Lisa Ullmann Travelling Scholarship Fund Report

· Name: Natifah White
· Project Title: Hip Hop Dance Archiving
· Dates of Travel: 17 November - 8 December 2025
· Location Visited: New York City

Original Research Focus:

My proposed plan was to travel to New York and work with Tatiana Desardouin and Martha Diaz to understand how the Hip Hop dance community essentially archives itself/ourselves through embodied, somatic and community-based approaches. I proposed developing an online resource hub that would offer tools for somatic and community-based archiving and work as an educational and interactive platform where we (dancers, teachers, researchers +) could explore and develop approaches to documenting movement-based cultural knowledge.

Through my time in New York (both through meeting Tatiana and Martha, and through unexpected immersions in the city's libraries and cultural spaces) several interconnected threads are forming that are reshaping my understanding of what this practice and project could be.

Key Encounters: Tatiana Desardouin and Martha Diaz:

Tatiana Desardouin:
During my time in NYC, Tatiana was preparing to present an revised group choreography called: Dimensions, which was performed on the 28th of November. To work flexibly with her schedule, we met in-person and online (via WhatsApp) across the three weeks.

Through our conversations/ shadowings1, I came to understand how her choreographic practice functions as a conduit for ideas she cares about, carried and lived on through Hip Hop dance as her vocabulary/voice/language. This resonated deeply with the concept in my proposal about "experimenting with the idea of archiving before there was a formal name for the practice."

Our conversations evolved around Dimensions and the themes she was working with. We talked about hybridity, different versions of yourself (you may or may not have met yet) and incompleteness. Tatiana shared a bit about her background (as Swiss-Haitian based in NYC) and how these layers shape how she approaches her work. This was when the idea of being a nexus being (Marvel comic reference/folklore that we're both fans of) came into play, as I noticed how Tatiana uses her choreographic language as a channel for
lineage and histories that are shared (but are not the same) across the diaspora.

This made me think about the question: whose work are you carrying and where does yours begin?2 For me, this question reflects
Tatiana's way of archiving ideas. Watching her work, I started to understand archiving not as preservation or storage, but as a form of circulation. She's keeping (her/shared) lineages alive by moving it through her body, through her choreography, through the spaces she creates with others. This started to shift something in how I was thinking about my own proposal. It’s less about creating a fixed resource to document knowledge, and more about creating something that allows knowledge to keep moving and circulating.

Martha Diaz:
With Martha, her schedule had changed because of her work in Saudi Arabia and Sweden being extended, so our IRL meetings were briefer, but we also made up for that by connecting more online. Martha’s background in Hip Hop draws on her involvement in programmes like Yo! MTV Raps and the Netflix Documentary: Watch Ladies First: A Story of Women in Hip-Hop and so has extensive knowledge and experience of Hip Hop culture and archives.

Our meetings revolved around discussing the practicalities of Hip Hop archiving and her organisation, the Hip Hop Education Centre (HHEC). She shared how HHEC functions predominantly virtually and through partnerships with organisations like Lincoln Centre for the Performing Arts, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, DutchCultureUSA: Future 400, The Dr. Irma McClaurin Black Feminist Archive, and Maysles Documentary Center. What interested me in this approach (embedding themselves within other existing initiatives) was that it showed another way to sustain, which I thought was another interesting take on the question: whose work are you carrying and where does yours begin?

I attended a film screening at the Maysles Documentary Center called “THE SIXTH BOROUGH”, directed by Jason Pollard and co-presented as part of a film series HHEC runs called MADE YOU LOOK: H2O (HIP-HOP ODYSSEY). This deepened my understanding of Hip Hop in Long Island, which has less documentation as being a pivotal place for Hip Hop's development.

Martha also shared her perspective on how most Hip Hop archives are focused on cataloguing without proper archiving systems or trained archivists. For her, this is why she built HHEC; to help people within the culture and community learn how to archive, research, and develop leadership skills to create their own projects.

1 Because I was unable to go to the show, Tatiana invited me to attend/ shadow a tech run of the work!
2 This Q is one I’ve been working with lately in my practice. It’s part of a series of questions I created that formed a pop-up Hip Hop Reference Library for nottdance25.

As a continuation from our meetings, Martha is offering me ongoing mentorship in basic archiving skills. She has invited me to work alongside her in acquiring a dance documentary from Ana 'Rokafella' Garcia (a pioneering Bgirl from New York), and this documentary will be contributed to the Women in Hip Hop collection at the Hip Hop Education Centre. This will happen from 2026.

She also connected me with other women on the ground: Amanda Adams-Louis (aka Lafotographeuse) who runs Kut The Rug Institute (KTRi) which is a Brooklyn-based consulting practice that supports and develops ‘cultural bearers’ to research, archive and present NYC Street & Club Dance forms and Michele Byrd-McPhee who runs the Ladies of Hip Hop Festival, which is a legendary stamp for the representation of femme-presenting folx in the Hip Hop dance community in NYC. Although I didn't manage to meet these womxn whilst I was there (time was of the essence!), I’ll be following up with URL meet-ups to continue connecting thanks to Martha.

Both working with Martha and Tatiana were really encouraging and offered different lenses into Hip Hop dance archiving. Tatiana's was more personal through her choreographic practice and Martha's more institutional. They both helped me start to situate my own thinking and archival contribution to the community and what it is that I want to explore and focus on. One note that stuck with me from what
Tatiana said when reflecting on my thinking and practice was that my contribution is another way to ‘care’ for our community. This
landed differently than I expected. I'd been thinking about my project in terms of preservation and documentation, but both Tatiana and Martha were showing me something else–that tending to knowledge isn't just about keeping things safe or archived, it's also about keeping things moving, alive through circulation and use, and sometimes about letting go and letting something remain unnamed,
unlabelled, unshaped as forms of existence too. So with this in mind, I started to think and reflect on the notion of ‘care’ in this context and how this word/ action/practice is in itself a nexus3 and morphing being.

Also as a way to keep developing my many ways in to this research, I was encouraged by both Tatiana and Martha to look a bit further afield and to draw on my other trainings and ways of knowing to enrich my archive thinking. This is what led me to engage more deeply with the wider cultural spaces in NYC.

Archie Burnett’s Home:

Before going to NYC, I didn't know I would end up injured and unable to dance for my time there. But I stayed at the International Dance House run by the legendary waacker Archie Burnett (whose beginnings included dancing in the iconic film: Paris Is Burning). Being in that space was surreal! I met other dancers who were visiting and Archie himself which was a bonus! The house was filled with personal mementos he's collected over the years, notes left from other dancers and it really was an archive in itself. Even though I couldn't physically dance, I was literally living inside and surrounded by (t)his knowledge. It became another resource that I hadn't planned for
but was grateful to experience.

The NYC Context: An (Unexpected) Programme):
Alongside my planned meetings with Tatiana and Martha, I attended and explored public library event programmes, visited DIY and artist-initiated community spaces, and met other practicing artists and curators in the city. This was my take on leaning into my other trainings and knowings to allow my experience to be fuller and help me understand the wider contexts that Hip Hop lives in and alongside. Through this, I also got a richer understanding of New York as a city with a deep history in (BIPOC) social, grassroots, and political organising and experimentation, so engaging with some of these histories felt important and (very) timely both socially and
artistically.

First, I'll share the events I went to as part of BPL Presents, a free public engagement programme hosted by the Brooklyn Public Library. All of the events I went to at BPL were Hip Hop focused and this became a treasure hove because it opened up different ways Hip Hop continues to live and shape the city. After this, I will then share the events/ chats I did which were more experimental but
equally as impactful.

Caribbean History Lectures:
I went to two Caribbean History Lectures at the Brooklyn Public Library Flatbush branch. The first was Racialising Britain with  Dr. James Cantres, who discussed the history of Black British Caribbean and American political organising and anti-imperialism in the years following WW2.

My second lecture was with Dr. Laurie Lambert, who discussed her research on Black feminism and the role of women in Grenada's Revolution. She also has a book called Comrade Sister: Caribbean Feminist Revisions of the Grenada Revolution, which she did a
short reading from at the start of her lecture. Both of these were really interesting in connecting the Caribbean diaspora and the different cultural practices that have shaped (and are arguably the foundations to) what Hip Hop culture is.

'Nameplates, Identity, and Adornment in Brooklyn':
At the Center for Brooklyn History (CBH), I went to a panel discussion called Nameplates, Identity, and Adornment in Brooklyn with Marcel Rosa-Salas, Isabel Attyah Flower (co-authors of The Nameplate: Jewelry, Culture, and Identity) and CBH Chief Historian Dominique Jean-Louis. The talk explored the cultural history and lineages of nameplate jewellery and door knocker earrings–both deeply connected to Hip Hop culture in the 80s and 90s. What stayed with me was the themes of migration and appreciation vs appropriation and how these objects/ (im)materials carry meaning across various diasporic communities in Brooklyn (specifically).

Black Arms to Hold You Up:
I went to a comic reading at the Brooklyn Public Library Bedford branch by comic book writer Ben Passmore. His newest comic, Black Arms to Hold You Up: A History of Black Resistance!, explores Black radical traditions, intergenerational wealth +. Meeting his work by chance opened up more connections for me between Hip Hop culture and resistance movements, especially around different ways to

3 Refer to Tatiana’s section for more info about a ‘nexus being’.

organise within predominantly African American communities. This was my first time going to a comic4 book reading and I enjoyed the visual, imaginative aspect of it. It was a different way to engage in his work and to better understand the themes/ concepts Ben worked with.

The Black Gaze Film Screening:
I went to a film screening at the New York Public Library for Performing Arts (another organisation that HHEC has partnered with) on 'The Black Gaze' –a screening of rare films by NYC-born Black filmmakers followed by a post-film Q&A with two familial/independent filmmakers
.
Schomburg Center for Black Culture:
I visited the Schomburg Center for Black Culture as this is a pivotal place. I came across work from The Young Lords (a pivotal organisation and movement that I first learned about during my time at Asa). It was powerful to visit this research centre and learn about its historical and artistic beginnings and continuations for the community of Harlem.

Collaborative Indexing Workshop:
I went to a workshop on Collaborative Indexing: Disability Arts and Dependent Textuality with Charlotte Strange at Wendy's Subway. This workshop introduced me to indexing (in both conventional and experimental ways) and artists within The New Disability Arts movement who have been coining and expanding this term for accessibility “as a formal consideration and an interpersonal practice”. I was also introduced to artists who have worked experimentally with indexing in their work (films, sonic work) and then as a response to their work, we attempted to collaboratively index a moving image work in the workshop.

This workshop connected and expanded my thinking around the use of indexes and indexing in archival and library work. It was interesting to see how artists use this format to think about accessibility not as a buzzword but as something that can be rich and explorative as a practice–in itself or within a wider practice or space such as an archive or collection.

The Free Black Women's Library:
I went to the Free Black Women's Library in Bed-Stuy. It was a recommendation and place I had pre-tabbed. It's a great space that also doubles as a period pantry, reading room/library (they have over 5,000 literary works from Black Women and Non-Binary folks!), workshop space, free clothes station, and co-working space.

I visited a few times but the event that stayed with me was a writing workshop they hosted on mythical imaginings for and by Black womxn and non-binary folx. We were introduced to different mythical storytelling devices and, given I'm imagining what kind of archival contribution I want to co-build, I thought it was interesting to attend this workshop to tap more into my speculative thinking and deepen my knowledge of Black women and non-binary writers who use, repurpose, and apply different storytelling devices as modes of communication, affirmation, and identification.

Millennium Film Workshop: Choreographies of Restraint and Resistance:
I went to another film programme (recommended by Charlotte Strange from the Collaborative Indexing workshop) at the Millennium Film Workshop, which I learned is a legendary experimental arts space from the 60s.

I went to a film programme called Choreographies of Restraint and Resistance put together by a Brooklyn based artist called Zeina. It brought together "video works that explore the body as a dancing entity caught between occupation and oppression. From VHS dance tutorials smuggled into post-revolution Iran, to an abstract, glitch-filled glimpse of raves in California and bachelors' parties in the West Bank and finally the Ghost Dance as a kinetic drawing that is preserved through early film in the face of Indigenous resistance. Each work positions dance as more than individual movement, but as a lifeline, a way to remain human, alive, and in motion despite entrenched political restrictions on the body, and as a form of collective defiance that carries histories of survival forward." This connected with my interest in dance and ‘dancing as an archiving material’ and the political and ethical implications of dance documenting. It was also great to meet Zaina and talk about her practice and her process of hosting and gathering films for the film screening.

URL Meeting with Angelique Rosales Salgado, Assistant Curator at The Kitchen:
And lastly (but not least!), I reached out to Angelique, who is someone I've been following for some time and whose curatorial work at The Kitchen5 I've admired. Our talk ended up happening online but was still a great conversation.

We spoke about their practice and their relationship to curation and personal artistic practice. What stayed with me from our conversation was this idea of experimentation; not as something separate from the work, but as the work itself. This connected back to what I'd been reflecting on with Tatiana and Martha about circulating and supporting. If I'm thinking about the online resource hub as something less fixed, something that needs both IRL and URL parts, then maybe it also needs to be experimental in its form
(temporary? adaptable? responsive?) to how knowledge actually moves between us. The question isn't just what to build, but how to build something that can shift and change alongside the community it's for.

Thinking Through Librarianship: A Shift In Understanding:

4 Also there is a rich history between Hip Hop and comic book culture so it felt like another framework to work and learn from.
5 The Kitchen is one of New York’s oldest nonprofit alternative art centers. It supports the disciplines of dance, film, literature, music, theater, video, and visual art + and engages/ curates programmes that push boundaries. It first started as an artist collective and was founded in 1971.

What became clear through all of these encounters is that I'm starting to think about Hip Hop dance knowledge through librarianship as well as archiving. Not as separate things, but as different ways of understanding how knowledge lives and moves.

Maybe what this trip has got me thinking about is the movement connotations we have with these terms. Conventionally, archiving can be considered as a place of holding, preserving, and keeping safe whilst libraries can be understood as a place of circulating, lending and giving access. But what if these aren't separate? What if the way we archive is through circulation? and holding and moving aren't opposites?

This connects back to what Tatiana and I were talking about; hybridity, multifacetedness, incompleteness. Those themes from Dimensions are also methodological for me. If I'm thinking about Hip Hop dance knowledge as hybrid, then maybe the practices that tend to it need to be hybrid too. Not choosing between archiving or librarianship, preservation or circulation, holding or releasing–but finding ways to work in the space between, or across, or with all of them at once. Maybe that's what hybridity offers: permission to not resolve into one thing, to stay multifaceted, to remain open.

Through working with Tatiana and Martha, I'm understanding how our knowledge/s already move in ways that feel like both archiving and librarianship at once. Between these two approaches (Tatiana's more personal and embodied, Martha's more institutional and networked) I'm starting to ask: what is Hip Hop dance librarianship then? And how have we already been doing it, maybe without naming it that way?

Some things that feel important right now (knowing naming in this context feel counter-intuitive but is a temporary gauge): It's oral, relational, embodied. It's about circulation and caring differently. The usual library terms (borrowing, searching, asking, returning)
happen between us, in our private and shared spaces as relational acts. For me, this connects back to Tatiana's note about care as contribution and maybe what I'm thinking about is: how can I support and tend to the circulation that's already happening? rather than creating a fixed archive or resource…How can I create an invitation with others to support how knowledge already moves between us?

Where This Leaves Me:
The original online resource hub is shifting. It's becoming less about creating a fixed platform for documentation and more about supporting the circulation that's already happening. Maybe it needs both online and in-person components and something that reflects how we actually share and circulate knowledge. Maybe something like reimagined reading6 groups or reading rooms as experiments in tending to that circulation. Maybe something more temporary and adaptable than first imagined.

So to close this report/summary of my time in NYC, I would say that my trip has helped me feel more grounded in how we already work and what the community already does to archive ourselves. For me, this experience has made me think about how my (eventual) contribution being less about introducing something new and more about supporting what's already here (differently).

Sharing This Work:
As mentioned above, I plan to stay connected with Martha, Tatiana, Angelique, Zeina, Charlotte + and these connections will continue to shape how this practice and project develops. From 2026, I'll be working alongside Martha on acquiring Rokafella's documentary for HHEC’s collection. Closer to home, I'm thinking about sharing digi-experiments/ remnants through my digi-practice thisishappening as I have an existing network to share my thinking and practice with. Going into this trip, I thought the form of the online resource was fixed, but I've realised that I need to have more conversations with peers in our community first–to community-source what kind of online resource we want to eventually co-develop together. Those reimagined reading groups or gathering spaces I mentioned could be one
way to have these conversations and explore these ideas collectively so I’m interested in repurposing thisishappening and padlet to host these offerings.

A Note for Future LUTSF Awardees:
My advice would be to follow your intuition and stay open to what emerges beyond your plan. Some of my most insightful encounters
happened by chance or through following recommendations from people I met on the ground. Also, give yourself permission to adapt! I couldn't engage in a way I was used to due to injury, but staying at Archie's home became an unexpected gift.

Thank you to the Lisa Ullmann Travelling Scholarship Fund Committee for supporting this proposal and journey. These three weeks have been really insightful for my practice; from the people I met (both planned and not)7 to the spaces I worked from (also both planned and by chance). They've all stayed with me and throughout the trip, I found myself leaning more into my intuition, following the rhythms of the city and what my practice was asking of me. It feels like a different kind of listening that this trip helped me access, and I'm excited to continue tuning into this.

With gratitude, Natifah W [image: ]

6 Lately, I’ve been interested in the words reading and material having expanded somatic meanings, and so I've been thinking about 'physical' reading materials (us!) as extensions of how dance information, histories, knowledges are carried and moved around, expanding what dance librarianship could be. What then could a dance-related reading group consist of or draw on to be read?

7 Another note I wanted to share was how most of my encounters were with BIPOC/ Intersecting folx and this really added a special layer to my entire experience.
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