “I know you weren’t the one who got Penny in trouble. When I’m wrong, I say I’m wrong.” He then turns to Frances and tells her: “You looked wonderful out there.” This is hardly the acceptance Johnny dreamed about a few nights ago where Dr. Houseman put his arm around his shoulder and embraced him as Frances’ partner. There is no real hint of apology or remorse, just a vague notion that Dr. Houseman can admit a mistake, yet he still seems reluctant to accept Johnny. However, it is the best Johnny will get for now.

The dancing continues in a celebration of class, gender, and race. Only Vivian Pressman leaves the room in a huff. This is not the desired outcome for her. Her reliance on keeping men such as Johnny in their place, and therefore susceptible to her affluent charm, is a necessity she does not want to concede. At the final moments of ‘(I’ve Had) The Time of My Life’, Johnny sweetly mouths the lyrics to Frances: “Now I’ve had the time of my life / And I’ve never felt this way before / Yes I swear / It’s the truth / And I owe it all to you.”75 The song’s tempo explodes again and they continue to dance. The last image as the camera tracks out reveals Johnny and Frances at the very center of the jiving masses. Here we have reached ‘The End’ of the film and of the postfeminist cycle. Yet somehow this ending differs from what Schreiber describes as “both the protagonists admitting love and having learned an important lesson from the problem stage, along with acknowledgment that forming a long-term partnership will bring them the happiness and fulfillment they seek.”76 Although Frances and Johnny have talked of their admiration for each other, at no point have they talked about love or the possibility of a future together. In fact the future for Johnny and Frances looks bleak. To bring Dirty Dancing‘s climax back to the most triumphant of cinematic endings, the final scene of Dirty Dancing feels like the final fight of Rocky, or the Death Star exploding in Star Wars: absolute jubilation is experienced by the audience, and the reality of what happens next is ignored.

1:37:03

At this moment the credits roll with the same slow-motion, sepia-tinged scenes that introduced the film, though now the location has changed from the sweaty staff quarters to the classy music hall of Kellerman’s. The working-class ‘dirty dancers’ are now juxtaposed with the upper-crust clientele. Merry Clayton’s cover of Ben E. King’s Sixties hit ‘Yes’ plays over the credits. The only logical and satisfying way to end Dirty Dancing is to cut out of the narrative completely. For who wants to witness the moment when the music ends, the lights go up and everyone goes home for the night? Nobody wants to wake up tomorrow morning and go back to the way things were, the divisions of class and gender. If the last moments of the film are Frances’ fantasy then we surely do not want to be jolted out of it and brought back to harsh reality in which Frances is ‘Baby’ and Johnny has left to become a house-painter. However, a deleted scene that may have possibly ended the film would have done just that. In this scene ‘…Time of My Life’ continues to pull the classes together. Frances turns to Johnny and admits:


You know what I’m scared of Johnny? I’m scared they’ll beat us down, they’ll say we have our lives ahead of us, that I’m going to the Peace Corps and you’re going dancing, and we don’t know what we’ll feel. And we’ll start thinking it wasn’t such a big deal, and then everyone will be against us, even us. What do we do then, Johnny?



Johnny considers her fears and offers an answer that Frances herself would have possibly given: “We’ll fight harder, Frances, that’s what we’ll do. We’ll fight harder.” Thankfully this scene was deposed in favor of Johnny’s miming of ‘…Time of My Life’. In this alternate vision of the last moments the audience is offered an almost definitive explanation as to what will happen to Johnny and Frances. They will endeavor to make their relationship work despite the odds against them.

It is sometimes fun to speculate what happens after the credits roll if the reality of the film was to somehow continue beyond what we witness on screen. In Star Wars and Rocky, two films that Dirty Dancing loosely resembles, sequels clarify and resume the narrative arc of the main characters, building on the subtleties and conflicts originally laid out. Rocky Balboa continues to fight victoriously even as his age progresses and his stamina declines. Luke Skywalker becomes a more powerful and virtuous Jedi, defeating the evil Empire and restoring good to the galaxy. Dirty Dancing offers no such example. When the credits roll we can only contemplate what will happen to Johnny and Frances in the near future. In the deleted scene detailed above, Frances’ dialogue alludes to her own doubts about the future of the relationship. In this version nothing has changed for Frances. She will still go to college and then into the Peace Corps. This future is hers, not what her father wishes for her, nor how Johnny views it. She has established her own priorities before her encounter with Johnny and it appears she intends to stick with them regardless. In the opening narrative an older Frances talks in retrospect about her summer at Kellerman’s when she “couldn’t wait to join the Peace Corps.” From this dialogue it’s clear that Frances did eventually join the Peace Corps, and did find “a guy as great as my dad.” But, was that guy Johnny? In the end it is down to personal interpretation.

My own reading of the film, and especially my interpretation of the final act as Frances’ fantasy, allows me to envisage that Johnny and Frances part ways when Johnny leaves after being fired from Kellerman’s. In Patrick Swayze’s autobiography The Time of My Life he revealed that he “felt all along that Johnny should ultimately end up with Penny, as they were so much alike and a more realistic couple than Johnny and Baby.”77 This opinion of Swayze’s has some basis in another alternate scene that was deleted from the film. After being fired, Johnny is preparing to leave Kellerman’s. He and Penny say goodbye to each other as Johnny packs the trunk of his Chevrolet Bel Air Coupe. Penny suggests that if Johnny can give her just “five minutes, I’ll pack my bag and I’ll go along with you.” Johnny insists that she remains at the resort and does not “lose the gig” at Kellerman’s. She pleads with him, telling him she has been given a new record from Tito and that they can learn a new tango together (Tito is revealed as a double agent, orchestrating the classy jives to the middle classes, whilst supplying the working-class kids with the latest exotic sounds). He tells Penny: “You are the best. You are.” He tenderly places his hand on her side and she responds: “Don’t make me cry, asshole.” They embrace and Johnny promises that he will “see her in a few weeks.” Penny tearfully walks away. The camera pans around the car to reveal Frances leaning against the hood. Penny and Johnny’s goodbye is far more emotional than Frances and Johnny’s. There are no tears from either of them, no outpourings of affection, and Johnny makes no agreements to see her again. He leaves Frances with a casual “I’ll see ya.” The chances are that Penny and Johnny will eventually rekindle their affection for each other as Frances and Johnny drift apart. The difficulty they will face by staying together outweighs how easy it will be to split them apart. At a screening of the film in 2011 screenwriter Eleanor Bergstein was asked by an audience member if she had any ideas what might have happened to Johnny and Frances after the film had finished. She responded: “Sure I do. But what you have in your mind is just as valid as what I have.”78 Dirty Dancing allows the audience to individually interpret an afterword to the film.


“That was the summer…”

A Personal Essay

I was too young to comprehend the enormity of a cultural phenomenon when I was first introduced to Dirty Dancing at a fairly young age. I’m almost certain it was my older sister, then a young teenager, who must have rented the video, or borrowed a VHS copy of the film from a friend and played it in our old top-loader video cassette player. What initially struck me was the awesome soundtrack of soul and rock that was also common on my parents’ own record player at the time. The soundtrack certainly evoked a more vibrant era in comparison to the mournful electro-pop of Depeche Mode, the jangly guitar of The Smiths, or the light fluff of hair metal that was a common feature on Top of the Pops. The bright and sunny vibes conjured by the soundtrack were in sharp contrast to the grey and bleak environs of Eighties Britain. Great music was out there during the late Eighties; this I would learn in later years. At this point, however, my young ears were not yet attuned to it. The music of my parents’ youth was transported to the current and was something we could now all experience.

Back then my young soul craved the authenticity of real music. However, this being the late Eighties, and with my own teen years looming, authenticity soon went out the window. I spent a number of years absorbing the likes and dislikes of my peer group and my elders. Being an impressionable kid, I was constantly swept up into many of my sister’s, and her friends’, Eighties and early Nineties fixations. When she discovered grunge and rock music in the early Nineties and began listening to the likes of Pearl Jam, Nirvana and Soundgarden, I too wore the plaid shirt and toe-capped Docs and could only tolerate music that was loud, aggressive, and full of earnest angst. Grunge’s lyricism of despair had begun to speak to the somberness of my early teens. As my sister moved on to more adult-orientated endeavors, I was stuck with grunge for the remainder of my teens and in fact well beyond.

Many years later, older, but no less impressionable when it came to the opposite sex, I stumbled upon Dirty Dancing once again. This time I was part of a group of peers, male and female. Whilst most young males had outgrown the film and moved on to action cinema, young females the world over had continued to embrace it like a secret that had been passed along from generation to generation. The film seemed like a distant pop-culture relic from a barely remembered time, yet one I was happy to exploit in my quest to impress. As I got older, Dirty Dancing became something of a burden, and Johnny Castle was the source of it. Patrick Swayze as Johnny, the heroic hunk who could dance the tango, the mambo, and the salsa, and seduce with a rugged charm and just a hint of aggression, was considered a serious threat to my own budding masculinity. When I was just a kid, Johnny’s working-class rebel status impressed me no end; now, having failed to achieve that rebel status as a young teenager, I wallowed in self-doubt and the realization that I would never achieve that level of cool. How could one live up to such a vision of almost-perfect masculinity combined with sensitivity? It simply wasn’t possible. So like many other males the world over I partook in the socially acceptable response and mocked the film for the unrealistic approach to romance, overwrought performances, and cheesy music, barely hiding my own insecurities.

Dirty Dancing is also a film I have had to deal with on many occasions in my adult life. From a collective male perspective the film is the epitome of the so-called ‘chick flick’. It’s a film I have watched on countless occasions in order to impress a date, then later a few girlfriends, and then finally my wife. For this project I experienced Dirty Dancing alone for the first time ever. I am at a place in my life where I can acknowledge that the film holds great historical significance, and significance for me personally, and for many others. I am now married, I now have a young son (whom I will introduce to Dirty Dancing when the time is right), and it seems petty to hold on to past prejudices when my recent experiences of Dirty Dancing are actually highly positive. Writing this short book is a moment of catharsis. A chance to essentially make peace and deal with the effect Dirty Dancing has had on me since those early viewings. Dirty Dancing is entwined with the historical, the cultural, the political, and now the personal.

Whilst I was watching Dirty Dancing for this project I was undistracted from other people’s perceptions and comments. I noticed that a number of moments within the film echo parts of my own experience growing up. These scenes of familiarity have traversed from film to my own reality. For example, I observed the idyllic locale of Kellerman’s resort, and was brutally aware that my own family did not holiday in such places. In the confines of England, we would awake at an ungodly time of the morning to drive our four-berth caravan on a five-hour journey (or more) to the coast of Devon, Dorset, or Somerset. On occasion we would navigate the rolling hills of Wales to end up in the quaint little village of Tenby. The next year we would head in the opposite direction to Great Yarmouth, Cromer, or Sherringham. A year later it was the northern climates of Cleethorpes, or Mablethorpe. These camping resorts were indeed charming, idyllic, fun, and relaxing excursions, yet they were British to the core. Fish ‘n’ chips served in the previous day’s newspapers, a bracing chill from the choppy sea, the ping and thwack of a pinball machine echoing against the wall of sound coming out of the amusement arcades, the red coats, blue coats, green coats of the chirpy resort staff, a night of sing-song, comedic entertainment and a bottle of pop. Morrissey summed up the British seaside experience in his song ‘Everyday is Like Sunday’, evoking the glum reality and the myth of the British working class’ incessant need to find misery in joy. Minus the psychotic murder spree, my family holidays resembled the quaint destinations seen in the British film Sightseers (2012), tram museums, old viaducts, and idyllic green hills.

Memories savored and treasured, but I knew even then that holidays to Kellerman-type resorts were off the cards. I sided with Johnny and his fellow dancers early in life. I knew that our family was from working-class stock. My dad, a window cleaner from the age of seventeen, was raised in a tough borough in the city of Leicester with four brothers. My mum was from an even tougher part of the same city with six siblings. When I was old enough to be left alone my mum went to work for the National Health Service, a symbol of the welfare state that raised the working class out of the slums. My family would have been deeply out of place in the American Catskills or even the British Home Counties for that matter, so we took our holidays with our own and enjoyed the camaraderie of class unity. Ironically after my sister and I were old enough to stay at home alone, my parents went on excursions to exotic destinations, holy cities, Mediterranean cruises, islands of paradise. They sold the caravan and stayed in upmarket hotels with heated pools, classy entertainment, and inclusive three-course meals. They didn’t suddenly climb the class ladder, but without a couple of snotty kids pestering them for sweets, crisps, and fizzy drinks, they could at least feign a middle-class existence.

Frances’ ‘watermelon line’ has entered the cultural lexicon as symbolic of one’s own foolishness in attempting to impress the opposite sex. Frances’ fluff line is so precise it instantly makes the audience cringe and recall a similar conversation from one’s own past. I won’t claim that I myself have not uttered a ‘watermelon’ line many times, yet the actual words I strung together are lost to me, as if the crushing embarrassment has squeezed the words out of my memory. I can, however, clearly recall one such incident which still to this day flushes my cheeks. Years ago I was out drinking with friends when I suddenly saw a girl I had some vague connection with (a friend of a friend who lived with my friend’s girlfriend’s brother – yes it was that vague). I decided to dash across the crowded bar to intercept her, offer her a drink. As I attempted to explain our connection and that we had met at a house party a few months back, I realized with a heart-sinking sensation that she had absolutely no idea who I was, nor did she really care. To prompt a wave of recognition I informed her that “I carried the box of beer,” which was true, I had carried a crate of beer, along with a few others, and everyone at the party had seemed grateful, including her. She then gave me a look of what I assume was compassion for my failed attempt. Out of politeness she asked how I was doing and quickly left to rejoin her friends. I sulked back to my table utterly embarrassed and silently cursing myself for uttering a ‘watermelon’ line. I understand Frances’ embarrassment, and it was excruciating.

Johnny’s famous “Nobody puts Baby in the corner” also comes loaded with a bizarre personal memory, or possibly a fabrication of my own brain. Many years ago my then-girlfriend worked late hours. She would return often after midnight. By this time I would already be in bed, asleep but often aware she had returned home. She would watch a movie to unwind from her evenings at work. On one such occasion she watched Dirty Dancing. In my blurry slumber I recall that she skipped through certain scenes, and ended up at the moment Johnny entered the Kellerman resort after being fired. I heard the line Johnny utters and then it cut abruptly to the intro to ‘(I’ve Had) the Time of My Life’. Nothing unusual as such, until I again heard Johnny make the familiar remark, and the opening moments of ‘…Time of My Life’ drift over me. This went on, repeated again and again. In my sleep I was confused about what it meant. Had my then-girlfriend lost her mind and in a fit of insanity hit the skip and rewind button on the DVD player in an attempt to capture the glory of Frances’ defining moment, laughing the whole time? When I asked her about it the next day, she admitted to watching the film but denied knowledge of repeatedly reliving that scene. Had I dreamt it? Had my own mind entered into a strange dream-world in which Johnny is forever repeating those frames like a stuck film reel?

From my youth I recall a number of staple films that were on constant replay. So much so that the video cassettes they were recorded onto became warped and worn out. Films that today feel greatly outdated in almost every way: Short Circuit, The Naked Gun, Grease, Honey I Shrunk the Kids, Predator, The Bachelor Party, Back to the Future, to name but a few. These films might not lay the groundwork for a serious film fan, but somehow they led me to consider film important and vital. Yet these films (with the exception of Back to the Future, which is still awesome) have drifted away from me. Their meanings have become diluted as time has worn on. The outdated representations of race and gender, and even my shift in humor and what I find funny, have made these films seem meaningless. This is not the case with Dirty Dancing. Repeated viewings throughout the years have unraveled the class politics at play. With each viewing I have understood more as I have explored and embraced my own class status. Although I’m possibly of a slim minority of males who believe this, I am far from alone in observing the changing understanding of Dirty Dancing. On the website Gender Across Borders, Carrie Nelson admits:


…as I have re-watched Dirty Dancing countless times, my feelings on the film have changed dramatically. I still love it, but now I love it for its strong political and feminist messages. I appreciate the honest depiction of abortion, the exploration of classism and the references to the civil rights movement. I appreciate the fact that Frances ‘Baby’ Houseman is a strong, compelling female character who is true to herself, her beliefs and her desires.79



Over the course of writing and researching this project I have continually asked myself what Dirty Dancing means to me. Why, with the wealth of film history at my disposal, did I choose to focus on one film I have such an uneven relationship with? It is exactly this unevenness that has made the film so important. Dirty Dancing‘s unfolding layers have opened up the possibility that layers of political, historical, philosophical, societal, and cultural importance exist in all films. These issues are hidden within the narratives from bone-crunching blockbusters to twee romantic comedies. In some films, these layers are already well embedded, but it is a triumph of the art of cinema when a film can reveal itself based on your own life experiences, interests, and understanding. This is what Dirty Dancing has done for myself and many others. So now I have the same relationship with the film that Frances Houseman has with Johnny Castle. I “sort of” love it and I’ll “never be sorry” about that.
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