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H
eld in the month of October, 
Luminate, Scotland’s creative 
ageing festival, brings people 

together from across the generations 
in an exciting and diverse programme 
of creative events exploring what 
growing older means to us all. Jill 
Knox, one of the festival participants, 
shares her story about Luminate and 
dancing in her later years: 

“In 2010, Morag Deyes, the Artistic 

Director of Dance Base (Scotland’s 
National Centre for Dance) in 
Edinburgh’s Grassmarket, started a 
free class for anyone over 60, called 
Golden. The idea of Golden was to 
get elders dancing and introduce 
them to dance in a very informal and 
open way. It was wonderful! We made 
lots of new friends and learnt many 
new dance styles. We sampled ballet, 
burlesque, contemporary, jazz, hip-

In golden age, dancers still fly!
hop, flamenco… the list was endless 
and inspiring. The Golden class was 
so popular that several other classes 
for over-60s were added to the Dance 
Base programme. 

A group of us asked if we could set 
up a spin-off class of our own at Dance 
Base to experiment with our own 
choreography in a relaxed, informal 
way and that’s how 24 Carat Gold 
originated. We were aged between 60 

and 84 and we came from all dance 
backgrounds. 

During our first year we learnt about 
Luminate and decided that we’d like 
to apply to dance in that. It felt right 
because our aim in 24 Carat Gold is 
to foster creativity regardless of age. 
Our members have choreographed 
routines, our singers have taught 
us songs, our Dutch designer has 
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CAN WE COUNT 

ON YOUR VOTE?

People Dancing 

has been nominated for a  

National Diversity Award.  

We’d love it if y
ou could go to  

nominate.nationaldiversity 

awards.co.uk 

and vote for People Dancing. 

Thank you!

continued on page 4

All or Nothing Aerial Dance Theatre, aerial dance workshop with Scottish Ballet’s Regenerate group, Luminate. Photo: Eoin Carey



2 | #peopledancing

In focus

People Dancing
LCB Depot, 31 Rutland Street,
Leicester LE1 1RE, UK
T: +44 (0)116 253 3453
E: info@communitydance.org.uk
W: www.communitydance.org.uk

People Dancing is the trading  
name of the Foundation for 
Community Dance,
registered charity no. 328392,
Company registered in England
and Wales no. 2415458
VAT no. 109056137

Published by
Countrywide Publications
T: +44 (0)1502 725870
Design: Mark Shreeve
Advertising: Chloe Francis

© People Dancing: the  
foundation for community  
dance. All rights reserved.  
Any reproduction of any  
part is not allowed without  
the prior written consent of  
People Dancing. 

Opinions, views and policies 
expressed in Participate are 
those of the contributors and not 
necessarily those of the publishers, 
editors, employees or directors/
trustees of People Dancing. No 
responsibility is accepted for 
advertising content nor for any 
harm, however caused, which 
results from advice and information 
presented. Participate is printed on 
paper from sustainable sources.

Supporting

Available in 
alternative formats 
on request 
+44 (0)116 253 3453

A
rtistic Director of nocturn 
dance John Darvell has been 
working with school children, 

young people, adults and an online 
community on a mixed media dance 
project which explores our fascination 
for living our lives through mobile 
technology. It uses Facebook to allow 
direct dialogue with the audience. 
“What better way to get to understand 
and explore a topical issue or question 
than by getting those groups we work 
with to contribute their responses to 
our creative collaboration – intrinsic to 

our professional work is the input of 
our participants,” says John.

The first stage of the project –
Revelations of Miss White – an online 
dance mystery, was told only through 
Facebook. A lady’s perfect daily life 
(and sanity) rapidly fell apart as, across 
three weeks, her dreams began to 
appear as videos on her Facebook 
page. “Facebook is deeply embedded 
in modern life, but few people take 
what is shared at face value – every 
profile glosses over some truth.”

At first her posts looked like any 

Being constantly 
online is a good 
thing... right?

other from a life shared online, “but 
as the story reaches its later stages, 
it becomes a broader commentary 
on facing reality. You can’t live a lie 
forever. And the more extreme the 
lie, the more dramatic the collapse,” 
says creator of the character and 
storywriter David Varela.

The next stage, …And They Have 
Escaped, is a cautionary tale about 
being glued to our mobile devices. To 
inform the work, we brought together 
an eclectic mix of adult community 
dancers and after some lively debate, 
three key themes emerged – vanity, 
bullying and isolation.

“I have three children and two of 
them are struggling at the moment 
with everyone at the school being 
constantly on their phones and the 
pressure to do the same. I am really 
conscious that we are losing the ability 
to talk and to write”, says Rachel, who 
has attended nocturn classes for over 
seven years. Kim, who has just returned 
to dance after having a baby, added: 
“I post photos of him on social media 
and I’ve started to reflect on that more 

Harriet Waghorn, The Revelations of Miss White. Photo: Mark Douet
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“Dance wasn’t something I’d ever 
thought would play a big part in my 
life. I was born on a farm, lived on a 
farm, worked on a farm – I had been 
a farmer my entire life. And then I 
decided to retire when I was about 
65. My two sons had gradually been 
taking more of a lead around the 
place.

“I began to think back to those 
days when I was taking over the reins 
from my own father. I remembered 
how difficult it was. I remember 
feeling that he was constantly 
interfering. He wasn’t letting me 
do things my own way. I took the 
decision to let my sons do what they 
felt was best. I sat back and decided 
not to interfere at all.

“The trouble was I was suddenly at 
a loose end and even feeling isolated. 
My two sons had suggested I find an 
outside interest. I did try golf and it 
was all right. But I suppose I’m used 
to working in the great big outdoors 
and wandering from one hole to 
another did nothing for me. I had 
some health issues too. My balance 
isn’t what it was and I find I’m 
beginning to be a bit forgetful.

“Then I saw a write up in the local 
paper about Falling on your Feet 
which said it was to help people 

make friends, have fun and get fit  
and I just decided to myself – I’m 
going to do this. I took the bull by 
the horns, rang up and signed up. 
I came to the first session, met our 
choreographer Nadia Iftkhar, joined  
in and haven’t looked back. In fact  
I feel ten years younger since I 
started at the beginning of the  
year.

“The fact it was advertised for 
over-65s appealed because people 
knew it wouldn’t be too demanding 
and finding the right dance class 
for your age is hard. There isn’t very 
much around for this age group. 
There are more traditional over-60s 
groups but they sit and play Bingo 
and don’t involve dancing.

“There’s a definite appeal to all of 
us to be in a dance class with other 
people of about our age; if we were 
choreographing with young people 
we might feel a bit uncomfortable. 
But if we’re honest I don’t think any 
of us feel old. Inside we’re in our 40s 
or 50s – and everyone else in the 
room is old! Seriously – that’s what 
we all feel.”

• www.helixarts.com
• catherine.hearne@helixarts.com
• 0191 241 4931

Me, myself and dance

– here I am uploading photos and he is 
going to have a record of his whole life 
on the internet. He could be going for 
job interviews in thirty years’ time and 

there are these images of him  
from when he was a toddler!”

Everyone had a personal story 
attached to these themes, so how  
best to bring them together? The 
group stripped the ideas back to 
simple, abstract concepts and began 
creative exercises which slowly added 
layers of complexity. Gail, a life-long 
lover of dance, now in her sixties, 
comments: “On a personal level I 
found it difficult to connect the ideas 
to the movement because of my own 
reticence about opening up to it. It’s 
phenomenal in terms of the amount 
we are trying to get through. I have 
to admit I am finding this a bit of a 
challenge.”

John sums up: “When I step into 
the rehearsal room with our three 
professional dancers, it’s not a blank 
page I’m working from. I can access 
a wealth of comments, questions and 
ideas, personal and eclectic responses 
from our audience – on a device in 
my pocket. For me, that means being 
online is an exciting place to be.”

• www.facebook.com/   
 nocturndance 
• @nocturndance
• www.nocturndance.co.uk

This is supported using public funding by 
Arts Council England, and working with 
West Berkshire Council, West Berkshire 
Museum, The Corn Exchange, South Hill 
Park and Cornerstone.

“Facebook is deeply 
embedded in modern 
life, but few people 
take what is shared 
at face value – every 
profile glosses over 
some truth”

Above: Participants, Falling on your Feet. Photo: Helix Arts

Falling on your Feet is a dance and health programme produced by Helix  
Arts for people aged 65+ to counter social isolation and help prevent falls. 
Here participant George talks to Catherine Hearne, Chief Executive

NHS Newcastle Gateshead Clinical Commissioning Group commissioned Falling on 
your Feet and Northumbria University supported the evaluation.

George pictured  
with Catherine.

Alice Denton and Annie Wright, ...And They Have Escaped. Photo: Savannah Photographic
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Interview

designed costumes and props, our Welsh 
harpist has played for Celtic routines that 
we have danced to, and the list of shared 
skills just grows and grows.

Dancing in Luminate means we have 
to focus and plan ahead so that we 
have a programme ready. This year our 
theme is Seasons and we have invited 
the young dancers at Dance Base to 
dance the spring routine. We will dance 
summer, autumn and winter. We have an 
eclectic mix of music: Queen’s Don’t Stop 
Me Now as our opening anthem, then 
Carl Orf for summer, Joyce Grenfell for 
autumn and finally Vivaldi for winter.

B
illy Read is a street dance artist 
and is profoundly Deaf. West 
Midlands-based disability guru, 

Alan McLean talks to him about his 
work that is informed and influenced 
by British Sign Language, his preferred 
method of communication.

Giulia Marchetti is trained in Bharata 
Natyam Indian Classical Dance, which 
incorporates Mudra – hand/finger 
gestures that visually, rather than 
orally, convey events as well as inner 
feelings. Billy and Giulia met as artists 
working on The Complete Freedom 
of Truth project in Srebrenica, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, led by Opera Circus. 
The two artists began a process of 
exploration and a sharing of their 
dance disciplines to create a fusion of 
Bharata Natyam, Hip Hop and British 
Sign Language. 

 “I am a street dancer inspired by the 
highly visual styles of Michael Jackson,” 
says Billy. “I’m a Michael Jackson 
Impersonator (because of being a huge 
fan) who followed and learnt about 
his dance moves. Michael Jackson was 
influenced by street dance, and he 
went on to influence modern street 
dance artists of today.” 

Billy goes on to tell me that the 
attraction of street dance is that  
you don’t have to do formal training. 
“There are no strict rules like there are 
in say Ballet, so everyone can dance 
and you find your own way. So for me 
as a Deaf person wanting to dance, I 
was influenced by the music.”

Billy was 21 when he started to 
dance, and it’s easy to see why he 
found street dance liberating. Defining 
the oppression that draws a Deaf 
person to street dance is a little more 
difficult. Why are Deaf people doing 
street dance more common than 
trained Deaf dancers? Billy has no 
difficulty in finding Deaf dancers to 
dance with him in his company, Def 
Motion, although funding can be a 

What the Hell You Talking About?

in a popular Indian classical dance 
style called Bharata Natyam. She has 
taught me and given me the strength 
and confidence to dance on my own. 
Bharata Natyam is a very visual style 
like street dance. At first it was hard 
because Indian dance has a different 
structure. To collaborate we stick to a 
four-by-four time signature. The use 
of Mudra hand gestures have greatly 
influenced and changed my dance 
style. Story and theme is now part of 

stumbling block.
“At school, I studied music and 

played in a band that depended on me 
for keeping the rhythm. They gave me 
a score for drums but I didn’t use it. I 
would throw it away and memorise it 
instead. I have an audio memory and 
this way of working has stuck with me. 
It’s how I dance and choreograph.”

How do you collaborate with 
hearing dancers? “I love working 
with Giulia Marchetti, who is trained 

my performance style.”
Before the presentation of What 

the Hell You Talking About? Billy and 
Giulia worked with young dancers 
dealing with the subject of oppression 
and social injustice. Billy says: “The 
feedback from young people has been 
terrific; the dance workshops are an 
opportunity to explore the inequality 
and injustice that prevails on the 
planet, with one participant saying: ‘It 
was the first time I have thought about 
this, oppression and democracy.’”

You can see What the Hell You Talking 
About? at Newman Brothers, Coffin 
Works, Birmingham on 2 September 
and at the Way Youth Zone, 
Wolverhampton on 28 October 2016.

“Defining the oppression that draws a Deaf 
person to street dance is a little more difficult. 
Why are Deaf people doing street dance more 
common than trained Deaf dancers?”

continued from front page People join 24 Carat Gold for fun but 
there is a serious point to it as well. We 
are a very harmonious group. We enjoy 
each other’s company and we work well 
together. We share ideas and everybody 
can change or suggest things. Dancing 
for 30 minutes non-stop is good for 
stamina and neurological links, while 
going out to lunches is good for 
socialising as well. If there are challenges 
they are simply that there is never 
enough time to do all we want to do!”

Luminate will be held 1st to 31st 
October 2016 across Scotland. 

• www.luminatescotland.org 

PRIME Dance Base tour, Luminate. Photo: Brian Hartley

Billy Read and Giulia Marchetti, Like Mirabai. Photo: Robert Golden
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Is older people’s dance dIfferent?

12.00 | Shared lunch
13.00 |  Workshops led by specialist 

artists, including Danielle 
Teale and Mary Davies

14.30 |  Presentations by Sonia 
York-Pryce and Jennifer 
Jackson

15.45 | Panel discussion  
17.30 |  Performances from 

The Elderberries, 
Counterpoint  
Dance and others

Host tuesday 5 July
12.00 – 6.30pm

wItH tHe elderberrIes

a day for older dancers, as 
well as practitioners, leaders 
and choreographers

Participate_V3.indd   1 17/05/2016   16:18

TRINITY LABAN CONSERVATOIRE  
OF MUSIC & DANCE

An unforgettAble dAnce experience in london

lAst plAces AvAilAble
TRINITYLABAN.AC.UK/SUMMERSCHOOLS

SUMMER SCHOOL  
18 – 29 Jul 2016

BA (Hons) DAnce 
PerformAnce AnD TeAcHing 

A degree course which specialises in dance in education 
and community settings.

01772 892400
cenquiries@uclan.ac.uk
www.uclan.ac.uk/dance
@DanceUCLan

2016

a festival of
contemporary dance
curated by
Gillie Kleiman

27 - 30 Oct 2016
at Yorkshire Dance
and other venues
around Leeds

www.yorkshiredance.com

Quarantine
Wallflower
Nicola Conibere
Assembly
Lucy Suggate
Swarm Sculptures

We look forward to gathering a temporary
community of artists and audiences for a long
weekend of workshops, debates and performances.

Fitzgerald and Stapleton 
MINE
immigrants and animals 
Laura Laura Double Penetration
Sara Lindström
Dancing On My Own

Juncture 2016 - advert for Participate - May 2016:Layout 1  25/05/2016  15:33  Page 1
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These courses are ideal for professionals and anybody 
passionate about the moving body and the creative 
process.

Develop personally and professionally within a warm, 
held creative environment at the heart of a thriving 
organisation

• Enter the realm of non-verbal communication
• Access your creativity and how to harness the creativity  
   of others
• Discover the power of the moving body for the self and  
   in relationships

For further information and an application form, visit our 
website www.dancevoice.org.uk

Sign up for as many workshops as you like, by applying 
for all 5 you get the 5th workshop free.

Unique 1 & 2 day workshop 
training in Dance Movement 
Psychotherapy (DMP) – October 
2016, January 2017, March 2017 
May 2017 and June 2017

www.dancevoice.org.uk
admin@dancevoice.org.uk | 0117 953 2055

Dance Voice, Quaker Meeting House,  
Wedmore Vale, Bedminster, Bristol BS3 5HX

UK Charity Registration No. 1054109 | Company No. 3140475
Royal Academy of Dance® is a charity  
registered in England and Wales No. 312826

Photo: R
ichard A

llen

Pathway to RAD  
Registered Teacher Status

Our new course offers the 
opportunity for qualified 
ballet teachers to gain 
eligibility for Registered 
Teacher Status with the 
Royal Academy of Dance 
and join our network of 
world-class teachers.

To apply, you must hold a 
ballet teaching qualification 
at Level 4 or higher  
(or equivalent).

Applications open 1 June 
– 31 December 2016 for 
study from 1 March 2017.

For more information:  
T 020 7326 8958  
E jdelaney@rad.org.uk

www.rad.org.uk  

Now booking for its fourth year, this hugely successful course will begin again in October 2016 

A Level 3 OCNLR Accredited Course comprising 13 units over six intensive study weekends.  

Green Candle Dance Company is a registered centre for Open College Network London Region 
This course will deliver an understanding of how to lead safe, effective and enjoyable dance and   
movement work with older people, providing a balance between three main areas – theory,  
dance and movement work by participants and actual practice with older people. 

Suitable for teachers, dancers and dance students, health care workers, occupational therapists and activity  
coordinators. The course is divided into six intensive study weekends and will also require a minimum of ten hours 
per week private study.  
 
Participants will be required to complete a detailed placement portfolio and tutorial support will be available.  
Course fees £1100 which includes registration and certification.                                                 
All course materials are  provided free. Small props may be purchased from Green Candle at a course participant  discount. 
 

‘… inspiring and intensive, the course leaders offered us a huge wealth of experience and wisdom…  
we came out fully equipped to lead dance sessions for older people.’ Course participant 2014-15 

                                                                

Course dates 2016 – 2017  
October 22nd/23rd 2016, November 26th/27th 2016, 

January 7th/8th 2017, February 11th/12th 2017, March 11th/12th 2017, April 22nd/23rd 2017           
 

Limited places available!                                                                                                                     

Contact suzanne@greencandledance.com  

for an application form 
 

Tel: 0207 739 7722 | greencandledance.com 

Green Candle Diploma   

LEADING DANCE  for OLDER PEOPLE 

Green Candle Diploma
LEADING DANCE for OLDER PEOPLE

Now booking for its fourth year, this hugely successful course 
will begin again in October 2016.
A Level 3 OCNLR Accredited Course comprising 13 units over 
six intensive study weekends.
This course will deliver an understanding of how to lead safe, 
effective and enjoyable dance and movement work with older 
people, providing a balance between three main areas – 
theory, dance and movement work by participants and actual 
practice with older people.
Suitable for teachers, dancers and dance students, health care 
workers, occupational therapists and activity coordinators.
Participants will be required to complete a detailed 
placement portfolio and tutorial support will be available. 
Course fees £1100 which includes registration, certification 
and all course materials. 

‘… inspiring and intensive, the course leaders offered us a huge wealth of experience and wisdom… we came out fully equipped to lead 
dance sessions for older people.’ Course participant 2014-15

Course dates 2016 – 2017 
Oct 22nd/23rd 2016, Nov 26th/27th 2016, Jan 7th/8th 2017, Feb 11th/12th 2017, Mar 11th/12th 2017, Apr 22nd/23rd 2017

Limited places available!
Contact suzanne@greencandledance.com for an application form

Tel: 0207 739 7722 | greencandledance.com

Green Candle Dance Company is a registered centre for Open College Network London Region



Older people

D
ance has been part of my life 
since the early fifties. Brought 
up in post war Ulster, Northern 

Ireland, I was exposed to a formative 
mix of Irish/Ulster theatre and the 
cultural richness of European refugee 
artists. My first teacher Helen Lewis 
was an Auschwitz survivor who trained 
in Prague with Laban’s principal pupil 
Milca Mayerra. Helen instilled in us the 
value of balancing technique with the 
joy of the process of creating together 
and for me it led to training in London.

I went to study Drama and Dance at 
The Guildhall and The Royal Academy 
of Music and Drama. I continued to 
live, work and study dance in London 
until the 70s. Since then I have lived 
in Northumberland where I have had 
opportunity to teach and mentor 
students, introducing dance into a 
variety of educational and community 
projects.

It is now my joy, at the age 
of 71, to continue that dance 
with others. I teach a class at 
Alnwick Playhouse for older 
dancers and jump at any 
opportunity to keep dancing. 
That is why The Dancing Girls 
works for me – it is a way to 
express feelings, interests, 
memories, plans and ideas. 
It is a continued joy in my 
life nurtured by the interests 
of others.

As a group we represent a 
real variety of backgrounds. Our 

The dancing girls of Alnmouth

interest in dance initially came from a 
desire for fitness and a way of being 
together in friendship. We may show 
on occasions, fortitude that beguiles 
our age, surprising frothiness, steady 
footwork or wobbly glamour but each 
and every one of us has something 

unique to offer. As a self-programming 
self-run class we have been together 
for less than two years but the numbers 
(16 and upwards) is a testament to the 
success of this particular formula.

We take it in turns to lead and offer 
either a whole or part of a class. We are 
challenged to learn something new and 
often in styles of which we know very 
little. One week we may be tutored in 
ballet, the next a Bourree Early French 
country-dance or an Argentinian Tango. 
Recently one of our members has 
been tutoring us in Rapper dancing. 
This is a traditional North of England 

dance that has the mind-bending 
combination of clog dancing feet 

while weaving patterns with two 
handled pliable swords. As 
you can imagine this requires 
a considerable amount of  

co-operation and focus! 
Recently we lost one of our 

members to cancer and she was 

such a vital supporter we wanted to 
honour her memory in dance. One 
of our dancers, Anne Ousby, is also 
a writer and she wrote a play about 
us which we performed. It also, as a 
sell-out show, raised money for the 
village hall and became a real point of 
celebration with the Women’s Institute 
producing a fabulous High Tea, plus 
the extra pleasure of meeting a similar 
dance group from Gateshead, called 
Grand Gestures Dance Collective.

This is a very good time to celebrate 
ways of dancing together as the wider 
public looks on wondering if dance 
could be for them. Maybe it is the 
shared ownership of the dance and the 
surprise element of including so many 
styles which is the root of our success 
– who knows? One thing for sure is 
that friendships are formed when you 
dance together.

• ernavkennedy@gmail.com

People Dancing has been nominated 
for a National Diversity Award.

The nomination is for a Community 
Organisation Award, under the Multi-
Strand category (this covers age, 
disability, gender, LGBT, race and 
religion & faith).

As the UK development 
organisation and membership body 
for community and participatory 
dance, People Dancing is proud 
to support people of all ages, 
backgrounds and abilities to 
participate in dance should they want 

the opportunity to do so.
This support, for example, includes 

our work to raise the profile and 
challenge perceptions of Deaf, sight 
impaired and disabled people who 
want to dance. Last year, People 
Dancing commissioned six short 
films to help drive this forward, 
culminating in the release of the 
final film in the series, Adaption, in 
early 2016. The film, supported by 
the MS Society, features Laura Dajao, 
an emerging artist with multiple 
sclerosis, in an urban hip hop duet 

with dancer, choreographer and 
b-boy Mickael Marso Riviere – www.
communitydance.org.uk/disability   

Our influence in the area of  
dance and disabled people has  
also been highlighted by our 
development of dance provision 
for those with Parkinson’s, working 
in partnership with the Dance for 
Parkinson’s Network UK and the 
US-based Dance for PD®. This has 
included the development of an 
online learning programme for dance 
practitioners who want to deliver 

dance sessions for people with 
Parkinson’s – www.communitydance.
org.uk/parkinsons

We believe it is this kind of work 
that has prompted our nomination 
and moved people to vote for us.

Nominations/voting is open until 
20 June, with the winners to be 
announced at an awards event in 
Liverpool, on 16 September 2016.

We’d love it if you could go to 
nominate.nationaldiversityawards.
co.uk and vote for People Dancing – 
thank you!

Can we count on your vote?

Above and below: The Dancing Girls. All photos: www.francesanderson.org.uk
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The Dancing Girls meet 
every Wednesday in a village 
hall in the picturesque 
seaside village of Alnmouth, 
Northumberland to dance 
together. Participant,  
Virginia Kennedy, talks 
about her lifelong 
relationship with dance
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“I soon began to map my own 
personal movement journey through 
the variety of residentials, retreats 
and sessions Cheshire Dance had on 
offer. I became a member of Jam’d 
and the aptly named Vivrant group, 
where my animated spirit could thrive 
in these energetic environments. 
My curiosities were stimulated and I 
became committed to exploring my 
own movement and dancing in more 
depth. I began to see how dance could 
reach so many communities of people; 
it seemed to be a universal language 
that brought so many different people 
together. As I developed my passion 
into a career, Cheshire Dance gave 
me the opportunity to work with 
underprivileged children, early years, 
older adults and disabled people’s 
groups. I learnt to facilitate, not teach 
and to respect the participants for their 
individual contributions to each session. 
My delivery became my learning. This 
was such a vital moment in my life 
as I realised that dance is a far more 
powerful medium than I could have 
ever imagined when I started.

“I went on to train with other 
crews, competing throughout the UK 
and winning the UDO World Street 
Dance Championships. At college, 
my mum was ecstatic as I received 
three distinctions in dance. I decided 
to travel to California where I taught 
dance for three months and went on 
to train with many amazing L.A based 
choreographers. I was so inspired 
returning to the UK and so began 
my career as a freelance dance artist, 

As part of Cheshire Dance’s 40th 
birthday celebrations 23-year-old 

dance artist Jack Robinson talks 
to Cheshire Dance Creative 

Producer, Leanne Cardill and 
looks back over poignant 
moments in his dance career.

“My first memory of 
Cheshire Dance was being 
in a school PE session 
with my trackies and cap 
on when this stranger 
walked into the sports 
hall. This was the early 
00s, it was my first dance 
class with a Cheshire 
Dance freelance artist 
and I didn’t know what 
to expect. I was always 
into hip-hop culture and 

music but as I became 
immersed in the vibrant, fun 

Cheshire Dance atmosphere, 
movement immediately 

became my passion and I never 
looked back.  

I remember a classmate exclaiming: 
“I need to soak my bones” at the  

end of the session, yet we were so  
full of energy... from that day we 
became great friends.

CHESHIRE 

DANCE

LET’S 

DANCE
As People Dancing celebrates its 

30th anniversary we take a look at 

six well-known dance organisations 

who are also celebrating milestones 

and talk to some of their 

participants

(L-R) Zach McCullough, Max Ashbrook, Cieran 
Evans, Ben Worsley and Sam Davison, DOPE  
Male Performance Company, In The Mood,  
NW Regional U.Dance Platform at The Lowry. 
Photo: Brian Slater
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working in education, community and 
professional contexts across the North 
West.

“For the last four years I have lived 
and breathed DOPE Male Performance 
Company. The boys came together 
from across Cheshire for Cheshire 
Dance’s Cultural Olympiad Performance 
project. Seeing them reminds me of my 
Jam’d days, eager to learn and perform, 
finding a common passion and having 
the best time with a group of new 
friends.

“For Cheshire Dance, I have never 
been asked to perform, move or be 
like anybody else; my authenticity 
is welcomed and in turn each DOPE 
member is supported to grow to be 
an individual dancer and dance leader. 
Most importantly, we are all seen as 
artists. My Story and DOPE’s journey 
is a grain of sand on the beach that 
makes up Cheshire Dance’s impact 
over the last 40 years. I wouldn’t be 
the artist I am today without Cheshire 
Dance.

• www.cheshiredance.org

Amici Dance Theatre Company is 
a unique dance theatre company 
integrating able-bodied and disabled 
artists and performers. Its productions 
and workshops have had a major 
impact worldwide, challenging 
conventional attitudes about disability 
and the arts.

Amici’s founder, director and 
principle choreographer Wolfgang 
Stange was born in Berlin and came 
to Britain in the late 1970s to train 
at the London Contemporary Dance 
School. At this time he worked with the 
distinguished dance expressionist Hilde 
Holger who became his mentor. 

Gina Levette, who founded Shape, 
asked Wolfgang to run movement 
sessions at the long stay institution for 
people with severe learning difficulties, 
Normansfield Hospital in Middlesex. 
Wolfgang’s success was such that he 
was soon teaching classes to groups 
with learning and/or physical difficulties 
in a range of venues, sometimes 
including aspiring dancers without 
obvious disabilities. In 1980 he formed 
Amici Dance Theatre Company and it 
made its ground-breaking debut at the 
London Roof Top Theatre. Wolfgang, 
is now known internationally for his 
teaching methods which stress the 
need to share and acknowledge each 
other’s abilities.

AMICI

DANCE

DANCE

 CITY

Currently celebrating 30 years, Dance City is the North 
East’s leading development organisation for dance. Carolyn 
George was an advice worker, specialising in social security 
law, for over 35 years. She is now semi-retired but continues 
to write about welfare rights for Child Poverty Action 
Group, a London based anti-poverty charity. In her spare 
time she dances, hikes and reads. We asked her:

When did you first start dancing?
My mother started taking me to ballet classes when I 
was four years old. For the next 61 years, I have almost 
always danced in some form or another – ballet in school, 
contemporary dance in university and after, English 
clog when I moved to Tyneside and now tap, ballet and 
ballroom. I even tried my hand at Rapper Sword dancing  
as a member of one of the UK’s first women’s revival  
teams.

How long have you danced at Dance City and what was 
your first involvement there?
When I arrived in the UK in the mid-70s I could not find 
anywhere to dance for the first time in my life. But when 
I moved to Tyneside in 1979, I discovered classes in 
contemporary dance with the English Dance Theatre and  
so travelled by train every week to Darlington. When 
English Dance Theatre relocated to Peel Lane, and then 
evolved into Dance City, I followed. So I have been taking 
classes at Dance City on and off for 30 years.

What are your preferred styles of dance and which  
classes do you go to?
First and foremost my preferred style is percussive dance. 
I love the noise I make, the complexity of the steps that 
make the beats and the fact that my feet are effectively a 
drum kit. When arthritis prevented me getting my clogs 
on I began tap classes at Dance City. When they added 

Over the years Amici’s work has 
inspired thousands of people to look at 
art and the world from a new, slightly 
magical perspective and draw focus 
towards every individual’s abilities, 
whether disabled or not and as The 
Guardian put it, “Amici are totally and 
utterly inspiring”.

Their shows, choreographed 
by Wolfgang together with the 
Amici members, are truly amazing 
events. With more than 60 able and 

disabled performers on stage, they are 
festivals of colour and music, tragedy 
and comedy and everyone leaves the 
auditorium touched by what they 
have witnessed. Clement Crisp from 
the Financial Times wrote: “I count my 

evenings spent watching the work of 
Amici among the most rewarding 

in a year’s dance-viewing. Amici 
affirms life, creativity and the 
power of compassion.”

new classes for the over-55s I also took up ballet again. It 
surprised me how much I had missed ballet. So I am sort of 
back where I started, although of course less flexible and 
with poorer balance!

What does dancing mean to you?
I cannot imagine life without dance. It is not just the 
movement I would miss, but the companionship of other 
dancers and working together. Most recently, dancing has 
helped me regain things lost after major foot surgery - I 
could not stand on one foot without holding on, or transfer 
weight from one foot to the other without fear of falling. 
My ballet teacher has helped me to regain balance, my tap 
teacher has helped me retrain my brain and both have given 
me back my confidence in movement, so I can leap and 
twirl after a fashion.

How does dancing make you feel?
In one word, alive. Moving to music brings great joy to my 
life and a huge sense of physical and mental wellbeing. A 
calmness descends when I dance, but I also feel powerful. 
As I learn and improve and regain technique I thought I had 
lost, I feel young again. Dancing with others makes me feel 
a part of something outside the humdrum of daily life. 

Would you recommend dance classes to others including 
people who’ve never danced before?
Definitely. There are obviously health benefits – both mental 
and physical. Dance City is a great place to start if you have 
never danced before. It does not solely concentrate on the 
provision of classes for professionals or those wanting to 
be professionals but provides a range of classes for a wide 
community without regard to gender, physical and mental 
condition or age.

• www.dancecity.co.uk

continued on page 10

Carolyn George (third right) with class participants, Dance City 55+ 
Ballet Class. Photo: Nicky, KG Photography.

Participant,  
Amici Workshop. 
Photo: Nik Mackey



Anniversaries

They recently celebrated their 35th 
anniversary with a sold-out run of the 
full company show 35 Amici Drive at 
the Lyric, Hammersmith where they 
have been artists-in-residence for 
several years. 35 Amici Drive was one 
of the first shows at the Lyric following 
it’s multi-million pound re-build,  
expanding the existing building to 
create fantastic new facilities for 
training young people to become the 
theatre-makers of the future.

The show was a story of the many 
different residents of 35 Amici Drive, 
a large, ailing rented town house on 
the Candy Estate, who are under 
threat of eviction due to a so-called, 
‘regeneration’ project engineered 
by the bureaucratic and seemingly 
uncaring Streathlee Green Borough 
Council, their local MP and property 
developers Eastlawn Incorporated. 

Will the residents stay together or be 
dispersed by the wrecking-ball?   
A metaphor for how Amici has  
survived over the years, even when 
things looked bleak.

Amici runs regular classes for 
its members at the Lyric and holds 
open-workshops, residencies, student 
placements and performances 
throughout the year. They recently 
launched the weekly Young Amici  
at the Lyric, a new inclusive dance 
theatre group for those aged 13-
21, disabled and non-disabled. It is 
a chance to meet new people and 
experience dance through Amici’s 
unique improvisation techniques.  
The classes are free, fun, fully  
inclusive and suitable for all levels of 
experience. Amici is always looking for 
young people to join so do get in touch.

• www.amicidance.org

SWINDON

DANCE

RUBICON

DANCE

In 1976, when the Arts Council of 
Wales gave Molly Kenny, the founder 
of Rubicon Dance, a budget of £1,000 
to develop an audience for dance in 
Wales, Nicola Stenstrom was only a 
few days old. Always living just a few 
streets away from Rubicon, in Cardiff. 
Adamsdown born and bred Nicola 
describes herself as ‘A little girl who 
loved to dance’ and her story is tightly 
woven with that of Rubicon.

Pioneering dance in education, 
Rubicon established curriculum 
sessions in Adamsdown Primary 
School in 1979, which still run to this 
day. Aged seven, Nicola began to 
take part in Rubicon’s creative dance 
sessions at her school with Geraldine 

Hurl, and then later Pauline Crossley. 
Nicola says she was delighted when 
Rubicon came to school and she 
remembers taking part in many local 
performances.

When Nicola moved on to Willows 
High School, where Rubicon were 
artists in residence, she continued to 
dance regularly with Jane Bellamy and 
took part in the Scottish Youth Dance 
Festival, which inspired her to want 
a career in dance. She also became 
Deputy Head Girl at Willows for her 
contribution to the artistic life of the 
school.

Uncertain about which direction 
to take after leaving school, Nicola 
was invited to audition for Rubicon’s 
full time dance course which had 
been established in 1986. Nicola 
thrived on the full time course, with 
all her teachers noting her beautiful 
technique and love of working 
creatively. However, Nicola was 
reluctant to move away from her 
family to continue her training.

Ruth Till MBE, Rubicon’s Director  
in 1995, felt that people should be  
able to train in their own community 
and knew that Rubicon could  

provide a comprehensive community  
dance training programme, which 
resulted in Nicola becoming Rubicon’s 
very first Community Dance 
Apprentice. 

After her year-long apprenticeship, 
and while continuing to be supported 
by Rubicon, Nicola began to take on 
her own sessions in schools, with the 
elderly and with community based 
children and youth groups. In 1999 
Nicola returned to concentrated study 
with Rubicon for another year, this 
time as a modern apprentice gaining 
an NVQ Level 3 in Delivering Artform 
Development Sessions. Since the initial 
pilot of its apprenticeship Rubicon 
has continued to mentor apprentice 
Community Dance Leaders and has 
worked with 30 in total... but it all 
started with Nicola.

Over the years Nicola has had the 
opportunity to take part in many 

of Rubicon’s international projects, 
travelling to Salt Lake City in 1998 
as part of an exchange project with 
the Children’s Dance Theatre of Utah. 
She has also taken part in the pan-
European Artisan Interart Project in 
1999 which involved dance groups 
from Ireland, Wales, Denmark, Portugal 
and France.

To this day Nicola continues to 
deliver community dance sessions 
for Rubicon and has developed a 
focus on working with active older 
people. Nicola says: “Looking back 
as a 40-year-old at that little girl that 
was me, I am thankful to Rubicon for 
enabling me to have a career in dance. 
It has allowed me to give back to 
Rubicon and the community that gave 
to me, doing something I love and 
making dreams come true.”

• www.rubicondance.co.uk

continued from page 9

Kit King, Youth Dance Academy.  
Photo: Mark Pepperall, Hot Pepper Design
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LUDUS

DANCE

Swindon Dance is located in the heart 
of Swindon, and, for over three decades 
has been a leading innovator in dance 
development in the UK.

One young dancer’s story:
Swindon born Charley Logan has 
danced almost as long as she has 
walked, and after completing her 
training at The London Contemporary 
Dance School with a BA (Hons)  
Degree, at the age of 21, she won a 
place on the Danish Dance Theatre’s 
apprenticeship scheme and moved to 
Copenhagen.

“It’s such an exciting time. It means 
I will go out to Copenhagen for a 
month to train with the company. Then 
come back to London and we get the 
opportunity to train back here with 
the theatre. It’s the next step in my 
career. It’s a humongous opportunity. 
I applied to a number of places and 
had a number of auditions and this 
was my first choice. I got the news 
the same week as my 21st birthday, so 
that was amazing. They specialise in 
performance and since that’s what I 
want to do it really suits me.”

Charley first started her dance  
career at Swindon Dance when she 
joined the Parents and Tots class at  
the age of two. She attended creative 
and ballet classes and joined the 
Swindon Youth Dance Company  
before joining the Youth Dance 
Academy (Centre for Advanced 
Training) aged 13.

Charley said: “I’ve been dancing 
since I was very young and I always 
thought of it just as a hobby. It’s 
just something I always felt really 
passionate about. When I realised  
that I could actually do it as a career  
I just knew it was what I wanted to do, 
and it’s just gone on from there.”

John King: A father’s point of view
“Since he was four years old, 
Swindon Dance has given Kit the 
space to express himself in dance, 
and convinced him that dance could 
actually be a career. Once he had 
reached that point, the Youth Dance 
Academy represented extraordinary 
timing and good fortune, offering 
the full range of training and support 
that he would need to take this from 
an idea to a reality. 

Over four years a ‘family’ of 
patient, dedicated and professional 
teachers and support staff have 
changed Kit from an energetic 
boy into a professional dancer. In 
addition to the requisite dancing 
skills they have showed him how to 
protect those skills, with guidance 
on health, fitness and training; they 
have rescued him from injuries and 
taught him to understand his limits. 
They have given him permission to 
think creatively and transformed his 
confidence and have encouraged 
him to push his boundaries and seize 
opportunities. They have walked 
him carefully through the process of 
applying for conservatoire, and given 
him a preview of the professional 
world he is entering (and kept his 
parents in the picture at all times!), 
on top of that, they have moulded a 
BTEC certificate programme around 
all of this, tailored to those who 
struggle with the academic side of 
things. 

Much of this has been in the form 
of bespoke, one-to-one guidance, 
and all of it on what is surely a 
shoestring budget. The Youth Dance 
Academy (YDA) has been with Kit 
every step of the way and, indeed, 
it is hard to see where he would be 
now without YDA.”

Ludus Dance recently celebrated 40 
years of creating opportunities for 
more people to take part in, create and 
see dance. From the very outset, and 
despite the inevitable fluctuations in 
the arts funding and delivery landscape 
along the way, the organisation has 
focused on improving access and 
opportunities for children and young 
people – working to inform, inspire and 
enable their participation in dance and 

the arts. Here, Lancashire based dance 
artist Jenny Reeves tells the story of 
her road into the profession;

“I can’t remember a time in my life 
when I wasn’t dancing. As a tot and 
through my school years I attended 
the Highfield School of Dancing in my 
hometown of Hogton, near Preston. I 
was besotted with Ballet but took as 
many classes in as many disciplines 
as I could – three nights a week and 
at weekends. So by the time I got to 
High School, I was always going to take 
every opportunity I could to dance.

“In High School, I was lucky that 
Mrs Gough, one of my teachers, 
had recently introduced regular 
curriculum time dance and it was in 
her classes that I had my first taste 
of contemporary dance. It was also 
here that I first encountered Ludus 
Dance who did a short residency 
at our school. One of the dancers – 

Jonny Hate – told me about the Ludus 
Youth Dance Company (LYDC) and 
encouraged me to audition.

“That was the first time I’d 
auditioned for anything but with the 
classic confidence of youth I decided I 
had nothing to lose and went along. At 
this stage I had no particular ambitions 
to be a professional dancer, I was just 
going with the flow and knew I loved to 
dance. But my experiences with LYDC 
helped me find my joy in contemporary 
dance and began to lay the foundations 
for my future career choices.

“Throughout my A levels I took as 
many dance opportunities as were 
open to me. It was at this time that 
I did some volunteering with Ludus 
Dance’s Integr8 Company, which 
sparked a passion for inclusive dance 
that still burns today. When the time 
came, I applied to both The Place and 
Laban and all my wishes came true 
with an offer from The Place!

“Three years at The Place was 
absolutely everything I’d dreamed  
it would be. I have no doubt that  
my early exposure to the wider  
dance scene through LYDC stood me in 
very good stead as I trained. 

“At the end of my course I 
auditioned for the apprenticeship 
scheme but wasn’t selected. I’ll 
readily admit that this was a shock 
to the system. This was my first taste 
of rejection and it hurt. Instead I 
auditioned for Transitions, the Laban 
postgraduate company and was 
grateful to win a place.

“After 16 months with Transitions, 
including a Masters degree and 
assisting on Laban’s CAT programme, I 
successfully auditioned for my first real 
job – with the Wexford Opera Company 
in Ireland. The four months that 
followed have to be the most exciting 
of my life so far. It was every inch the 
kind of crazy life as a professional 
performer I had imagined for myself 
but it was with a very big bump that I 
landed back in London trying to carve 

out a portfolio career for myself.
“I really do believe that, if there’s one 

thing higher education dance training 
should cover nowadays it’s the skills 
and attitude necessary for successfully 
working as a portfolio artist. The stress 
of always searching for the next piece 
of work; the competition for work; the 
fact that you need to be capable of 
being adaptable and open to anything; 
the administrative, finance, tax and 
project management work required. All 
of this, of course, whilst trying to stay 
fit and on top of your game! Despite 
all of the training and mentoring I’d 
enjoyed, this was still a huge shock 
to me and there have been countless 
times when I’ve felt close to throwing in 
the towel.

“After a few years, in which I worked 
on a whole range of projects – some 
wonderfully exciting and some less  
so – I decided I’d had enough of 
working in the capital. I’d seen some 
press coverage of a project that 
Ludus Dance was working on and I 
felt inspired. There really is loads of 
exciting, high quality art happening 
outside London.

“So I returned to my roots in 
Lancashire in 2015. Since then I have 
reconnected with the team at Ludus 
Dance and have been working with 
them on some really exciting and 
challenging projects – such as the 
recent State of Flux, which worked 
with young people suffering from 
severe mental health issues, to help 
them engage with arts as a means of 
nurturing self-esteem and a sense of 
belonging.

“Looking forward I have ambitions 
to make a children’s theatre show but 
sometimes I find myself still on the 
knife edge – wondering what I have 
signed up for with a portfolio career 
in dance. Every time I feel like that, 
something happens to remind me why I 
am driven to dance… because I love it!” 

• www.ludusdance.org

 www.swindondance.org.uk  

Jenny Reeves (with Lucy Starkey in background), Moxie Brawl. Photo: Jean-Marie Carell
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In practice

D
ance in any country is a means 
of expressing joy, emotions and 
inner feelings. Here Nilima Devi 

outlines how this is very much the case 
in South Asian communities. Dance 
brings individuals together, creates 
a sense of belonging, helps to form 
identities but also allows freedom of 
individual expression.

South Asian communities are 
extremely diverse and many use 
folk dances for social and religious 
festivals, important annual events and 
celebrations. Some communities dance 
to mark births and deaths, to express 
joy and welcome the arrival of a new 
member into the family, or for the 
peace of the soul of the deceased. 

Dancing to celebrate marriage 
has become so popular that 
nowadays some people even hire a 
choreographer to teach the young 
couple impressive dance moves, or 
the family hires a professional group 
to perform at the wedding. Some 
Asian communities also dance for 
social functions such as birthdays 
and engagement parties. Increasing 
commercialisation goes hand in hand 
with the growing prominence of 
Bollywood dance culture. In Gujarat, as 
in other regions of India, traditionally 
women sing and dance while 
preparing the bride for marriage. Many 
local songs for such occasions tease 
her, depicting that she will have to 
bear lots of responsibility.

Wherever they are in the 
world, it seems, South Asian 
communities get together for 

elaborate dance activities, especially 
for Diwali events and functions or 
perform dances connected to religious 
discourses by a Guru or learned 
Brahmin. In such contexts, dance is 
often perceived as a form of worship 
(bhakti). In India, the UK and the 
USA, Gujarati communities will make 
arrangements for the Navratri festival, 
celebrated for nine nights in honour 
of the Goddess Amba. The idol of 
the goddess is kept in the middle 

of the dance floor and 
people dance around 

it to eradicate 
bad qualities and 
be blessed with 
auspiciousness, 

peace and joy. This 

more traditional conceptualisation co-
exists nowadays with the joyful fashion 
for many young men and women to 
dress up and meet at such places to 
dance together.

Punjabi communities will often 
celebrate the Spring Festival of 
Vaisakhi through dances of Bhangra, 
performed traditionally by men only 
and Giddha dance, performed by 
women. Traditional dances for this 
festival in villages in India used to 
welcome the beginning of spring and 
mark a highlight of the agricultural 
year. Today, this too has become 
commercialised and Bhangra is now a 
global youth dance style.

For increasing numbers of South 
Asians dancing has become more 
like an enjoyable keep-fit activity, 
with exercises related to health and 
wellbeing. Some people send their 
children to learn various dance forms 
not only for exercise but also to imbibe 
their cultural roots and literatures and 
to develop artistic and expressional 
skills, confidence, self-esteem, good 
posture and movement co-ordination. 
This could be beneficial from an early 

age and often dancers also excel at 
school and college. Learning 
Bollywood dance has 

What does it mean to you?
become fashionable, too, as dancing 
to hugely popular music items from 
glamourous Bollywood films can be as 
much fun for the performers as for the 
audience. A new recent business craze 
involves performing Bollywood dance 
at big corporate events and in large-
scale theatres.

Apart from all this, some South 
Asian parents aim to teach their 
children one or more forms of South 
Asian Classical dance to learn more 
systematically about dance and music, 
maybe also to achieve certain levels 
of graded exams and gain certificates 
for extra-curricular activities. Some 
young people take this very seriously 
and may make a career in South 
Asian dance out of this, becoming a 
performer, teacher or choreographer.

For many young people, dance is 
simply an immensely popular activity 
and a hobby, allowing you to enjoy 
various moves, get rid of extra energy, 
socialise, express feelings and feel free 
and relaxed. I asked a couple of my 
students and they all identified that 
dance was not only good exercise, 
but was also an empowering activity, 
allowing yourself to express things 
and be creative rather than to impress 
others as you might in a performance 
scenario. As a joyful hobby in a safe 
environment, dance permits you to 
forget everything and becomes deeply 
therapeutic. Some students like the 
elegance of movements they learn and 
feel that this contributes to building 
their personality, which may reach as 
far as involving feelings of devotion 
(Bhakti) for young people. All the 
students felt that the added skills in 
expressing oneself were valuable and 
had become an intrinsic part of their 
lives.

Nilima Devi MBE is Artistic Director at 
the Centre for Indian Classical Dance 
(CICD).

• ndevi@cicd.org.uk
• www.cicd.org.uk
• www.twitter.com/cicduk

Classical Kathak dance pose 
by CICD student Meera 
Patel. Photo: Ian Whittaker

Community dancers performing folk dance as part of Leicester City Carnival. Photo: Ian Whittaker

Ready for your next professional journey, a new direction in 
dance? Our Summer School is back with the perfect platform 
to deliver your skills and find new inspiration from some  
of the best practitioners in the field:

• Teaching Dance in Primary Schools: Mel Knott
• Safe Dance Practice: Charlotte Tomlinson
• Introduction to Dance for Parkinson’s: David Leventhal  
 with the Dance for Parkinson’s Network UK

People Dancing Summer School 2016

12 | #peopledancing

Tuesday 26 – Friday 29 July, De Montfort University, Leicester

www.communitydance.org.uk/
summerschool  
call 0116 253 3453

• Developing Choreography with Children and Young   
 People: Jo Rhodes
• Exploring Different Dance Techniques: Alexandra Jay,   
 Anusha Subramanyam and Andrea Stockburn
• Dance with Older People: Diane Amans
• Repertory from COAL: Gary Clarke
• Emergency First Aid at Work: British Red Cross
• Business Skills for Dance Practitioners: members of the  
 People Dancing team.
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STEP INTO DANCE PRESENTS

STEP LIVE!
CELEBRATING LONDON’S YOUTH DANCE

Sadler’s Wells | Saturday July 9, 2016

5pm free foyer events | 7pm main show
Box office: 0207 863 8000 | www.sadlerswells.com

Step into Dance is a partnership project between the Royal Academy of Dance and the Jack Petchey Foundation

www.stepintodance.org @stepintodance /stepintodance

Royal Academy Dance is a charity registered in England and Wales no. 312826. The Jack Petchey Foundation is a registered charity no. 1076886



“I
t’s not what I was expecting,” 
says Felix, referring to the first 
half of the first night of the 

hip hop dance theatre extravaganza, 
Breakin’ Convention. We’re at Sadler’s 
Wells in London, writes Donald Hutera, 
where this blazingly popular annual 
event originated in 2004. “I’m 
not really enjoying it,” he 
adds apologetically.

 Unlike me, a 
professional critic, Felix 
doesn’t see loads of 
dance. But, like me, to 
some extent he exists 
within its orbit.

 Born and raised in 
Cheltenham, slightly-built 
and unassumingly friendly, 
Felix will be 49 this year. He trained as 
a carpenter and would like to return to 
it, but scoliosis puts paid to any jobs 
in construction. “I have original and 
creative ideas for other things I could 
do,” he avows.

 Felix currently sells The Big Issue 
– bought by him for £1.25 each but 
sold at double the price. Among 
his key locations is a spot outside 
Sadler’s Wells or its ‘sibling’ theatre, 
the Peacock, in the West End. It all 
started when Felix received a tip that, 

this famous London dance house was 
a good place to sell the magazine. He’s 
been a familiar face – beneath his trusty 
visored cap – en route to either venue’s 
main entrance for a few years now.

 “I don’t dance,” Felix says, but 
he’s not averse to seeing a show if 

offered a spare ticket because 
some punter’s friend or family 

member has failed to turn 
up. He mentions a street 
dance production featuring 
vegetables in its marketing 
imagery, but can’t recall 
the title. He knows Matthew 

Bourne’s work, including – 
he thinks – Swan Lake (“Is it 

funny?” he asks.), And he’s a 
firm fan of another British dance 

classic, Into the Hoods, choreographed 
by Kate Prince for her company 
ZooNation. “I never see shows again,” 
Felix says, “just like I’d never read 
the same book twice.” With Hoods, 
however, he’d make an exception.

 Felix has called London home for 
almost a decade now, although staying 
put that long was never part of any 
plan. He’s led a sometimes transient 
lifestyle, living in hostels for several 
years but also spending three months 
being homeless. He’s travelled, too, 

Purrfect night out

D
U Dance (NI) – is 
a professional 
dance development 

company based in Belfast and 
working across Ireland, the UK and 
internationally. It runs three youth 
dance engagement projects. The 
young people are from nine different 
cultural backgrounds and they meet 
once a week to work and create.

Esperanca is 16 years old and is 
one of 25 young people who dance 
with Sutemos, one of those projects. 
She lives in a small town in Northern 
Ireland called Dungannon. She 
started dancing five years ago and is 
now a core member of Sutemos. She 
is confident and skilled, someone the 
younger members look up to. But it 
wasn’t always that way…

Living in East Timor, Southest Asia, 
Esperanca’s family were caught in the 
1999 crisis that began with attacks 
by anti-independence militants on 
civilians, and expanded to general 
violence throughout the country. 
“We were caught in the middle of 
it, gun fights and violence, because 
my family lived in an unsafe area. We 
had to move from home to home and 
all I remember was feeling terrified, 
I didn’t understand what was going 
on” said Esperanca. The fighting 
resulted in 1,400 civilians dying. But 
for her it meant a new beginning.

Her father left East Timor to join 
some of his family in Dungannon and 
immediately got a job in a factory as 
a packer. Within a year he had saved 
enough money to bring his wife, 
Esperanca, her three sisters and two 
of her brothers to join him. It was 
a long journey, six different flights 
and the family arrived in July 2006 
exhausted and freezing.

The whole summer was spent 
inside, intimidated by the new 
surroundings, not being able to speak 
a word of English and hating the 
food and the weather. That was until 
a local playground was too enticing 
for her and her siblings to resist. At 
the playground they made friends, 
gesticulating to communicate. “We 
played without speaking and used a 
lot of gestures.” 

When the summer was over 
and it was time to start school she 
remembers feeling excited and 
terrified in equal amounts. “It was 
difficult to get into the routine; the 
lunches, the time and the way the 

teachers approached you differently. 
I couldn’t understand anything, but I 
wanted to learn.” It didn’t take long 
and Esperanca learned quickly as the 
school put on extra English classes 
and at the weekend she joined a 
language support school run by local 
charity Belong. It was at one of the 
Belong classes that she heard about 
a dance workshop that was open to 
everybody. She decided to go along 
and see what it was about and at the 
first workshop she enjoyed it so much 
she decided to join.

“On that first project we danced 
with disabled people and it was very 
interesting. I liked it as it took me 
away from the stresses of school 
and at 11 years old I had nothing 
physical to do. I was very nervous of 
performing, but everybody was in it 
together so I did it.”

Each year she grew in confidence. 
She began to step forward to take 
on solo roles, help younger members 
rehearse and eventually to create 
her own choreography. This summer 
Esperanca is studying for her GCSEs. 
She wants to go on to do A levels and 
then maybe go to university. She’s 
not yet sure what she wants to do 
for a living but “I always see myself 
dancing wherever I live. I’d love to 
teach dance to younger children”.

Sutemos recently performed for 
the Northern Ireland Assembly and 
also went to London to appear on 
the BBC. “A lot of people at school 
ask me about dance and I tell them 
it’s a good thing. It’s made a major 
difference to my life. If I hadn’t 
joined I wouldn’t have known people, 
wouldn’t be confident or as social 
and I wouldn’t be active”. She reports 
that dance is especially good now 
as her exams are stressful and it’s 
helping with that.

“Now when I am performing I 
feel amazing. I don’t get nervous 
anymore. Dance makes me feel good 
and proud of who I am. At five years 
old I was shy and withdrawn. At 16 I 
am confident, social and fit”.

• www.dudanceni.com 

Round-up

Me, 

myself 
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dance

Esperanca (front) and other 
members of Sutemos 2016. 
Photo: Oliver Corr Photography
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mentioning two years in New York City 
about a quarter of a century ago when 
he worked as a bicycle courier.

 After the show we grab some food 
and talk, including about family – 
complicated for both of us. Felix isn’t 
especially close to his. For now he lives 

L
ebanon is a small country, about 
the same size as the English 
county of Cornwall, and is 

situated at the meeting point of Europe, 
Africa and Asia. Its capital city, Beirut, 
has a population of around 360,000 
people and with support from the 
British Council has established Big 
Dance as a staple event in its cultural 
calendar, with over 1,000 dancers 
performing each year in its Parliament 
Square since 2012. Big Dance Rehearsal 
Director for Akram Khan Company, 
Jennifer Irons, and Richard Parr, 
Producer for People Dancing, visited 
in April to help teach this year’s 
choreography and to find out why it’s 
been such a big hit.

In five days, we toured nine locations 
to teach just over 1,200 young people 
from around 26 schools. We were 
struck by the excitement for the project 
and the indisputable enthusiasm and 
joy for dancing held by teachers and 
children. “This is my fourth Big Dance,” 
11-year old Amir tells us during one of 
many chaotic break time conversations 
and selfie-taking sessions. Amir can tell 
us the names of the choreographers, 
the other dance artists from the UK 
who have been to teach them dance, 
and even show us some of the moves 
he remembers from previous years.

With schools reflecting the Muslim 
and Christian religions practiced in 
Lebanon, we began to hear from 
teachers as to the unique value of an 
inclusive inter-school, cross-religion 
project like Big Dance. “We achieved 
the British Council’s International Award 
in 2014”, Ms Ghandour explains, “and 
we are hoping to win it again at the end 
of the first four years”. The International 
School Award supports schools to 
introduce international work to the 
curriculum and to embed it within the 
school’s culture through three levels. 
“After nine years of age, many families 
prefer us not to teach their children 
dancing in school, so Big Dance allows 
them to meet children from other 
schools – Christian, Muslim and state – 
which we believe to be very important.”

Although dance classes are not 
widely available outside of schools 
in Lebanon, an inclusive approach to 
teaching and taking part appear to 
be at the heart of involvement in Big 
Dance. The Al Hadi Institution, a school 
for children with visual and hearing 
impairments, has an ethos of equality 
in its mission, aiming to ensure its 
students can take part in all activities, 
subjects and life opportunities on 
equal terms. At a hot afternoon 
open-air workshop, 35 Deaf Al Hadi 

Big Dance in Beirut
students arrived to join 150 students 
from other schools. From the outset 
of the workshop, their commitment 
to rehearsing and knowledge of the 
movement was outstanding. “They are 
thrilled to be here,” teacher Sukaina 
Shaheen, who was leading and signing 
for the students, told us. “It helps to 
elevate their spirit and self esteem. 
We started because many of our Deaf 
students like to dance and perform as 
a way of expressing their emotions and 
interacting with others”. During a break 
in the workshop, we’re busy chatting 
to the many enthusiastic, startlingly 
confident young dancers, including 
two of the Al Hadi students, Ali and 
Aya. Looking around at the playground 
full of fellow dancers from three other 
schools, Ali tells us: “This is the first 
time I get to meet and dance with such 
a huge number of students”. “Well then, 
this is a good rehearsal for you”, says 
Jennifer, “at your performance there 
will be another 1,000!”. Aya responds, 
“I never felt so excited about an event 
before – can we join next year too?”

• www.bigdance.org.uk
• www.britishcouncil.org.lb/en
• schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/ 
 big-dance-pledge
• www.alhadi.org.lb

in a room in a house near King’s Cross 
with Spangle, “the prettiest cat you’ve 
ever seen.” He found her on Gumtree. 

The day after Breakin’ Convention 
I meet Spangle contentedly sunning 
herself on Felix’s lap by Angel tube 
station, thoughts of hip hop far from his 

mind. While he didn’t love all that we 
saw at the Wells, I’d like to think Felix 
had a good time watching everything 
from the raucous contortions of Soweto 
Skeleton Movers and socially-conscious 
dance by the UK company Protocol to 
slick routines from former Britain’s Got 

Talent headliners Flawless. Together 
we participated in dance as audience 
members, and got to know each other 
just that bit better because of it.

• donaldhutera@yahoo.com
• @Donald Hutera

Above: Soweto Skeleton Movers. Photo: Belinda Lawley. Inset left: Spangle. Photo: Donald Hutera
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Students from the Al Hadi 
Institution at a Big Dance 
Pledge workshop in Beirut, 
organised by British Council 
Lebanon. Photo: Richard Parr
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U.Dance 2016  
The Lowry, Salford        8 - 10 July 
The nation’s annual youth dance festival

Book Tickets:  
www.thelowry.com/event/u-dance-festival 
 

One Dance UK is supported by Arts Council England, Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, Paul Hamlyn Foundation, Rudolf Nureyev Foundation, and Principal Sponsor Harlequin Floors. 
U.Dance 2016 is supported by The Boporan Charitable Trust, The Granada Foundation and The Marina Kleinwort Charitable Trust. 
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Watch the results of three years 

intensive dance education at the 

Graduation performances

Fri 1 – Fri 8 July

Watch live at lcds.ac.uk/live
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