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Introduction





In 1990, the choreography of Matthew Bourne was at British fringe-group status; and the dance company, Adventures in Motion Pictures, nearly folded, after four years of presenting dances by him and several other choreographers. As fringe-level companies go, it had enjoyed real success, giving several dozen performances per annum; and if it had closed operations then, it would have been remembered fondly.


Instead, however, in 1991 it became devoted solely to his choreography, at a time when very few British dance companies were vehicles for the work of one choreographer alone. The risk paid off. During the 1990s, Adventures in Motion Pictures went on to achieve major international success, running for months in London’s West End, on New York’s Broadway, and elsewhere. His Swan Lake – one of the dance sensations of the decade – became a set text for Dance A Level in Britain. This range of achievement was already phenomenal. In consequence, the enterprising Walter Donohue at Faber and Faber conceived the original edition of this book, Matthew Bourne and his Adventures in Motion Pictures, to meet the broad spectrum of interest in his work; it was published at the end of 1999. Neither a biography nor a critical study, it charted the story of how Bourne had risen to such eminence. It also allowed him to speak at length about his work and about aspects of the wider world it inhabits. At every point he answered questions with an openness and detail that I found unequalled among choreographers.


In the first decade of the new millennium, Bourne and his work went further, achieving levels of box-office popularity that have seldom if ever been matched in dance. In 2002, he reconstituted his company as New Adventures; the new name was justified by the success that followed. There were several seasons mid-decade in which two or three different Bourne dance productions were presented simultaneously – in large-scale theatres, seven or eight performances per week, for months on end – in separate international and national tours by his company. (In 2006, for example, his Swan Lake opened an extended season in Paris while his Edward Scissorhands was touring the United States.) Few other dance companies can manage to present simultaneous different productions in different countries, fewer in big theatres, and no other company presents just one choreographer’s work on this scale and with this frequency. Meanwhile Bourne’s choreography for various musicals – notably My Fair Lady (2001), Mary Poppins (2004) and Oliver! (revised, 2008) – has run for years in the West End, on Broadway, and on major tours. BBC-TV screened his Bourne to Dance on Christmas Day 2001; his Play Without Words began life at London’s National Theatre in 2002; in 2003, his Nutcracker! was the first stage dance production to be screened on BBC1 on Christmas Day in twenty years. He has received honours, prizes, and awards in several countries: not least, in 2003, the Shakespeare Prize in Hamburg, given each year to a leading British artist (he was the first dance person to have won it since Margot Fonteyn in 1977). In 2009, when watching his Dorian Gray (2008) at Sadler’s Wells Theatre in London, I became aware that people around me in the audience were listing the various Bourne productions they had now seen in the way that London theatregoers used to follow the plays of Noel Coward or Alan Ayckbourn.


This would already be remarkable if Matthew Bourne were a playwright or director. What makes it extraordinary is that his productions – apart from the musicals – do not use words. He is now among the rare choreographers whose own genre of dance theatre has become an important form of drama.


Whether it will survive him cannot yet be said. The choreographer Salvatore Viganò (1769–1821) was known as ‘the Shakespeare of the dance’ in his lifetime, but, as Stendhal records, within twelve years of his death none of his ballets were to be seen. Bourne’s work – like that of choreographers from George Balanchine to Pina Bausch – depends on dancers who know just what he wants. A number of prestigious companies have applied to present several of his productions without success because he insists that they cannot be relied upon to perform them with the right style. Dance is the art of the present tense: the triumph of one performance does not guarantee the success of the next. But it is worth recording that between 2000 and 2009 Bourne’s triumphs (controversies, too) have occurred in many countries, on several continents, and in such historic cities as London, Los Angeles, Moscow, New York, Paris, Sydney, and Tokyo. The length of the 2006–7 tour of his Edward Scissorhands around North America – six months – surpassed the duration of even the longest tours by the Royal Ballet in the 1950s and 1960s. Soon after the 2000 premiere of The Car Man, Walter Donohue began to speak of a new edition of our book; the new chapters in it chart some of the developments in Bourne’s work and his company’s.




 





Matthew invited me to collaborate with him in 1998 on the first edition because we were friends and because I had watched most of his choreography since 1984. We first met each other in autumn 1982. I was twenty-seven, he twenty-two. He was starting his first term as a BA student in Dance Theatre at the Laban Centre for Movement and Dance; his classes there were the first formal study of dance he had ever undertaken. Today, when over a thousand students each year graduate in the UK with BA degrees in dance, it may be hard to imagine how things felt in 1982, when the Laban Centre’s course was the only BA in dance in Britain and dance studies as an academic subject were an embattled area. I had begun teaching there in 1980. I doubt that any of my teaching colleagues felt confident at the time that the students of that era would make serious names for themselves in the world of dance. And yet the amalgam of students and teachers made the Laban Centre of that era fertile ground. Laban students who joined between 1980 and 1987 went on to make careers as professional dancers, dance critics, choreographers, dance teachers, dance scholars, and dance examiners. The Laban Centre has kept changing and growing; in 2001, it moved on to architecturally acclaimed new premises, and today’s students would laugh in horror at the conditions with which Matthew and his contemporaries once coped.  


Something in Matthew’s mind made him particularly responsive to the subject I was teaching there: dance history. It is startling to recall now that in his very first October–December term we surveyed, as part of a course on nineteenth-century ballet, La Sylphide, Swan Lake, and The Nutcracker, all works that he went on to re-choreograph with great success in the following decade. I taught ‘the two Freds’ – Astaire and Ashton – with particular love; they already were Matthew’s two favourite choreographers. For the second half of his degree, Matthew took dance history as his optional subject; his special subject in his final year was Astaire’s choreography.  


In those years, I was also working hard as a dance critic. I often encountered my students at London dance events and became involved in many passionate and analytical conversations. Several of the works we discussed then have turned out to be precursors of aspects of work Matthew went on to make in later years: Ian Spink’s Further and Further into Night (1984), a remarkable work not seen on stage since 1985, seems to have been a particular influence upon Matthew’s Play Without Words (2002), which was performed far and wide over three years.


When I was able to, I also watched performances of the students’ own choreography. In spring 1984, when I for the first time watched choreography by Matthew and his contemporaries, his was the offering that impressed me most. The two pieces he showed during his third year more than confirmed my view. From that first piece, I still recall the unusual feeling for movement shown by one particular step; from the second, a wonderfully exuberant grasp of changing ensemble patterns and structures; from the third, ardently percussive and syncopated rhythm. As it happens, his choreography tutors did not think him the best of the bunch. I take pride in being first to single him out, responding to his work as a critic rather than as a teacher.


Perhaps a tutor can do nothing more important than encourage and help a student to find where his or her potential lies. Many students graduate with a still hazy idea of that potential. Of those that have begun to recognize it, some then fulfil it, others do not. I have encouraged other student choreographers or critics or historians who then made little headway; several have prospered long-term. More than any student of mine, Matthew has progressed – as this book records – to greater achievements. This speaks not of those of us who taught him but of Matthew himself. He has had an astonishing career because of the way he has remained true to himself, and because of the remarkable support (and never pressure) that his parents, June and Jim Bourne, gave him at every stage.


I am not Matthew’s tame critic; he is not Trilby to my Svengali. It was always understood that, if the choice had to arise, I would set criticism above friendship. I took care not to review the early performances of Adventures in Motion Pictures; the company quickly attracted attention from critics and promoters without my help. Greenfingers, an early and short-lived work made by Matthew for AMP, was privately dedicated to me: I reviewed neither that nor most other AMP productions. When I spoke or wrote to Matthew about my reactions to his work, those were not all favourable. I don’t recommend that artists read reviews of their own work, and I suspect that Matthew has never seen my most extensive published review of his choreography (in the Times Literary Supplement in 2005). In 1995, however, when I wrote a review of his Highland Fling (then a year old) for the Financial Times, he wrote to thank me, more for the particular reservations I expressed about the piece than for my overall enthusiasm for it. This review, he claims, strengthened his resolve about the line he was planning to take with his next work, Swan Lake. That’s privately gratifying for me, but more important is that Matthew takes ideas from right, left or centre without seeking to please me or any other critic.


If you’ve marked somebody’s dance-history essays, it’s not hard for you to find fault in his or her choreography. Still, if you praise that choreography, other people may assume you’re doing so just to promote your pal. (Or, in this case, to advance sales of this book.) When I began work as chief dance critic to the New York Times in 2007, I made it clear that in general I would avoid reviewing Matthew’s work in its pages. Some promoters have told Matthew that they assume his work will now receive good reviews in the New York Times; he tells me he has replied, sometimes ruefully, ‘That’s not how it works!’




 





When Matthew invited me to join him in 1998 on the first edition of this book, I did not know how interesting the work would prove; I’m grateful both to him and to Walter Donohue. For that first edition, Matthew and I taped most of the interview material between May and July 1998, with a few additions prior to publication late in 1999. Thanks to Walter’s encouragement and reminders, Matthew and I taped a series of further conversations between 2001 and 2009. We retain Chapters 1–10 of the earlier edition here, and have now added seven further chapters. I have re-ordered and edited the transcripts of those conversations to make them more direct for readers. Matthew and I have gone on tailoring them, often by email.


Matthew is remarkably undefensive and unguarded in discussing his work, but his memory is often faulty or weak. Mine, by contrast, is notoriously fussy and detailed. I have often found myself discovering things that it would have been more convenient if Matthew had remembered all along. For example, he always used to say that the first ballet he ever saw was Peter Darrell’s production of Swan Lake for Scottish Ballet, as performed at Sadler’s Wells in 1979. In 1998 I realized that he had seen another Swan Lake before that, and thought it might be a delicate moment when I had to point this out to him; Matthew was amazed, but laughed. Another tricky moment arose around the same  time. After more than two months’ hard work, I discovered, from a conversation over coffee with his colleague Etta Murfitt, that Matthew, before making his own Swan Lake with Adam Cooper as the Swan, had first choreographed a Dying Swan solo for Cooper; despite days of talking about Swan Lake and Cooper, Matthew had simply overlooked this. ‘There’s something you’ve forgotten to tell me,’ I remember saying. Matthew listened, grinned, and said, ‘Oh yes. You weren’t asking the right questions.’ If this new edition contains any other signs of my having omitted to ask the right questions, I apologize.


I was greatly assisted by many people at Adventures in Motion Pictures in the first edition of this book: notably the producer and co-director Katharine Dorè; the designer Lez Brotherston; the dancers and associate directors Etta Murfitt and Scott Ambler; and the dancers Adam Cooper, Will (William) Kemp, and Ben Wright. For this edition I have had help again from Katharine Dorè, Lez Brotherston, and Will Kemp. Robert Noble, Ben Chamberlain, and Simon Lacey at New Adventures, Thomas Schumacher at Disney, the composer Terry Davies, the director Richard Eyre, the press officers Lucinda Morrison and Mary Parker at the National Theatre, the producer Cameron Mackintosh, and the New Adventures dancers Gareth Charlton, Steve Kirkham, and Richard Winsor all checked parts of the book and provided further or revised material. Matthew Bourne, with whom I began interviews for this edition in 2001, has checked and revised each chapter many times; Walter Donohue and Katherine Armstrong have been kind, patient, encouraging, and thorough editors. To all of these, my thanks.


A.M.


April 2011
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i Matthew Bourne. Photo courtesy of Matthew Bourne.
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Early Life 1960–82





MATTHEW BOURNE: When I was young, I believed that you could be cured by music; that when I was ill, if I put on my favourite music, it would make me better. Not just make me happier; I actually thought it would cure me. And I still feel that music is therapeutic. I remember my mum telling me that I would pick up songs before I could put sentences together. And today I can still recite hundreds of song lyrics. Later, I used to sing along with records a lot – really loudly, not just humming away. I used to perform in the same way as years later I did in ballet classes: all feeling and no technique! But I used to feel it so much.  


I think all those things contributed to what I’m doing now. It’s about feeling music, which is the basis of what I do.


ALASTAIR MACAULAY: What were your schooldays like?


MB: I think I was leading some kind of double life. I just had no interest in what was going on at school at all. I wasn’t made to enjoy literature, or art, or anything that I came to love later on.


My interests were very different from everyone else’s there. I wasn’t into the current trends, or the current music. I already had my own interests. At school my best friend was Simon Carter; he remains my closest friend. I got to know him when I was eleven. It was quite a rough comprehensive school, in Walthamstow. We were very much a pair there, quite gossipy. That probably made getting through the whole thing tolerable.


What we were doing – especially between the ages of fourteen and sixteen – was autograph-collecting. We would come straight from school on a 38 bus to first nights and hotels, stage doors and all that. That, I feel, was my education. Sometimes we’d get someone’s autograph without really being aware of whose it was, but once we had it in our collection, we would look up who they were and would find out everything about them. If there was a playwright we’d not heard of, we’d find out who he was and what he’d done, and we’d follow his work from that point onwards.
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1 Bourne, aged about fifteen, in an amateur piece Mr Bojangles (c. 1974).








AM: I have a friend who, aged forty-three, admits that she still does Oscar acceptance speeches to the bathroom mirror. Were you that kind of child?


MB: Yes. Not exactly Oscar acceptance speeches, but the first time I ever did an acceptance speech for an award – even though you feel very naff and pretentious in saying the things you say on those occasions – it felt strangely like something that I’d always wanted to do; and I think the same now if someone asks me for my autograph. It’s very strange to be on the other side of things.


AM: Do you ever now get the urge to ask somebody for their autograph?


MB: Yes, I do. In a roundabout way, though. When Adventures in Motion Pictures took Swan Lake to Los Angeles, we found that the celebrities there very much expected to come round and congratulate us after the show. So I kept a visitors’ book in my dressing-room and asked if people would write in it before they left. That, in a sense, was still keeping up the old thing, but now at a more personal level. It’s one of the lovely things that have happened to me. When someone’s seen something you’ve done and admired it, then there is dialogue instantly; and often the admiration is mutual.


AM: Your boyhood was in Greater London – in Walthamstow. How much of your childhood, and how much of your very gradual process of becoming a creative artist, was connected with being a Londoner?


MB: A lot. I’ve recently seen documentaries on TV of Kenneth Williams and Noël Coward. In both cases it was mentioned that they spent an enormous part of their childhood or early teenage years on buses around London, taking in a whole variety of people and life. Well, I was like that. So was my mother, funnily enough. In her teenage years she was all over London, in queues for theatres and seeing various performers at the Palladium, and so on. She was always there in the queue, on her own. I think access to all that influenced me a lot.


I think now that I was very into self-education, without knowing it. In 1979, when I was nineteen, I saw my first ballet, Swan Lake. I wonder now: what made me go to Covent Garden, then to Sadler’s Wells? I know that I went on my own. I think that I thought it was about time I saw a ballet, to see if I liked it; and the 38 bus went past Sadler’s Wells and through the West End. Later I did the same with opera, which, to a lesser degree, I followed up for a while. Opera hasn’t become the big thing for me that dance became, but I went because I felt that this was something to be discovered. With most things, no one encouraged me to do it; I did it myself. And I read books because I felt, ‘I’ve not read that author – and I should do.’


AM: Your parents obviously gave you terrific freedom to go out by yourself to the West End.


MB: They did, but maybe because my mum knew that’s what she had done. I don’t think they had any idea of what I should be doing with my life. I don’t even remember a conversation about ‘what I was going to do’. I did A levels, and then I’d had enough of education, because I didn’t feel I was gaining anything from it – even to the point where I did English Literature A level without actually reading the set books. I read Brodie’s Notes; I just had so little interest in it.


So I applied for a job at the BBC. In a completely naive way, I thought that it would have some connection with entertainment. Quite soon afterwards I was offered a job in an office there, and I would get to watch all the radio shows. But it was an extremely naive approach; I can’t even imagine what was going on in my head at the time.


AM: Did the world seem either a frightening place or a strange place to you, the larger world beyond home?


MB: I don’t think it felt frightening. I had a happy home life with my parents and my brother Dan. I wasn’t pressurized too much by them to be or do anything; and I was doing amateur theatricals all through those years.


AM: I know you began to make shows for your own amateur company. How old were you when you started this?


MB: The first production I staged was when I was five or six, I think. I did some fairy story that I’ve forgotten, something about the king’s gold shoes. I remember the actual shoes – but not much about the rest of it.


But I was allowed to put on productions at school. Nothing with a script, but probably with music. I used to do productions of films that I’d seen, purely from memory, and I’d put them on with people in my class. Then it got to the point where I was allowed to pick from anyone in the school to do my shows. I did Lady and the Tramp and Mary Poppins, even Cinderella. I cast my brother as Cinderella; I was an ugly sister. All the men were women, all the women were men. It’s very odd thinking that that’s what I was doing then! I was probably about eight or nine at the time.


AM: How much of these shows would have been dance? How much would have been speaking or singing?


MB: It’s difficult to remember completely, but I think it was a combination of songs and, certainly, some dancing and an improvised script of scenes. I don’t remember writing anything or people having to learn words. I don’t know what they were like, but they must have been reasonable, otherwise the authorities wouldn’t have allowed me to do them. This wasn’t part of what was going on at school; it was done outside of school. Then the school all piled in to watch.


So, at that point, I was seen to be someone who obviously wanted to act or work on stage; but then, when puberty hit, I became very introverted and quiet. At school, I never let that side come out again. I went on doing all my amateur shows, but only on the outskirts of school, not within school.


AM: Using school friends?


MB: Very rarely. I was almost embarrassed about it. At our school the girls were extremely rough, much more so than the boys. They used to beat you up. The fact that you liked to dance or sing wasn’t the sort of thing you’d want known about yourself. So it was done with other people unconnected with school. My parents ran youth clubs, were youth workers for many years, and so had access to halls where I was able to have space to rehearse in the evenings. So it would be people who lived down the street, and friends of theirs – people at the youth clubs maybe – anyone interested who would be prepared to give up two evenings a week.


And I belonged to a Methodist church. One of the reasons I liked it so much was that there was a choir attached to it. We used to sing in the church every Sunday, rehearsing on a Tuesday evening; we also did shows, twice a year, of songs. I contributed numbers to those which involved dancing; and from that I formed another company, which was allowed to put on shows at the church hall and used guests from the choir. All this was when I was about fourteen or fifteen.


Then I had another company called Pumps when I was in my late teens – about seventeen, eighteen – which rehearsed and performed at youth clubs.


AM: Would the numbers in these shows involve singing as well? Or would they be all dance?


MB: The choir shows and the earlier shows had singing in, but that element gradually disappeared. By the time of the Pumps company, it was much more about dancing – and putting on a show.


I wasn’t thinking in terms of myself as a choreographer, but I used to watch shows and films, and would want to imitate what I saw. People now would say I was inspired by what I saw; but I used to think purely in terms of: ‘Let’s steal that movement’, and ‘Let’s try and do that thing that I remember’. I had no qualms about stealing, because I didn’t feel I was in any kind of professional atmosphere.


AM: During your childhood and adolescence, were you ever keen on the pop music of the day?


MB: Not especially at the time, no. As an eighteen-year-old I started to go out and visit discos, around the time when disco was very big; but I wasn’t buying a lot of the music. I enjoyed it, but I was listening to other things at home.


I was always into things from the past, really. The earliest things I was listening to were mostly shows, musicals.


AM: Did you go endless times to The Sound of Music?


MB: Yes, many times! You see, it was the first film that I saw at the cinema. I think I was taken to see it on my fifth birthday.


AM: From that it was a mere skip to Mary Poppins?


MB: Yes, very soon afterwards. After that, anything with Julie Andrews in it: Star, Thoroughly Modern Millie … But I was also very into Funny Girl. And plenty of other musicals, adaptations of stage shows that were made into films around that time. I remember seeing a lot of things on TV as well, a lot of MGM musicals – Singin’ in the Rain, The Band Wagon, Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, Kiss Me Kate, all those things.


AM: Were you a child of West Side Story?


MB: Yes, very much. I regularly saw it at the cinema. It used to be on quite a lot then.


AM: So now, having grown up through all of that, you find that, for pleasure, your musical taste is generally from Gershwin and Irving Berlin through to Rodgers and Hammerstein?


MB: Yes. The sort of golden age of songwriters. I love the melody, and the wit of the lyrics. I love the way the words go into your memory without your having made any effort to learn them.


When I was using taped music for a lot of the pieces we were performing, I quite often incorporated these songs into what I was doing; and I could relate the movement to the lyrics – which is a very enjoyable way of working. You’ve got something to go on all the time; you can have fun with the way you go with or against the words. But ultimately I wouldn’t be challenged in a theatrical way by that music, in the way I am by a score of Prokofiev or Tchaikovsky, where I feel the music’s been designed to tell stories with movement.


AM: Did your taste go back as far as ragtime?


MB: Yes. In the 1970s Scott Joplin became popular with the film The Sting; and I liked that very much. That’s how I got introduced to him, and that’s why one of the first ballets I ever saw was Kenneth MacMillan’s Elite Syncopations – because it was set to Joplin music, and had been on TV.


AM: In your mid-teens you came across two shows that were a revelation to you. One was Gypsy, the other was A Chorus Line. What was it about them that so impressed you?


MB: Gypsy gave me a love of live theatre. I wanted to be in it; I wanted to be part of that world. It is the ultimate theatre piece in many ways. It was at the Piccadilly Theatre – where we’ve performed Swan Lake and Cinderella, over twenty years later! – and Angela Lansbury played Mama Rose.


The amazing thing about Mama Rose is that, if it’s played by the right person, she is an ordinary woman with an ambition for living through her daughters; and whether or not it’s true that she could have been a star herself, that is what she has eating away at her.


AM: Does this dichotomy express anything of what you were talking about in yourself? You’re an ordinary chap who’s happy to be a Londoner – but would you say you had a driving ambition to make it in showbiz?


MB: I’ve never thought about it before, but now you’ve said it, I suppose there is something there, yes. Because the autograph-collecting was a way of being involved on the sidelines. It’s meeting people in a very superficial way, but it’s a way of being close to that world; and I suppose Mama Rose is the same. The closest she can get is to make her children, who aren’t actually very talented, into something. But she’s got the drive to make them do it, even though they don’t particularly want it.


I’ve always said that I haven’t got drive or ambition. Other people say that I have, but I don’t see it. Other people say that I’m a workaholic, but I feel as though I’m lazy. I do spend all my time doing work-related things, I suppose.


AM: So it is ambition of a kind; and you’ve lived with it for so long.


MB: Yes. I was desperately jealous of child stars when I was a child myself, desperately jealous. I absolutely hated Mark Lester, who was Oliver in the film; I really wanted to be him. And the children in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang … I remember thinking, ‘How do you get to do that? How did they get those parts?’ 


AM: Then you saw A Chorus Line.


MB: I was sixteen. The difference is that it was more of a personal revelation to me. I saw it eleven times.


To hear people talking honestly about themselves – those monologues – revealing things about themselves and talking about their sexuality and family problems. Not that I was a problem person, but I did have my sexuality to deal with. I didn’t come out to myself as gay until I was eighteen, but certainly I began to acknowledge that after seeing A Chorus Line. I think it was a great piece to have seen at that age. It was the beginning of me looking into myself, of being able to see who I was: turning the tables, and asking myself, ‘What am I? What are my feelings and ambitions?’


AM: Had you at any point found yourself in a milieu where you thought, ‘This panics me. This is more than I can handle,’ or just ‘This is alien to me’?


MB: Certainly there was one experience like that. I did try acting at one point, when I was fifteen, at Mountview theatre school. It was only an evening course that was supposed to lead to other things. I thought, because I was so into young film actors, such as Mark Lester and Jack Wild, that that was what I wanted to do. So I went there – and absolutely hated it. I didn’t feel that I could be inventive in any way as an actor. There were acting games, which were like torture to me. I didn’t enjoy the creative aspect of what I was being taught there at all; I hated speaking and felt that I was terrible at it. It didn’t feel like the right form of expression for me.


AM: Obviously you watched all kinds of musicals and popular entertainment. You’ve often spoken of your admiration of Fred Astaire. When did you first watch his films?


MB: I used to watch Fred Astaire on TV as a child. I’m pretty convinced my parents used to make me watch his films, and that they told me he was a good thing. When I was five, six, seven – I don’t remember a time when I wasn’t aware of him or his films. Then I gradually singled him out as the one I liked the most.


AM: Was there any particular point when you started to think, ‘This isn’t just adorable, it’s also great choreography’?


MB: I don’t think I thought in terms of choreography in those days, even into my teens. I just got enormous pleasure from Astaire’s dancing. 


It was consistently interesting in a way that Gene Kelly wasn’t. Not that I was consciously critical at the time. I always found the modesty of Astaire’s personality more appealing, as well. I didn’t go for the brashness and ego of Gene Kelly. The Fred and Ginger movies I had a particular love for – and then they disappeared for years. There was a whole period of time when they weren’t shown on television. Then at the Everyman cinema in Hampstead, probably in the late 1970s, they showed all the Fred and Ginger numbers edited together from all the movies, in one day – something they’ve never done since. That had a big effect on me. It was so glorious to see all those numbers that I’d maybe only seen once before when I was seven or eight.


From that day onwards, I was absolutely convinced that this was what I wanted to do. I was so surprised at the variety and the seriousness of the work in the films. It was so rich.


AM: Frederick Ashton often said that seeing Anna Pavlova for the first time, in his teens, was the revelation that changed his life. For you it was this Fred-and-Ginger-fest at Hampstead. How old were you at the time?


MB: Maybe nineteen. I wanted at once to put something like those numbers into my shows. I’ve got videos of some of what I did then, which I’ve never shown. They’re just cringe-making! One was a whole little fifteen-minute version of On the Town. I did a whole tango number; I can’t remember what that was inspired by. We did an Adam and Eve ballet, which was based on the long Adam and Eve sequence that Shirley MacLaine does in the Cole Porter Can Can film.


AM: When you did a can can or a tango, did you just pick up your idea of those dances from the films? Or did you make any formal study of what, for example, comprised a tango?


MB: By the late 1970s, we had a video at home, and we used to tape everything musical from the TV. Some of these things I watched again and again, and knew them inside out. So I tended to borrow ideas or just copy them.


Inevitably, though, if you do try to use something you’ve seen, it turns into something else; and this, I suppose, was the beginning of me making choices as a choreographer.


AM: Did you have any panic about the lack of direction in your life after leaving school? Was one part of you longing to get free of your humdrum existence?


MB: I don’t remember being panicked. I remember enjoying my life at that time so much – my social life, my theatre-going, lots of pubs and clubs. I was having a really good time. The jobs that I was doing were a bit boring; but when I worked for a while for the Keith Prowse theatre agency, I would get to go to the theatre every night for free. That was the reason for doing the job.


AM: Did you leave home at this time?


MB: No. I lived at home until I started my dance education at the Laban Centre, when I was twenty-two.


AM: Did you have any particular feeling of freedom with all these pubs and clubs, the theatre life?


MB: Yes. I felt very much that London was my playground; and I knew it very, very well. I spent a lot of time on the streets of London, and couldn’t imagine myself anywhere else. I had no ambition to leave. Maybe that’s what propels some people to go to university, or into career choices, more quickly than I did: they want to get away. I didn’t have that sort of drive.


AM: How important was sexual feeling to you from early boyhood until A Chorus Line?


MB: I didn’t have even a kiss till I was eighteen. At that age, I suppose, I realized it was time I did something.


It wasn’t a very pressing thing, I must say; I was very involved in all the other things I was doing. In my teens, I never saw myself as physically involved in anything sexual. That’s why I still have that distance in other aspects of my life. If I feel there’s going to be any kind of contact, I’m off. I’m basically quite shy.


When I did have my first kiss with a man, and when I first had sex, I had no problems at all. It just seemed completely natural.


AM: At the age of nineteen, you saw ballet for the first time. We’ll talk about individual ballets and ballet choreographers in due course. But you recently mentioned that ballet itself, in general, you then found erotic.


MB: I did. I don’t mean it was the only appeal, or even the main appeal. What impressed me most was its seriousness as dance. I’d seen Fred and Ginger handling serious emotion in dance, I’d heard serious music in musicals too; but, until ballet, I hadn’t encountered a whole genre that seemed to make dance, and dancing to music, something serious as a matter of course. It was the impact of that which gave it an erotic quality, because it was seriously sexual and sensual. I had never found that kind of appeal in the stars and musicals and showbiz I’d been following up to that time.


AM: To what degree was your erotic, or sensual, interest in ballet connected with the male performers? Or did you find that in the female performers too?


MB: I definitely was sexually, or sensually, excited by a lot of male dancers. There’s something about a male moving with feeling and beauty that I find very appealing. Dance movement can make someone appealing who wouldn’t necessarily be appealing when just walking down the street.


On the other hand, I absolutely loved many of the women I saw dance – not in a desiring kind of way, but for the sexiness and the beauty of their dancing. So in some ways the appeal was the same, though I can’t see it as a form of sexual desire. It’s more a sense of eroticism coming out of the dancers’ performance; it’s an excitement in what they convey.


AM: You’re on record as saying that the two choreographers you most admire are the two Freds: Astaire and Ashton. Is that true?


MB: Yes, it still is true.


AM: I remember that you made a formal study of Astaire when you were a third-year BA student. But looking back now, can you see whether, or how, Astaire’s style percolated into your work?


MB: For one thing, I often incline towards a ballroomy style of partnering. One of the most important models for a great deal of what I do is the Astaire–Rogers format of starting a dance very simply, that then becomes more elaborate as it goes along. Likewise the device, in Astaire’s own solos, of dancing on or around the furniture: the point being that dance can arise spontaneously in ordinary circumstances. With Astaire you so often see how he performs ordinary action, ordinary movement, and how that eventually flowers into dance. I’ve always tried to emulate that, but it’s actually so difficult to do; and if you try to capture something of Astaire and Rogers themselves, it’s virtually impossible, because their dances are so much about their own personalities.


Still, I often find that to take an Astaire idea and to elaborate on it is a good starting point for choreographic ideas of my own. Musically it’s always so wonderful, and rhythmically it’s so inspiring, to see how he plays with, or against, the music – quite amazingly off the music at times – then gets back on to it. Astaire isn’t easy to watch for someone who’s used to watching Gene Kelly, who’s so on the music all the time and so easy to watch. Particularly in tap solos, what Astaire does at times is madness. Then, the more you see it, the more enjoyable it becomes. Repeat viewings seem to give completeness to things that you thought were unconnected before.


AM: And the dance leads you deeper into the music somehow.


MB: Yes. I’m not saying that I myself have got to that level of complexity in working with music; but I feel that Astaire’s example is always there, nudging you on, to stop you being so simple, or so on the music – which is often the thing you have to remember most. When something’s looking a bit boring, you think, ‘Let’s try to break it up a bit; let’s work against or around the music.’


AM: Fred Ashton put one obvious Astaire quotation – the ‘Oompah Trot’, which he had seen Fred Astaire doing on stage with his sister Adele, and which Astaire does with Gracie Allen in the movie Damsel in Distress – into his own 1948 ballet Cinderella. He and Robert Helpmann did it, as the two Ugly Sisters, in their duet with the oranges, hilariously; and it remains in the choreography for the two Ugly Sisters today. Do you find yourself consciously quoting Astaire movies when you choreograph?


MB: Yes, many times! The pas de deux in Act Two of my Cinderella starts, absolutely, with the Astaire–Rogers idea I’ve been talking about: they just walk, they elaborate on the walk, and then that builds into a dance. The sort of things I tend to notice in Astaire, for possible use of my own, are certainly not his tap numbers: certainly not in terms of their steps; but I do take definite ideas from the duets. Not just Fred and Ginger actually, but also Fred with, for example, Cyd Charisse. ‘Dancing in the Dark’ from The Band Wagon is one that I watch again and again to remind me of something that’s very simple but beautiful. It reminds you that you don’t have to be complex and try working with lots of difficult lifts. If it’s musical, and if it’s felt, you can get by with something that’s much simpler.


I’ve used Astaire exits a few times. I particularly love the exit at the end of Let’s Face the Music and Dance – but, though I’ve tried more than once to put it into my work, it doesn’t really work on stage! They arch right back while they’re each on one leg; they each keep the other leg arched out in front; they start to fall forwards while still keeping that leg pointing forwards and while arching back. So you’re left with this lovely image of them still in the air, in a sense. But in the film a curtain then comes across just as they’re doing it. On stage, if you try to make dancers exit like that into the wings, half the audience can’t see them properly anyway – because they’re on the wrong side of the stage – and the other half is eventually going to see them plonking down on to the other leg. I know – I was still trying to bring that off at the end of the Spanish dance in Swan Lake! But in rehearsal it didn’t work. So we changed it.


AM: When did you first see Ashton choreography?


MB: It must have been about 1980, when I was twenty. I think it was La Fille mal gardée. I just loved it. I suppose in some ways it was very close to the musicals I had been enjoying: it’s got comedy, romance – a bit of everything. I saw it again and again; I took my mum to see it, and she loved it too. I also adored the pantomime aspect of it – the Widow Simone played by a man in such an un-drag way – and the sheer daring of having those dancing chickens at the very beginning. It all seemed very odd to me at the time; but I liked that. And it is also full of good choreography; it has dance interest throughout, even though it is a light piece. It’s full of distinct characters, different kinds of dancing. I think that’s why it’s so rewarding.


After that, I just started to catch every Ashton I could. I still do. Naturally my Ashton knowledge is very dependent on what has been in repertory during the time I’ve been following it. Several of the other story ballets – Cinderella, The Dream, A Month in the Country – I’ve seen many, many times. But I had to wait years until I first saw Symphonic Variations.


I also began to watch the whole Royal Ballet repertory at that time: the classics, the MacMillan ballets, everything. Not just the Royal Ballet at Covent Garden: the Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet (now the Birmingham Royal Ballet) too. I saw a lot of new MacMillan ballets. One of the earliest pieces I saw, in 1980, made one of the strongest impressions: Playground. What I remember most is the way that he had adults within an institution playing children and children’s games; and I liked the costumes that they wore in that piece. That was in my mind twelve years later when I did Nutcracker. I saw these evacuee Nutcracker children as being in shorts and little dresses, the way the dancers were in Playground.


AM: I know that you’re steeped in Walt Disney movies. Do you ever find that Disney is a natural influence on you?


MB: It certainly is in terms of the way I work with stories. What Disney has done, very interestingly, and what I do, is to take old stories and retell them. You’re taking a simple fairy story or a myth, and creating a version that will work for the modern audience. Most Disney films have now become the versions of those stories that we know. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs: the Disney version is the most famous version of that story, even though it’s quite different from the original. The same with all their works. That’s an interesting phenomenon they’ve created.  


I think in some ways that’s the way I approach stories: How can I make this palatable? How can I make this work for a much bigger audience than it’s already reaching? So that’s what I have got from Disney. And the Disney people are quite daring at times, in how far they will go to tell a story.  


AM: Does Disney affect your movement?  


MB: No. I think it’s all to do with story-telling.  


AM: Do you have in your video collection the Silly Symphonies or any early Mickey Mouse films?  


MB: They’re very hard to get hold of, but I love watching them when I have the chance. They are very music-led; it’s story-telling through music.  


AM: The subject of dancing to music leads me to the man I think of as the greatest of all choreographers: George Balanchine. New York City Ballet, which he founded in 1948, came here in 1979, when he was still very much its ballet-master-in-chief, and again in 1983, just months after his death, but still dancing a largely Balanchine repertory. How much of Balanchine did you see in those days? And to what degree were you interested in his work?  


MB: Well, I saw New York City Ballet in 1979. I went initially, mind you, more to see Baryshnikov than anything else. I thought of him as a film star, because he’d been in The Turning Point. I queued up to see him.


Balanchine choreography was a whole new world. A whole new world of choreography that seemed alien to me then. I probably enjoyed the music and the musicality of it.


Balanchine has never become my favourite choreographer. My body doesn’t really respond to that style of ballet; and some of his pieces – such as his Nutcracker – I really don’t buy; but I’d always try to see anything by him I hadn’t seen before, and he can still surprise. On my last visit to New York, for example, I saw his Walpurgisnacht for the first time, where the girls all let down their hair halfway through. I really liked that. Just recently, I watched Serenade and Western Symphony on TV. I loved them both, and I realized how many ideas I’ve lifted from Serenade over the years – in pieces of mine from Spitfire (1988) to Cinderella (1997). I do see that he’s a master. But in 1979, and again in 1983, the main impact was of a whole new bunch of exciting dancers I was seeing for the first time; and I was completely enamoured of ballet in general at that point as well: so I remember really having a great time.


AM: Meanwhile you were also going to West End theatre. 1980 was the year of the Royal Shakespeare Company’s epic production of Nicholas Nickleby: I presume you saw that?


MB: Well, the way that piece told a story was very influential, not just for me, but for many other people. And later I worked twice with John Caird, who had co-directed Nicholas Nickleby with Trevor Nunn; I choreographed his productions of As You Like It (for the RSC, in 1989) and the West End musical Children of Eden (in 1991). I’ve always felt I learnt a lot from working with him. In particular, his open-mindedness towards ways of staging a story. Had I not had those experiences, I might not have done the sequence in Act Three of Cinderella with the screens; I just thought, ‘I’ll ask Lez Brotherston, the designer, for twelve screens, and I can do a whole series of scenes manoeuvring those around to make different worlds.’ There was a bit in Children of Eden that I always loved, when the dove flew from the ark. John Caird pursued this idea – and in rehearsal I thought, ‘I just can’t see this working at all’ – where all the cast would hold up a simple dove made of white tissue paper: they would turn around with it, it would disappear, they would pass it along, it would reappear; they were dotted all over the set, so that you saw stages of its flight. Frances Ruffelle, the girl who was singing the song at the time, just made a simple gesture as if to release the dove from her hands; and as she did, the first tissue came, and then you saw all these white flashes appear round the set. It really was brilliant. Such a lovely idea, and so simple. I thought, ‘This is really great – you can create theatre from nothing, not just from spending a lot of money on big sets and special effects.’ Nicholas Nickleby taught me that anything’s up for grabs. You could build a carriage or a dormitory out of bits of set lying around, and create something out of nothing. The audience always loves pieces that manipulate simple means to make something wonderfully theatrical. I thought that we in AMP did that at times with Deadly Serious – we had a simple set that became lots of different things. We had a box that became a coffin, that became a table, that became a wardrobe. By turning it up on different ends, moving it around, we made it become different things. Audiences always respond to that.


I saw a lot of other West End productions then; I still do. I can see now that some of the ones I saw in the 1970s or 1980s have influenced my work with AMP. For example, the idea of Peter Shaffer’s Equus was in my mind when I started to conceive Swan Lake. Probably there were others, whose influence I won’t recognize until I find myself using them.


AM: Up to these years, you’d been looking at theatre, films, ballet. Had you looked at any modern dance before the course?


MB: Virtually at the same time that I started to go to ballet, I also started to see everything I could of all the bigger modern-dance companies. The first must have been Martha Graham, in 1979, in the season she did at Covent Garden with Liza Minnelli. That was actually just before I saw my first Swan Lake. Minnelli – who was playing the Narrator in Graham’s The Owl and the Pussycat – was my reason for going; and my main memories now are of her and of Graham herself, who just spoke, at the side of the stage, with a microphone. I was nineteen, and I was fascinated to see Graham: she was a legendary figure, and she spoke for about half an hour. I don’t remember not liking it, but I don’t think it left any great impression.


In those days, there were very few small British modern-dance companies, whereas today there seem to be dozens. I started to go and see most of the dance companies that visited Sadler’s Wells Theatre: the two leading British companies, Ballet Rambert (which later became Rambert Dance Company, but was already a modern-dance rather than a ballet troupe) and the much-missed London Contemporary Dance Theatre, and any that came from abroad.


One of the first modern-dance things I saw was Twyla Tharp’s company, when it came for a fortnight to Sadler’s Wells in 1981. I really took to that straightaway. I found it exciting because I felt that here was someone who was virtually doing whatever she wanted to do, expressing completely what she wanted to express at that time. I know now how formal her work really was, but that wasn’t how it felt. It seemed so free. Having seen a fair bit of ballet by that point, I found it very unusual; but I was excited by it.


Her style as a whole made a big impact on me. I remember being at the bus stop afterwards – I’d just seen Eight Jelly Rolls, her 1971 piece to jazz music by Jelly Roll Morton – and I remember still moving around, imitating the amazingly fluid, slouchy, Tharp style of that era as I stood there, waiting for the bus.


AM: One of my enduring memories of that season is of coming out of Sadler’s Wells after one performance and seeing people still moving at the bus stop. It seemed absolutely the most natural response at the time; Tharp in those days had the strongest kinaesthetic effect on people that I have ever known in dance. Long after the show it made all of us just wriggle happily, as if it was still going on inside us; but I didn’t know you were one of the wrigglers at the bus stop!


MB: That’s the main thing I can remember about it now: me at the bus stop afterwards, still moving.


(Conversations 1998–99)
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Training 1982–86





ALASTAIR MACAULAY: What made you change your life and take a three-year dance course?


MATTHEW BOURNE: I had begun working as an usher at the National Theatre in 198o, and one of the ushers there, Dan O’Neill, was studying at the London Contemporary Dance School at The Place. (He later danced – as did I – for Lea Anderson as one of her Featherstonehaughs.) He told me about dance training, and about the Laban Centre, which had then started its BA course in Dance Theatre – the only British BA in dance in those days.


AM: What degree of training of any kind did you have before you auditioned for the Laban Centre?


MB: I had no formal training at all. I belonged to a dance group that was based at a church that I went to. This was called Mathews Dance Workshop: no relation! It was run by a woman called Hilda Rodl. It’s been going for over fifty years. It was a performance group, basically around dance, that was available for anyone who had an interest. They used to do ballet classes, warm-ups and so forth, but I felt that was not what I wanted to be doing, which was probably a sort of paranoia about people thinking I was doing something a bit sissy. So I just turned up and did my stuff after the class.


So I hadn’t done a dance class of any kind when I went to audition for Laban. I was self-taught until that point: watching performances, copying from videos, from other people. I never thought in terms of technique or even warming up: I just observed and did it.


Frankly, I wouldn’t have got into anywhere except the Laban Centre in those days. It’s interesting: I remember that three of the Laban Centre students who went on to bigger things, Lea Anderson, Catherine White (now Catherine Malone), and John Heath (later Jacob Marley), had all been rejected by The Place, if not also by other dance centres. We all knew, or came to know, that the technical standards at Laban auditions were lower; and yet we wanted to prove ourselves. Later on, curiously, things changed so much that, in the mid-1990s, the positions were almost exactly reversed. The Laban Centre reached the stage of only accepting girls with perfect bodies, while it was The Place who started to let in people with less than perfect techniques who had some basic enthusiasm driving them. Things have changed again since then; audition criteria never remain fixed for long.
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2 Bourne and Emma Gladstone performing for Transitions Dance Company in 1986 in Ashley Page’s The Organizing Principle.








AM: You passed the audition. Were you advised to do training before you began the course?


MB: No, nothing like that was said! There were only a few months between doing the audition and starting the course. David Massingham and I were the first people in our borough – Waltham Forest – to get a grant to do dance: probably the last as well, I should imagine; but one of the reasons I got it was that, at that time, I was still putting on shows. The council got whoever was the most prominent in the borough in dance to adjudicate – she was a dancing teacher, and she’d come along to see one of my shows – and that’s what I was judged on, and how I got the grant.


Particularly because it was Laban, I expressed a lot of interest in choreography when I auditioned. In the interview, I was asked what I’d seen most recently that I’d liked. Well, I just reeled off tons of things. So I think they were probably quite impressed by my interest. I don’t think it was my marvellous dancing that got me in there! I can’t imagine what I looked like.


AM: The Laban Centre for Movement and Dance had moved to New Cross, in South East London, late in the 1970s, and has steadily expanded its premises and its scope since then. Certain crucial aspects of the work of its founder, Rudolf Laban, were maintained on all courses, but Dr Marion North, who had become its director during the 1970s, had developed the Centre in several new directions, and has continued to do so. There are former Laban students today who are still shocked by the fact that, under Marion North, the Centre began, in the 1970s, to embrace any teaching of dance technique or formal choreographic disciplines.


Another new direction was North’s establishment of the first British BA course in dance. It was, to be precise, a BA (Hons) course in Dance Theatre. I began to teach dance history there in 1980, a term before the first intake of BA students graduated. You began your course in September 1982, and yours was the fifth year of students to take it.


After graduating, you spent one further year in Transitions, the Centre’s course for dance graduates preparing to become professional dancers. This, too, was a young course; yours was the third year of Transitions.


This was four years of intense study – yet you say that, hitherto, you’d never enjoyed schoolwork. What had changed?


MB: I enjoyed the course, first of all, because it was my choice to go there. I didn’t feel any more that I was doing something I was obliged to do. And secondly, the subject – dance – just inspired me. Even when some of the teachers weren’t inspiring, I was enthusiastic. I remember enjoying lectures: the guest lecturers, too. Do you remember Svetlana Beriosova coming down to coach parts of Swan Lake? That was a major thrill.


AM: Throughout that time, you were developing your technique as a choreographer. Looking back, to what degree do you now think that choreography can be taught? What do you think you learnt from a formal study of choreography? What do you wish you had learnt? What else do you wish might be taught to choreographers that might have been useful?


MB: There are certain things I feel I did learn. Some just sparked off the imagination a bit; and I was fascinated by certain ideas we studied that other choreographers had formed, like Doris Humphrey’s ideas about space and important areas of the stage. I still remember some of those things: where the strong points of the stage were, where the focal points were, and the travelling pathways that were the most prominent and registered the most. And the actual setting of choreographic tasks to do: obviously, I’d never done that before. To try to get to the essence of one idea by having a task set for you to do – you know, a solo that was purely using one idea – would concentrate my ideas and imagination. I think now that all those things help a student to find things that maybe are already there. What you can’t teach is ideas; or imagination.


I don’t think that you can teach choreography, but you can teach structures, and ideas, and ways of making movement: all the sorts of processes that you can go through to build the phrase. To me, all those kinds of things were very useful, and I still find myself using them. For example, reversing movement. Or, for another example, limiting what the body can do. Something I still use now is to isolate the upper and lower halves of the body; make one person work on the top half, another on the legs; then try to put those two separate products together, and see what happens. These processes sometimes come up with interesting results.


What is most valuable, I suppose, is enquiring about and developing movement. Of course, at Laban that went hand in hand with a lot of other things – ballet classes, modern-dance classes, movement study, history, music and other courses – but purely in terms of studying choreography, those are some of the things that I derived from it.


There was no one choreography teacher that influenced me in particular. The whole ethos was very much influenced by Bonnie Bird, and I do remember – indeed, have used during the 1990s – some of the things she’d say. Since she had danced with Martha Graham in the early 1930s and then had been Merce Cunningham’s first ‘proper’ teacher in the late 1930s, it was exciting to come across her. But in my time she was moving into semi-retirement; she only spent six months of the year in Britain. No doubt as a result of her influence almost all my other choreography teachers at Laban were American; I would say that I learnt from all of them, or just from the whole discipline as it was being developed there. But I was hungry to learn. The whole idea of studying choreography – of studying dance – just fascinated me.


Still, I’ve always thought that I learnt more from watching choreography than from taking choreography classes. Studying choreography did lead me towards a certain amount of information; but I think that the more you watch great choreography, the more you learn from it. Even subconsciously: in fact, I always try to watch pieces for pleasure, rather than try to analyse them in any way.


I was lucky enough then to be seeing a fair number of works regularly in the theatre, seeing things again and again. And that’s how they sink in. When I first see a piece, I tend to watch purely for enjoyment; even now. I’m not looking for things within; the first time I watch a dance, I just come away with an impression. But of course, the more you see a piece, the more you get from it. I wish I did that more now – watch a piece repeatedly – because I don’t see works often enough for information or ideas to go in. It’s always on second viewing that you really start to see; or so it is for me.


AM: What about the degree to which you were required to keep notebooks on your own choreography and all that? Was that useful? Was that instructive?


MB: Not always: because you felt sometimes that you couldn’t – shouldn’t – put a dance idea into words. That was the problem: trying to put into words something in movement. Sometimes it would spoil your idea: putting in black and white what you were trying to say in movement. It made it seem less interesting. At other times, however, that same requirement helped you really get to the essence of what it was you were doing.


But academically the Laban BA was an extremely taxing course at that time. Gruelling, too. I’m sure it’s changed a lot now. When I hear of what other people have done at other colleges now to get a degree! … For us, the combination of practical and academic work was enormous, especially as we were rehearsing things as well. Often all of us would be up all night writing one essay assignment or another. We’d be just sitting there in our kitchen in Tanners Hill, with coffees, trying to finish these essays, because we’d been rehearsing till nine in the evening and we still had written work to do for some deadline in the morning. We would do it together, to try to help each other get through it. But that was very bonding; we were in the same boat.


Still, those were fairly early days for degree-course dance studies. There was a great deal of emphasis on the academic and written side – to justify dance as an academic subject, and to justify ours as an academic course.


AM: Are there academic – non-practical – subjects that you think are useful in such a course? I don’t mean ones that you enjoyed; I mean ones that are useful to a choreographer.


MB: In theory, most of what we did could be useful. Certainly we had drama classes, which was good, because very few places will do that. I think the notation is not of great interest or use to a choreographer. No choreographer I know uses a formal notation system, either Laban’s or any other. That’s a specialist area that I think we could have done without.


Movement analysis – movement study, it was called – obviously can help you see what you’ve done. That was a core subject at Laban, because it was central to Rudolf Laban’s own work with dance and movement. I regarded it as an extension of choreography, really. But I don’t have much to say about it now; I’m not aware of applying it.


Music we studied, in a very small way really: about once a week during the first half of the course. But that certainly helped me to do what I do now in terms of counts: in terms of the little notation that I make – my own system! – when I’m working on a piece. I remember once having to set a rhythmic pattern from The Rite of Spring, having to choreograph to that series of counts: that made you listen to music in a different way. Very important.


AM: Did you learn to read a musical score?


MB: No. That was taught up to a point, but it didn’t really go in. Certain things I’ve remembered from it and have used in my own little notation; but I’ve borrowed things from that – stresses and accelerations – so I did learn something there that I’ve gone on to use.


AM: You were taught choreography; and you were taught music. But how important was dancing to music as a part of your choreographic course? I ask, because in the world of modern dance – certainly at that time – there has been such a strong tradition of dancing without music.


MB: A lot of what we did early on in the course was entirely without music. Most of the ‘studies’ that we had to do were in silence. They were, I suppose, trying to get to the essence of movement; trying not to bring in any musical aspect until later on. I do remember doing some short solos to music, but I don’t remember any serious discussion about musical values in choreography or about whether a dance worked for the music it was set to. And I still feel that a lot of the choreography I see is set to music that – it feels – you could do virtually anything to. Either the music has a steady rhythm that never changes; or it’s atmosphere music that feels as if you could dance right over it perfectly easily.


I don’t remember being taught how to fit movement to music.


AM: Was that something you learnt for yourself?


MB: Yes. Dance for me is – more and more – about the relationship between movement and music. I don’t mind that modern-dance students are taught how to dance and choreograph without music; I do mind that they are taught little, if anything, about the connections between dance and music, between choreography and music. There are so many subtleties to be learnt, so many issues to be discussed: What music can or can’t be choreographed to? What style of movement can suit which music? What sort of dance phrasing or dynamics will complement this or that musical phrasing or dynamics? Almost everyone in professional dance talks about this a great deal, and almost every choreographer concerns himself or herself with it all the time. But we weren’t encouraged to think analytically about that at college; and I suspect that many – modern and ballet – students still aren’t.


You know this already; but it’s true that the most important thing, for me, was my interest in dance history. Learning more about that was very important to me. I feel that I’ve always involved dance history to some greater or lesser extent in what I’ve done on stage.


AM: Were you interested in dance history before the course?


MB: Yes. I’d started to be interested about two years before. I’d begun to read a lot of dance biographies: Buckle’s Nijinsky and Diaghilev, Taper’s Balanchine … And books about the early Royal Ballet – the Vic-Wells Ballet, then the Sadler’s Wells Ballet – and about Robert Helpmann and Margot Fonteyn. You see, whatever dance I’d be watching at the time would trigger me on to reading anything about it I could lay my hands on.


I also think that my musical education started when I started watching ballet. I had no knowledge of, or interest in, classical music before that point. I don’t think I owned any recordings. I was into film music and into certain singers of jazz, swing, musicals: always a bit retro, never very current, just people I particularly liked – like Ella Fitzgerald. When I started to see ballets, I would grow to love the music, and I would go out and buy recordings of it. Then that would sometimes lead me to try listening to more works by the same composer. But most of my musical interest is led by ballet: not just music written for ballet, but concert music that ballet choreographers have used too. That’s why I still don’t have a great knowledge of some major composers that are not often used for dance – Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven – because not even Balanchine has choreographed much to their music.


So my musical taste is mostly formed by the Royal Ballet repertory, and by what has derived from that. Obviously my taste has gone on growing since that first exposure to the Royal; but that was my way into classical music. I do think that my interest in the past has always fed the work that I’ve done.


AM: Do you think, though, that dance history is generally of use to a would-be choreographer? Would you recommend it?


MB: I would think that some study of dance history is a necessity for a choreographer of classical ballet: in that genre, with such a tradition, such a legacy and such a repertory, to know where you’re coming from is particularly important. But I also think that any choreographer should be interested in what’s gone before. Plenty of modern-dance people feel that there’s no point in learning about the long-distant past and, in particular, about the ballet past. No doubt dance history could be made to seem irrelevant to current dance practice. But to me it seemed very relevant.


I found that a formal study of history gave me a wider sense of dance practice. Even learning about long-dead ballerinas and long-extinct ballets interested me – because I was learning more about how dances and dancers had worked. As a choreographer, that knowledge can widen your options. It liberates you to hear how famous dances were made; to look at the great choreographers not as icons but as artists-in-the making, and at the great masterpieces not as shrines but as works-in-progress; to get deeper into their methods.


People are so busy being contemporary and being innovative that they don’t see how the past can be useful. Yet it can be a revelation. It allows you to develop your own way.


AM: Was dance history the only area where you were encouraged to consider narrative seriously? Particularly in modern dance, particularly in the early 1980s, narrative was very unfashionable. It was regarded as impure, outmoded.


MB: In general, yes. I do remember that once, in our choreography course, we were asked to make short solos in the character of some historical figure or other. Of course, most of the women chose to be Joan of Arc! I chose to be Nijinsky in the asylum; it was a memory dance in which I worked in images from his dance past. All very short; it must have been a two-minute solo. But otherwise we were strongly encouraged to avoid narrative, and, while at Laban, I tried to proceed along the approved lines more or less. I realize now that I was always drawn to narrative, but it needed time. I needed to accept what were my own strengths.


Even so, I was always thinking along some historical lines or other. The group piece I choreographed in my second year – the first you saw of mine – was pure 193os. Then, in the third year, our Christmas entertainment, ‘BA IIIs on Broadway’, which was largely but not entirely my work, came out of Busby Berkeley movies – I used his music – and took choreographic ideas from the repertory I knew, like the Chosen Maiden being passed along the heads of everyone in MacMillan’s Rite of Spring.


Dance history would have been the only place in which I was encouraged to analyse narrative seriously. Probably that helped what I do now, but I wasn’t thinking of using narrative then. History for me was just a very good way of learning more about dance qualities and about choreography.


AM: One part of your course was also aesthetics. Was that in the least use to a choreographer?


MB: We did dance aesthetics throughout the three years; and a subsection of that course was the two-term course in dance criticism – which you taught. And I would say, looking back now, that that was the first time I began to think critically about why a dance might be good or bad: to think about criteria. Until then, my instinct had been just to go to as many shows as possible, hoping that I would love most of them. That course encouraged us to look for pure-dance values in narrative works, for narrative values in plotless works, and to become more formally aware of our values. In my case, it did help me, in the long run, to look at my own work analytically. Also you showed us a variety of important dance works on video, as you did in history, and some of those made a lasting impression. So, for example, when I made Spitfire in 1988, I used one grouping idea from Balanchine’s Serenade. Now that was a work I had only seen because you showed it to us.
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3 From Bourne’s BA course; choreographic coursework, 1984. The photograph, by Gerschel, is of Vaslav Nijinsky’s ballet Jeux (1913). Nijinsky (centre) partners Tamara Karsavina and Ludmila Schollar. 
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4 From Bourne’s choreographic notebooks, 1984/85. Ears to the Ground, developed as an idea from Nijinsky’s Jeux, was made for fellow BA students Catherine White, Julia Clarke and Jonathan Thrift. 








Otherwise, no, I don’t specially remember anything coming from all that aesthetics now. Yet I do remember at the time being interested in most of the things I was doing. I was just very interested in a subject – dance – that was so new to me, and that was taken so seriously. At the time I lapped it all up.


AM: There was no particular area where you thought, ‘This is a waste of my time’?


MB: I never really took to ‘Improv’ – dance improvisation. There was a certain pretentious edge to the way we were encouraged to approach improvisatory movement that I didn’t like. We would be set a task around which to improvise with movement. It could stem from a painting, for example; and I would find it futile to express this painting in movement. At the time I was watching a lot of very structured choreography in the theatre, so I just found this aimless.


I like intentional presentation of work. I’ve never been keen on chance things. That’s why I’ve never been keen – as a general idea for dance theatre – on the Cunningham–Cage practice of making music and movement so independent of each other that they are only thrown together at the last minute. I recognize, of course, that sometimes, with Merce Cunningham himself, it has, in the event, worked beautifully. But by no means always; and I certainly think it’s a very dodgy method for any other choreographer to use. Also I like an audience to be where it should be; I like the performance to be totally rehearsed, and nothing improvised. But the dance-theatre experiments of the 196os and subsequent decades – all the experimental use of improvisation, of non-collaboration, of non-theatrical performance space, of making an audience move around or making a dance work impossible for the whole audience to see entirely – were held up in the early 198os as exciting in modern-dance circles. And you know what? They still are. People still think it’s so wonderful, and quite original, to work that way. A friend told me how exciting it had been the other night to see a piece that had been put on at King’s Cross Station. You know: ‘It’s so much fun watching the public react to these dancers falling on the floor in the railway station.’ But that kind of thing’s been done a million times! Anyway, I just thought, ‘Well, I can’t think of anything worse.’ I really do like to know the audience is there to watch, that there’s a proscenium or some division between stage and audience, that this is the performance that has been rehearsed, and that this is what we intend to show the audience.


Obviously, you do use improvisation when you choreograph. You’re improvising all the time when you’re trying to come up with movement. You’re trying to find things. But there’s a specific goal there: you’re aiming to end up with something concrete. That’s why you’re improvising. But in ‘Improv’ – as an area of study in itself – I felt that everything that had been created was lost straightaway. I didn’t take to that.


AM: What about dance vocabulary: how did your formal study at the Laban Centre enlarge, or change, your choice of movement?


MB: I was studying lots of different techniques. That must have helped. The modern-dance techniques we studied included those developed by leading American choreographers: (Martha) Graham, (Merce) Cunningham, (Lester) Horton, (José) Limòn, (Alwin) Nikolais. Others, too. There was such a turnover of different teachers at Laban, that we had a lot of different dance styles going into our education. That was one of the very good things about the course. We never got to be great at any one particular technique; but at least we learnt to be adaptable and versatile. So, when you finally left the Centre, you could choose the technique that you knew felt best for you.


The ballet staff were varied as well. We were never really stuck with one ballet teacher for any long stretch. That, too, was a good thing.


AM: Were there any particular styles that you found useful or congenial to your body?


MB: I certainly didn’t take to the Graham technique. It involves a particular amount of work on the floor. When I started it, I was twenty-two, and my body just couldn’t handle those extremes – in particular, the second positions on the floor. My weight was always too far back. I could never get my weight forwards on to my legs in the second position on the floor – which a lot of the movement required. So I was in a constant state of agony, trying to keep my weight forwards. And I think that that did permanent damage to my back. I’ve always had lower back problems since then.


I liked the drama of the Graham technique: the feeling. I admired its structure, too. But I couldn’t do a lot of it successfully, and I really think it did me no good at all.


The one that I really enjoyed was the Cunningham technique. Partly because it had elements of ballet in it. Also because it had a formal structure – but one that I could do. I felt that I enjoyed both the look and the feel of it as well. I enjoyed its use of the back. The fact that it was upright, standing most of the time, was something that always appealed to me – because the fact that I wasn’t very loose gave me problems on the floor. The Cunningham technique made me feel that I was a dancer. I liked what I saw in the mirror, when I was doing it. And it was a strong – strengthening – technique, whereas some other techniques felt a bit experimental, without building up any strength in you.


I also enjoyed the Limòn style. It gave you a greater sense of physical freedom, while also being grounded in a strong basis of technique.


What I now hate are classes where the movement is all about rolling around on the floor and getting in touch with your sacrum and all that waffle. There’s a worrying stream of teachers and dancers, at the moment particularly, that have made all that very popular; and yet it’s so wishy-washy. It’s all about how it feels rather than how it looks. Nice to do – but dull to watch. I value those techniques – Cunningham, Limòn and Graham (if only it was better for my body) – where you can see the design, the form, in the movement. Where, in terms of pure movement, you can feel choreographic interest.


AM: Twenty-two is pretty late to do your first ballet class. How did you find ballet suited your body?


MB: I always felt that I had all the feeling but none of the technique! I used to enjoy doing it because I loved it musically; I responded to it. But I wasn’t that brilliant at it, obviously, coming to it so late. I was always very disappointed in my assessments for it, the low marks I was given, because I always felt that I did have a feeling for it; but not, I recognize, enough technique. I also enjoyed it, of course, because I was watching a lot of it on stage. So I knew what I was aiming for.


AM: Did you ever feel you were trying to be something you weren’t?


MB: At college, definitely; particularly on the choreography course. I suppose, on any course, you try to please; and maybe I learnt from that. Still, at times I would try to do something for myself, and I was aware that some of my choices were frowned upon by certain choreography teachers. They wanted me to get more contemporary. That kind of reaction continued into the first years of Adventures in Motion Pictures. People – not least my former teachers – would say, ‘Oh, when are you going to do something really new? When are you going to have something set in the present? When are you going to use new music?’


AM: Now, your years at Laban were among the early years of Dance Umbrella. This festival of experimental dance, modern dance, postmodern dance, new dance, had had its first season in 1978; your first term at Laban coincided with the fourth Dance Umbrella. It’s hard to explain now just how each Umbrella – occurring in such spaces as Riverside Studios, the ICA and The Place – opened British eyes in those years to new ideas of dance: to both the most radical local ideas and the most striking new work from abroad.


But I very well remember that, for many Laban students, as for many other dance-goers, taking in some of the more way-out dance work was a difficult and sometimes infuriating part of their dance training. What are your memories?


MB: We used to have ‘educational visits’, as they were called; and I used to be our year’s rep for them, which involved organizing the trips. I remember people creating such a fuss when we went to see Steve Paxton and Kei Takei. Certainly it made for a lot of discussion as to why we didn’t like it, and whether this was dance. People were very angry and worked up about it.


AM: What dance made you angry?


MB: Steve Paxton I would still get angry about now. No, I don’t get angry, but I just really have no interest in that kind of work. It may have involved some contact improvisation – that’s what he was famous for – but what I remember is him working with a plank and a plastic carrier bag. No dance movement that I recall. That was the worst one, the one where half our group wanted to walk out; and some of them did, in the middle of it, in a very obvious way. Kei Takei had something going for her; but her work involved a lot of props – stones and pine cones and things – and that’s all that I remember now. Those are the main two that I remember being a big problem for everyone.


It takes you a long time to identify satisfactorily the kind of work that you don’t like, and the reasons why. Most people in our group found that – by their third year – they were enjoying work they would have loathed in their first year. For some of them, that included ballet at the one extreme, as well as radical work at the other.


For me, I came to realize that the reason for like or dislike in dance has mostly to do with music and the use of music.


AM: Two important small British companies at that time – promoted by Dance Umbrella but also performing in London at other points during the year – were Extemporary Dance Theatre and Second Stride. I mention them with particular pieces in mind.


Extemporary had been founded in the 1970s; it closed at the end of the 1980s. But in 1983 it enjoyed a certain peak, during which one of the pieces it performed was Fergus Early’s Naples. This was an ironic update of August Bournonville’s nineteenth-century Romantic ballet Napoli – using much of its music and some of its choreography, while also comically giving us aspects of the scruffy Naples of today. I wonder if that example of taking material from a period-repertory ballet and looking at it from a modern ironic perspective made any impression upon you?


MB: I’d forgotten that piece completely, but, now that you mention it, I remember enjoying it very much. I don’t remember it being a version of Napoli. But the modernity of it seemed quite daring; and it was funny. It was costumed, it had a set, and the performers were all very much individuals with their own personalities. All that really stuck.


Extemporary was, for me at the time, the most exciting British company – along with Second Stride, which I think I discovered a little bit later on. I think that’s the kind of company that we wanted to be when we started AMP in 1986. Extemporary was a model.


I remember them doing a residency at Laban, and creating solos that we were involved in watching and that they talked about. One of their dancers, Annelies Stoffel, had graduated from the Laban BA course in 1981, which was inspiring for all of us. In those days, nobody was sure if a BA graduate could make it as a professional dancer in Britain. Also, at that time, it was the whole idea of a rep company that we liked the idea of.


AM: Second Stride had begun as a dance group in 1982 as another contemporary-dance repertory company, combining work by Richard Alston, Siobhan (‘Sue’) Davies, and Ian Spink. Since 1986, it has been  entirely a group that reassembles for new projects by Spink.1 But you began watching it in the period when Davies was still choreographing for it.


There are two Second Stride pieces of that era that I would connect to your work, and one of them is her Carnival. She made this first in 1982 to Saint-Saëns’s Carnival of the Animals; and its most successful dance, to the music we always know now as the Dying Swan music, was a solo for a male swan – although it was a multi-layered solo, in which he also gestured at playing the cello (as in the music) and at being a human making ‘swan’ silhouettes with his hand and arm.


MB: Carnival was quite influential for me. Simply in its use of a piece of mainstream classical music, and in just being animals but in a very inventive, witty and simple way.


I also remember her Plainsong from that time, a very pure piece to Satie music. I really enjoyed the purity of that. Sue was dancing in it as well, which made a powerful impression. Her work then had a sort of peaceful quality; and that work had almost the simplicity and peaceful beauty of Ashton’s Symphonic Variations. There was a wonderful feeling of community in it, I felt, even though it wasn’t really about anything. I’ve still got it on video, as I have Carnival, so I remember them both better than some other pieces that I may also have loved at the time but have since forgotten.


AM: I also want to ask you about one piece by Ian Spink, which I remember you watching: Further and Further into Night, which was – I think it’s safe to say – a deconstruction of the Hitchcock film Notorious. It didn’t retell the story of Notorious; it just took incidents, atmosphere and values, from that film, and put them together in a highly ironic, non-narrative, very imaginative way. Nobody at that time had ever made a dance based on a film – certainly not on a thriller. But in 1992 you made your own non-narrative Hitchcock piece, Deadly Serious. I presume there’s a connection.


MB: I actually went to a performance in 1985 at the ICA where they showed Further and Further and then Notorious. But I think I’d already seen the piece once before, during Dance Umbrella 1984. I very much liked it; and I can’t pretend that our own Hitchcock piece wasn’t partly triggered by it, by wanting to do something like that.


I also think some of Spink’s methods of choreography have influenced me. In that piece and others he used both repetition (repetition of individual movements, of short sub-phrases) and a particular way of working with character.


Second Stride was a great model for us as a company, because it too felt like a company of strong people: strongly individual, characterful dancers.


AM: The mid-1980s was a period when you could see the work of certain British choreographers in the repertories of more than one British company. Sue Davies was choreographing not just for Second Stride (then later for her own dance company), but also for London Contemporary Dance Theatre. And Richard Alston, who’d been one of the founders of Second Stride, was the resident choreographer of the Rambert. The Rambert had three ‘house’ choreographers: Christopher Bruce, Robert North and Alston. There was also a wonderful period, in 1983, when it staged two pieces by Frederick Ashton: a revival of his 1930 ‘Capriol Suite’ and a staging of his 1975–6 Five Brahms Waltzes in the Manner of Isadora Duncan.


MB: I loved all that period at Rambert. It felt that it was nodding to history. To see the mixture of very early Ashton work with Alston’s current work was very exciting. You wished that there could be more companies like that, doing that variety of rep. And I just enjoyed a lot of the work that the Rambert was doing around that time.


AM: What seemed more interesting to you about the Rambert than about London Contemporary Dance Theatre at that time?


MB: Design. Variety of work. And the Rambert felt modern; London Contemporary somehow felt a little bit behind it, very conventionally ‘modern-dance’.


AM: At the Rambert in the early 1980s, were you interested in the work of Christopher Bruce? In 1993, he took charge of the Rambert again, whereas Alston and Davies now choreograph almost entirely for their own companies.


MB: I did like Christopher Bruce at one point. I was into pieces like Ghost Dances, Berlin Requiem and Cruel Garden, because they’re very theatrical. But then there’s a folksy side to him that I don’t like much.


Richard Alston’s work I used to admire a lot. It felt like modern ballet to me. It felt like the future of the ballet – although it wasn’t on pointe or anything – but it had a classical feeling to it. It also felt as if he was trying to emulate something that had been going on in early ballet, early British ballet anyway. That’s why the Ashton–Alston connection was so interesting to observe, especially when Alston made a ballet in late 1983 for the Royal Ballet at Covent Garden too. His work also felt in the Diaghilev spirit too, because he commissioned designs from painters a lot and because he used new music. For me, admittedly, new music was a bit of a problem from time to time; but I understood that that was a great passion for him. I also thought, ‘Someone’s got to do it; to use new music’, and he always showed that he was the one.


I was talking to friends the other night about this, saying that what you always saw with Alston, Davies and Bruce was that they really knew how to make dance, how to make phrases of movement that work; and you wholly admired the dance-making aspect of what they did. Nobody else has come along in Britain since then who has made pure dance with that kind of authority. They themselves are still working that way. In a way, their work has stayed where it was.


AM: So when you see their work now, does it seem old-fashioned? Or does it seem a tonic?


MB: Well, I wish I was more like that. You know, for Richard and for Sue, ultimately their love is movement; and movement invention; and creating movement. But I’m coming from somewhere else. The first thing that I have is all the other stuff – the ideas – and the last thing is the movement.


For Richard in particular, the movement just comes out of the movement of the music. I wish I could work that way – but put my ideas with it. Finding the movement is more of a struggle for me, whereas it seems to flow out of those people. And Sue has done interesting things with design in recent years. There’s always interest in the way her works are staged. The lighting and the originality of the design, a lot of the time, have helped to keep her work looking very up to date. I also feel that she seems to have moved with something that is going on in dance at the moment. Whether you like it or not is another matter, but she has moved somewhere; I don’t always feel that with Richard’s work in the 199os, although I’ve missed some of it. Sue’s certainly does strike a chord with the way people enjoy moving now.


AM: Another person who made a big impact on the British dance world in the 1980s was Michael Clark. Did you look at his work?


MB: We were all very interested in Michael Clark, because he was big news at the time. He was a big dance star, and young. He was a discussion point for everyone. You either loved him or hated him.


AM: Why would you have loved him or hated him?


MB: Well, everyone loved his dancing and the look of him. His dancing was incredibly beautiful. I only started to watch him about 1983 or so, when he was an independent dancer, after his training with the Royal Ballet School and after his time with Ballet Rambert. And – the same has been said many times, I know – the reason to go to see his own choreography was to see the sections when he was dancing. I can’t say all the stuff that surrounded it appealed to me at all: the punkish music, the dildos and bare bottoms, swallowing a goldfish – the shock values. I’ve never actually been into shock tactics in any way. I don’t like being in an uncomfortable audience very much; I like the audience to be happy with what they’re watching. And it didn’t feel particularly shocking to me. It felt juvenile. I mean, I was older than other people at college. I know that I make use of some juvenile humour at times myself, but Clark’s didn’t really interest me. I found his work sexy, daring and exciting. But it didn’t have any effect on me – and I hated the music.


AM: During this period you carried on looking at the Royal Ballet.


MB: Yes, and this was when I first saw Ashton’s Scènes de ballet; and later, Symphonic Variations. I absolutely adored them. I think any young British choreographer would love looking at Scènes de ballet again and again: it’s brilliantly made, and it’s full of really surprising movement, even though it’s a perfectly classical pure-dance ballet. I wished I could choreograph like that. But it shows such odd things! I love the entrance of the female corps de ballet when they come in, on pointe, but leaning right forwards from the waist, with their arms stretched behind them and upwards. They’re in profile to the audience and the way they lean forwards – like chickens! – is so strange. If you see that when you’re first learning to choreograph, as I was, it makes you want to try something that isn’t the first thing that comes into your head, to go against the norm. It seemed a really daring piece to me, and very exciting. Not something that I could ever do myself, but something that I could take ideas from.


And Symphonic I loved as soon as I first saw it. I remember how David Massingham and other people that I was around at the time all had pictures of it on their walls. It was so perfect. The whole work has a wonderful tranquillity and peace about it. And there’s a section of it, in the middle, that’s so dreamlike: it’s performed to a piano section, and it feels as if everyone’s floating on air. Certainly I can’t think of another piece that has the same sort of hold-your-breath perfection about it – where you feel you haven’t taken a breath the whole way through it. Again, I can’t see that it has had a direct influence on me, but I think there’s something there that you want to try to emulate. Just the thought of it is inspiring.


Ashton was already in semi-retirement then, but there were a number of important revivals of his work. At the time it seemed like too few, though by current standards it seems as if we were seeing Ashton revivals all the time. I was very excited and interested in anything of his I could see in those days. The revival of his Romeo in 1985; later on, in 1988, the revival of his Ondine. And he was still making a few new pieces in those days: just small pieces, but I’d always rush along to see them. I particularly remember Varii Capricci in 1983, with Antoinette Sibley and Anthony Dowell dancing the leads, and with designs by David Hockney. I was in love with those two dancers at the time, and I liked the fact that it was a star vehicle for them. It was interesting that it was set in the modern world, although I remember thinking it was a little bit like an old man’s view of a young world. The character Dowell played was a bit clichéd, with Elvis Presley hair and dark glasses. Maybe that would have worked better with younger dancers, but at that time they were both near the end of their careers.


AM: Meanwhile, throughout this period, we were getting a fairly regular supply of ballets by Kenneth MacMillan, who was, I suppose, the dominant British choreographer of that time. And against whom a lot of people were reacting, because he was the story-telling, psychological, expressionist choreographer of the period. Many people found that there was just too little dance content in his work. Other people were excited by the fact that he was, at any rate, still trying to shake up the conventional ballet audience. How did all of that affect you? And which ballets made an impression?


MB: Michael Clark was trying to shock through his dildos and things, whereas I thought Kenneth MacMillan’s Valley of Shadows actually very shocking, but in the right way – because of its subject matter: depicting a concentration camp, and the gradual elimination of the Jews from their previously idyllic pre-war world. It was based on The Garden  of the Finzi Continis. The ballet zigzagged between the garden and the concentration camp, with alternating music. Someone would be taken away from the garden, then you saw him or her in the concentration camp, and gradually the whole family ended up there. It was the destruction of a family. Well, when that was new, in 1982, it did show that MacMillan was still alive and kicking in no uncertain terms. I thought it was very powerful.


AM: Did you see his full-length ballet Isadora?


MB: Isadora was very, very influential for me. I must have seen it first around the time of its premiere in 1981, and I saw several performances of it. As soon as it was broadcast, I had it on video. What impressed me was that it felt like an original way of telling a story on the ballet stage – using words, which I’ve never done. I applauded MacMillan’s right to do that. I loved certain sections of it; the sexiness of it really appealed to me then.


It was the first time I had ever seen Isadora Duncan depicted on stage. At that time, I hadn’t seen the Isadora dances that Ashton had made, originally with Lynn Seymour. So I enjoyed the style of MacMillan’s recreation of Isadora’s movement very much. That way of moving to music, expressing music, which was the basis of her style of free dance … I’ve always found the idea of it – the idea of Isadora – exciting, and inspiring, and that was my first exposure to it.


AM: Were you ever bothered by what people called the faults of these MacMillan ballets, their deficiencies?


MB: Which were …?


AM: The thin movement. The constant, expressionistic effort to communicate a psychological or sociological point without giving you much to go by in terms of dance.


MB: It’s true that those pieces don’t bear many viewings, but I don’t think their weaknesses concerned me enormously at the time. I was very impressed by them as pieces of theatre. I can’t fault MacMillan’s desire to do what he was doing in choreography, and to look for psychological interest. What he was trying to do was very valid.


AM: Now, towards the end of your BA course at Laban, I introduced you – at a Fred-and-Ginger film actually – to Ashley Page, who was moving also in an experimental direction. He was then a young Royal Ballet dancer who’d just started to grow up in a new way. He’d always danced  in almost everybody else’s new ballet, so he’d obviously been a very willing volunteer for everybody else’s choreographic experiments there. Suddenly, like you, he was discovering all the other dance that was going in London. One would always see him in audiences – at Dance Umbrella, the Rambert, everywhere – at a time when it was extremely unusual to see any British ballet dancer at a non-ballet performance. Then, in 1984, he started to choreograph the Royal Ballet for the first time.


When you two met, early in 1985, you straightaway became friends; and later that year he became interested in the work you and your colleagues were doing with Transitions. In fact, he choreographed for Transitions, which suddenly raised the national/international profile of that group.


MB: Actually, I got him that job. When we joined Transitions, one of the things we were asked was ‘Who would you like to choreograph for you?’ I said that I thought Ashley Page might be interested, if we asked him; and he was, because he hadn’t done many professional pieces, and he was looking for more opportunities to choreograph. So we got the chance to work with him, which I was thrilled about. Emma Gladstone and I were the duet couple in his piece. He made a typically Ashley Page piece called The Organizing Principle. It was very mathematical – and organized in the way that only he can do. It also had within it many of the things that – when I look at it on video now – he’s been doing ever since: taking classical movement and positions and putting them off on angles, for example. And the way he has the men manipulate the women in his pieces was, in essence, there, though in a very much simpler form. It’s obviously gone through many stages of development and complexity now; but it was all there then, his way of wanting to present movement, and present women in particular. Mind you, in that piece he wanted Emma and me to resemble each other – we had to have the same boyish haircut, with gelled side parting!


AM: Now, the two of you developed quite different choreographic styles and paths. He now choreographs maybe one piece per year for the Royal Ballet, usually a pure-dance non-narrative work in neo-classic style with some modern-dance elements. But you were good chums at that time, and took great interest in each other’s work. Was that important for you?


MB: Yes, it was. He was someone I’d liked very much as a dancer. I’d always found him very different from everyone else. He didn’t smile, ever. And the Royal was a very smiley company, as most ballet companies are. He seemed like the odd one out. So when he started to choreograph for the Royal in 1984, I was already very interested in what he might do. And those first pieces he made I found very exciting. In his very first piece, A Broken Set of Rules, he used Michael Nyman music – which was very new and different at the time. Unfortunately, we’ve never stopped hearing it since! But at that time, to hear that sort of music at the Opera House, and to know that the orchestra was not happy about it – I thought it was exciting and bold on his part to do at all.


It was also exciting that he chose the younger members of the company to be in his work. So his work felt like the youth of the company expressing itself. And I did enjoy the piece very much. There was a purity about it, and it was obvious that he was doing something different with classical form.


Obviously we were doing very different things. But we were very supportive of each other’s work – and still are to a certain degree. I don’t see him a lot now, but fairly recently I watched a rehearsal for his new piece for an hour or so, and we talked about it a bit afterwards. And he enjoyed my Cinderella. I think that in some ways it’s easy to have a friendly relationship with another choreographer who’s doing very different work from yours, because there’s no sense of any kind of competition – which does seem to affect a lot of people when they become successful in any way. Each of us can still appreciate what the other one’s doing. He’s quite provocative at times in what he says, quite funny.


AM: While you were on the BA course for those three years, you were part of a large group of dance students who all got to know each other extremely well. Quite a number of them have stayed with dancing in one capacity or another. Some of them have gone on to be professional dancers, some of them professional choreographers, some of them dance teachers. How important was that group to you and to your own development?


MB: Very important – partly just because we were helping each other to get through something so arduous. But also we were talking constantly about dance, about choreography, about the work we’d seen. It was easier, in some ways, to talk to your fellow students about what you felt than it was to express yourself to members of staff in an essay – because you didn’t want to appear stupid in writing about what you felt. With the other students, you could suss things out, talk things through.


Particularly after the BA course, when we got into Transitions, that was very important. We were making work with other choreographers, like Ashley, and also on each other – which our group particularly made part of the course. So to talk about each other’s work, and our own work, and the work that was being made on us, and all the dances that we were seeing elsewhere – that mattered a lot, and I have very happy memories of how intent and absorbed we all were.


It may have happened once or twice since then that Transitions dancers choreographed themselves. But we presented a whole show of our own work as well. We insisted that we did a programme of our own work, as well as the one we’d been given. I don’t think that’s ever happened since.


The Transitions course was the first time that I felt people had faith in me as a performer, that the Laban Centre thought I had some kind of stage talent. Until then, I would never have dared think that way.


Even now, I still have doubts about whether I can actually do the next thing; whether I can achieve what people think I should be doing. I have the same doubts about where to go next that I’ve always had – until I get the idea for the next piece. Once I get that, I take off with it.


(Conversations 1998–99)






1 Late in 1998, Second Stride folded. A.M.
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First Adventures in Motion Pictures


1987–90





ALASTAIR MACAULAY: How did you come to name your company Adventures in Motion Pictures?


MATTHEW BOURNE: It’s pure fluke that the name Adventures in Motion Pictures has become particularly attached to my work. People often say that it’s a good name for the company’s style and for what I do; and there’s truth in that. Of all the people who founded AMP, I was the one with the greatest interest in films. But that is all coincidence.


The last date of our Transitions year was in Hong Kong. We had been dancing in a festival of dance academies from around the world, and were flying back home on China Airways. So this was the end of our course, we were about to form our own company, we were looking for a name, and the plastic bag that the headsets came in had written on them: ‘Adventures in Motion Pictures’. It was some sort of translation that the airline thought made sense, but didn’t quite; and Emma Gladstone said, ‘Oh, let’s call it that.’


‘Adventures’ was quite a nice word. It felt like The Famous Five; each new piece was an Adventure. And Motion Pictures: moving pictures, dance … People have put a lot of emphasis on the film connotation in recent years, but certainly we didn’t set out to have any kind of filmic connection when we started.  


Because Transitions toured a lot, some of us had begun to have the idea of forming a company together. We liked performing together, and we wanted to perform our own work; and the particular personalities in the group at that time were what helped to form AMP. From that start, Emma Gladstone was the one that got us thinking in a business way straightaway – which was very important. She really was the administrator of the company when we began, and was named as a fellow director.


There were seven of us in the original AMP: Catherine White (now Malone), Emma Gladstone, Susan Lewis, Carrollynne Antoun, David Massingham, Keith Brazil and I. Catherine, David and I had known each other for four years, having been on the BA course and then Transitions. Emma Gladstone and Susan Lewis had also joined Transitions after doing other courses at the Laban Centre. Then there were two other dancers who hadn’t been with Transitions, but who had been students at Laban: Keith Brazil, who’d just finished the BA course the year after us, and Carrollynne Antoun, who’d done the three-year Dance Theatre course there. So we’d all known each other for some time.


AM: You were following a year or two after the formation of the Cholmondeleys, a similarly Laban-originated company. Its founder-choreographer, Lea Anderson, had been a BA student a year ahead of you. Did you decide on any parameters to the company?


MB: We all felt at the time that there wasn’t a lot of work around for either dancers or choreographers. The example of the Cholmondeleys gave us some courage and inspiration to continue doing our own work. Until then, we in Transitions had all been thinking, ‘Well, what are the companies we can audition for?’ Forming a company didn’t occur to us for a long time – whereas nowadays it would occur quite quickly to people who are at college. The scene has changed so much in the last few years, thanks to the seasons at The Place and elsewhere. But in those days there wasn’t that outlet, that hope.
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5 Bourne as the Rt Hon. Remnant Blight in Jacob Marley’s Does Your Crimplene Go All Crusty When You Rub? (1987).








We had a desire not just to work with ourselves, but with other choreographers as well. Basically it was a rep company that we were forming. There wasn’t only one choreographer within the company. At least three of us wanted to choreograph: myself, David, Catherine expressed an interest in choreographing. Keith eventually choreographed; and both Emma and Susan did pieces during a workshop period we set up. Being a rep company would give us all the chance to make work if we wanted to, and also give us the chance to commission work from other choreographers. So the first AMP programme was made up of pieces by me, David, Julia Clarke (who’d been on our BA course, but hadn’t joined Transitions) and John Heath (who performed under the name of Jacob Marley, and who had been a Laban student).


We formed the group in 1986, but the first performance was in July 1987. It began as an entirely Laban-originated group – more by accident than design – but that changed. Jo Chandler was the first dancer we took from elsewhere; and we started to use choreographers from elsewhere too. I remember approaching Russell Maliphant to ask him to consider making a piece on us. We did a piece by the French choreographer Brigitte Farges, chiefly memorable for the fact that Clement Crisp wrote in the Financial Times that we looked like ‘the rugby team from Lesbos’. We also did a piece by Ben Craft, who had danced with the Rambert and was working as an independent.


AM: How did you keep body and soul together in those days?


MB: I had a part-time job at the National Theatre, where I’d worked for two years full-time before I started at Laban, and where I’d continued to work part-time while I was on the course – the odd evening – ushering and on the bookshop. Most of us were on something called the Enterprise Allowance Scheme, which was a government scheme by which, if you were working towards forming your own company, for a year you’d be paid £40 a week, as well as your rent and some money to live on. That helped you achieve what you were aiming at, as long as you didn’t earn a fortune during that time.


AM: How did the company progress, in terms of success, between 1987 and 1990?


MB: We were very lucky very early on, because we were involved in a couple of evenings which gave us great exposure to a lot of people in the dance world.


We had a piece by Jacob Marley called Does Your Crimplene Go All Crusty When You Rub?, which was extremely successful. It was actually the work that got us noticed as a company. A very odd piece, very much of his mind. All of us played characters based on people from his childhood, people he knew in the village where he grew up. He was an orphan, adopted, a black boy living in a West Country village; and we were all characters in the awful village-hall disco. It was misinterpreted quite a lot. Some people thought that we were making fun of old people with Parkinson’s disease, and others thought it was about a mental institution; but there was never any intention that it should be like an old people’s home. We were just all very odd characters – dancing to Mantovani, Abba and traditional Scottish music. It was very, very different from anything else around at that time.


We were all playing characters – for virtually the first time in any of the work any of us had ever danced. I loved doing that. I absolutely took to ‘being’ someone. You see, I had got to a point in dancing with Transitions where I never quite knew how to perform the pieces facially, because I was never given any indication as to what the mood was, or what I was supposed to be doing. I ended up being a version of myself, naturally, but I just felt uncomfortable, not really knowing how I was supposed to be projecting these pieces. So after I had to be a person in Crimplene, I never really wanted to do anything else!


The Laban Centre very kindly gave us the use of its studio theatre for our opening performance; they didn’t charge us. For the first performance of this new company, we did a programme of rep. One was a piece by me called Overlap Lovers: a tango piece in three sections. One was a David Massingham piece – Worlds Apart I think it was called. One was a piece by Julia Clarke called Grecian 2000 – Butoh-inspired, a quite odd, theatrical piece.


The Crimplene piece was noticed by a couple of people. As a result, we were asked to be in a one-off Dance Umbrella cabaret-style evening in October. The year before, Dance Umbrella had started a programme where they were able to show shorter works by several different performers or companies in a cabaret setting. That particular year, it was going to be the opening-night gala of Dance Umbrella 1987, a money-raising event. So, luckily for us, the audience was full of everybody in the British modern-dance world at the time. John Ashford, who ran seasons at The Place, a lot of the promoters from around the country, a lot of critics, a lot of dance bigwigs were there; and we went down very well. We were reviewed, briefly but quite favourably, by about three critics; and several promoters expressed interest in presenting us. So there we were! Very, very soon after starting our new company, we had people asking us to perform, rather than us trying to get dates – though we did that too, thanks largely to Emma.


Then, quite soon after that, in January 1988, we were asked again to do my Overlap Lovers piece in a gala at Sadler’s Wells to mark ten years of Dance Umbrella – something to raise money for the next autumn’s festival. It was very high-profile, and very nerve-racking for me. I remember standing at the back of Sadler’s Wells stalls, next to Richard Alston, who was also standing there because his piece for the Rambert was on before mine. I remember being so nervous that, just before it started, I thought I was about to pass out through nerves: my legs were completely gone – Alston standing there, and this full house …


AM: How did it go?


MB: It went through without any disasters – that’s all I knew at the time. But again, we got noticed. John Ashford expressed interest in presenting us at The Place, for example; and Clement Crisp gave me almost the only glowing review he’s ever given me in the Financial Times: ‘Very promising’ – that sort of thing.


And so from then on we were reacting to offers, rather than trying to get dates – which, for so young a company, was a very enviable position to be in.


Lea Anderson had founded the Cholmondeleys (pronounced ‘Chumleys’), her all-female group, a few years before. For one piece, she brought in a group of men as a chorus in one number; and she called them the Featherstonehaughs (pronounced ‘Fanshaws’). Then she started to develop them as an independent group with a repertory of their own. Lea had never spoken to me while we’d overlapped as students at Laban; but in 1987 she came up to me, complimented me on my dancing, and asked me to be in this new group. So I became a founder Featherstonehaugh – all of which gives you some idea of the flexibility of the way that AMP worked at the time: the fact that I could be in two companies. The first two pieces she made for them – us, rather – were called Clump and Slump.


It may have been John Ashford who – maybe because I was in both groups at this time – had the idea of putting the Featherstonehaughs and AMP on together at the ICA for a two-week season in summer 1988. For AMP, the season was a landmark.


There were six pieces on this ICA programme. The Featherstonehaughs performed Lea’s Clump and Slump. It was Slump’s premiere. And AMP did Crimplene again, a piece by David Massingham called Mathematical Park, and the first performances of my Spitfire (which was for four men, myself included), and Buck and Wing, a tap duet I’d made for Emma and Catherine. The whole programme was quite odd, quite different, but it went down very well. The season was sold out, and it got good reviews.


AM: So how many performances per annum would AMP have been giving in that era?


MB: In 1987, we probably hadn’t performed more than about fifteen times; we gave almost that many performances at the ICA alone.


Still, I would think that, in the whole of the calendar year 1988, we can’t have given more than thirty or forty performances – some in London, some on tour in England, maybe a date in Scotland. It’s hard to explain to people outside that world, but, for a small modern-dance company, thirty performances per year is a lot! Then, it was amazing. Most modern-dance pieces are rehearsed for weeks on end – and then performed just once or twice. If you’re lucky enough, you get a whole week of performances somewhere. Very few modern-dance pieces receive more than twelve performances, I would say. It may actually be harder now to get a tour together than it was then. Because we were lucky, my Overlap Lovers – which we didn’t keep in rep very long – was probably performed about twenty times. My next piece, Spitfire – which I made for that ICA season that AMP shared with the Featherstonehaughs, and which has been revived over several years – has been done about forty times. And Crimplene had more performances than either.


That ICA season was the first in which we met Katharine Doré – no, not literally, because, the year before, when she’d been at Waterman’s Arts Centre in Middlesex, she’d booked us to perform there. But now she had been to the Arts Council with a view to becoming a dance-company administrator. So with this in mind, no doubt, she came along to one of those ICA performances; and, just a few weeks afterwards, she became AMP’s administrator. She was assigned to us as part of a scheme from the Arts Council to give young companies administrative help. The Arts Council’s idea was that small companies or solo performers would share an administrator. It was a good idea, actually, and several companies still work that way. She had a certain amount of choice in who she worked with; and so she also began administrating Rosemary Lee, who was working as a dance soloist (another Laban BA graduate, actually, though from just before my time there), and Pushkala Gopal, a British-based Indian dancer. We were lucky, because Katharine soon chose to concentrate full-time on us, and did so as soon as we were in a position to give her the work.


AM: Was there any point where you felt any unpleasant resentment in the modern-dance world about the commercial appeal or comic emphasis of your work?


MB: There were certainly some promoters who thought we were very lightweight – and possibly a little juvenile. Ours wasn’t considered to be serious work. We certainly wouldn’t have gone down very well at the Bagnolet New Choreography Festival – where all the other new British choreographers of that time were presenting work – or anything like that. We did try one tiny European tour once, late in 1988 I think, appearing in Amsterdam and Ghent. We did Crimplene, Mathematical Park, Buck and Wing, Overlap Lovers and Spitfire. It was a disaster. They just didn’t find it funny. One review said, ‘They performed five pieces, three of them unfortunately by Matthew Bourne.’ I remember having to get that translated from the Dutch!


AM: Buck and Wing I never saw.


MB: I had been going through a Jessie Matthews phase just then, watching all her dance movies from the 1930s and listening to her songs. Buck and Wing was a female tap duet somewhat in her style. That was the idea, anyway. The problem for me was the music, which was commissioned from one of Lea Anderson’s composers, Steve Blake; but, even though it was only six or seven minutes long, I wasn’t ready for the rapid conditions of choreographing fast to music I didn’t already know and love. That put me off working with composers, I must admit.
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6 Buck and Wing. From Bourne’s notes. The diagrams refer to the 1930s dance films of Jessie Matthews and Eleanor Powell (to both of whom this work was dedicated) and to Frederick Ashton’s 1958 ballet Ondine.
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7 One of the pages of advertisements for male underwear used by Bourne as source material for Spitfire (1988).
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8 Spitfire (1988). From Bourne’s notebook. The first diagram refers to George Balanchine’s ballet Serenade (1934).
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9 Spitfire. From Bourne’s notebook. The first diagram refers to George Balanchine’s ballet Apollo (1928).
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10 Spitfire. Left to right: David Waring, Keith Brazil (kneeling), Joachim Chandler, Matthew Bourne (supported). This quadruple image of posing virility is a deliberate gender-reversal of all-female groupings in such historic ballets as Jules Perrot’s Pas de Quatre (1845) and Balanchine’s Serenade. Multiple images of virility would remain important, but would become less ironic, in Bourne’s later choreography.








AM: Spitfire, however, was the most popular piece you had made.


MB: It was based on the idea of men posing. Partly it was about the poses men do in underwear adverts. When I was young, looking at those ads was about as near to an erotic experience as I was likely to get! Of course, they also look silly; I’ve still got some of them in my Spitfire folder. And it was also about the way dancers, especially male dancers, strike poses in ballet: sometimes they’re poses at the end of a solo, but sometimes they’re poses right in the middle of a dance. And they’re audience-oriented in the way that the underwear ads are camera-oriented.


Then, because I had had the idea of making a dance like this for four men posing in underwear, I thought of the most famous dance for four women in nineteenth-century ballet, the 1845 Pas de Quatre. So the four men do groupings from the famous lithographs. But there are ideas taken from all kinds of other sources, too. One of the first groupings they do is taken straight out of Balanchine’s Serenade. Balanchine had four groups of four women doing it, near the opening of the ballet; it just amused me to try it with four men. And I set the whole thing to standard nineteenth-century music for virtuoso classical ballet: solo variations by Minkus and Glazunov from Don Quixote, La Bayadère and The Four Seasons [or Birthday Offering] (some of it originally music written for female dancers).


There were separate ideas for each dance: one was a man rubbing himself in oil; one was a sort of striptease, undressing; one was sleeping …


Spitfire – like the pieces that followed – felt and, in fact, still feels to me like the great marriage of two things: what I had always been interested in, and what I’d learnt at Laban. Now I was able to take the craft I’d learnt and apply it to the interests I’d had all along.


Spitfire has stood up quite well over the years. We last did it at a fund-raising gala in 1995; Adam Cooper was one of the dancers, in the first performance he ever did with AMP.


AM: AMP went on commissioning pieces from Jacob Marley during this era.


MB: Yes, there were two others after Crimplene. One was My Little Peasant Dance, to traditional Slavic music; the other was I Surrender, Dear.


AM: I remember that you were already fond of the Bing Crosby recording of ‘I Surrender, Dear’: so, as soon as I heard that recording accompanying Marley’s piece, I presumed you had had some influence on it.


MB: John (Jacob Marley) usually needed to be helped with ideas for music. As well as the Crosby, he used the Mozart Clarinet Quintet! But his imagination was absolutely his own, and somehow he always made his eventual choice of music work. I Surrender, Dear was a really strange piece, funny and haunting.


AM: Your next piece was The Infernal Galop. This was inspired by Paris, and was designed by David Manners. David had been your partner for two years; and it was he who first took you to Paris.


MB: David Manners influenced a lot of AMP work throughout those years, because he had so many interests. In 1992, he designed Deadly Serious and The Percys of Fitzrovia. He also wrote a piece of music for Deadly Serious. He gave me the idea to do The Percys of Fitzrovia, for example, because he was already interested in the Bloomsbury set. He was someone that I could definitely develop ideas with, that I could talk to about what I should do next. The relationship we had is the longest of my life to date: we were together six years.


I think I can live with someone. I’ve got friends who find it’s not something that suits them, but I’m very adaptable. If I’ve been somewhere for a week, it’s home. I’m adaptable with people as well. And I very much enjoy having someone there to share things with. I think any relationship I’ve had has influenced my work, to a certain extent, because, if you’re very involved with your work, you’re discussing it constantly. Certainly David was an important influence throughout those years.


AM: In The Infernal Galop, the mood, and even the subject-matter, of the dance changes from one item to the next. Was this a new format for you? And what put it into your head?


MB: I find it very difficult to pin down exactly what it is that I do, and where I might have been influenced. Once you make a piece that’s successful, it’s its own piece. It has an inner life that’s more important than its sources.


But yes: The Infernal Galop was the first revue type of piece that I did. I thought that I could do a piece around one idea, and here the idea was Paris; but in the event The Infernal Galop had several things within it. I would say that the revue format – a series of separate sketches adding up to a whole piece – was something I had recently noticed Lea Anderson doing very well; but I also brought to it my own interest in musicals, vaudeville and all those other areas. Actually, I think that’s why The Infernal Galop and some of the pieces that followed have – to me, at least – something of the feeling of some of Ashton’s early pieces, like his Capriol Suite and Façade. When Ashton made those, he was working a lot in the West End, and that gives them their flavour.


When I brought what I’d learnt about popular entertainment to my AMP choreography, I started to realize that I didn’t fit very comfortably into the world of British contemporary dance. A lot of the people I was surrounded by were interested in more contemporary issues, art and music. I always had a fear that everyone thought I was commercial because my interests had come from other areas; and my instincts were always historical, never very contemporary. For The Infernal Galop, my starting point was Charles Trenet’s recording of La Mer; and then other old songs and recordings of popular music, all as French as possible.


AM: The solo to La Mer is the most enduring image. This was for Keith Brazil, in a dressing-gown. He lay down with his back to the audience, and his heels together; and, as soon as the song started, he waggled his flexed feet like flippers. And the way he raised his head made you suddenly see a seal, or a sea-lion. The whole audience would recognize the illusion in the same moments, and laugh. It was an adorable dance.


MB: I can’t think what put it in my head to do that to that music.


AM: I would say now – though I never made the connection then – that that La Mer solo was connected to the male Swan solo that Sue Davies had made in Carnival: the use of bits of animal and human mime on a lyrical dance current, in both cases for a male dancer.


This sets off quite a train. The idea of feet as flippers you used more overtly in the film Late Flowering Lust; and the idea of dancers lying on their sides with their feet seemingly bound together recurs for the sylphs in Highland Fling.


MB: Yes, but where did I get the basic concept for La Mer? With him in a dressing-gown, green socks, shirt and tie!


AM: Well, there’s a connection to Carnival – where the dancers are in shirts and trousers, and where it’s very clear that they’re human beings representing animals.


MB: Well, what I loved in Carnival was the very simple means whereby it created its images. I do remember Matthew Hawkins, for example, being a chicken or cockerel. He had red gloves, which he put in his mouth at one point. Things like that I enjoyed very much.
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11 The Infernal Galop: Keith Brazil as the Merman in ‘Fruits de Mer’. The ‘flipper’ feet recurred in Bourne’s choreography for Late-Flowering Lust (1993), and the entire human/animal nexus is a precursor of Bourne’s swans in Swan Lake (1995).








Elsewhere in The Infernal Galop, I was taking ideas directly from the famous Brassai photographs of Paris in the 1920s; and, because I was using a Trenet recording, I also took an idea from a picture of Trenet by Jean Cocteau. The picture was on the cover of my Trenet album, and it showed Trenet with wings sprouting from his back. We used that in the finale of The Infernal Galop: the dancers leant forwards, one hand placed in the small of their back, fingers splayed like spreading wings. Now that led to all kinds of other things later on, by the way. There are winged images in Highland Fling and Cinderella, but I particularly returned to the Cocteau–Trenet image when I was making Swan Lake. The swans splay their fingers behind their backs that same way; it becomes their basic stationary position.


AM: There’s also a connection to Balanchine’s Apollo, where the title character stands with one arm raised and one behind his back. In alternation, one hand makes a fist, the other splays its fingers. The alternation occurs like a metronome. But nothing’s original: Balanchine said he was inspired for that by the neon lights flashing on and off in Piccadilly Circus.
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12 One of Brassai’s classic photographs of Paris used as source material for The Infernal Galop. Bourne reproduced this pose exactly in his choreography, with Brazil in the bare-chested role (left) and himself as the bare-legged man (right).
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13 The Infernal Galop (1992 revival). Left to right: Scott Ambler, Ally Fitzpatrick, Matthew Bourne, Etta Murfitt, Andrew George, Simon Murphy. The splayed-hands motif was taken from Jean Cocteau’s picture of the singer Charles Trenet: Bourne later recycled it in his swan choreography in Swan Lake.








MB: Well, I’d certainly seen Apollo. But the connection wasn’t in my mind.


It was The Infernal Galop, by the way, that introduced me to John Caird. He and the composer Stephen Schwartz came to see it at a 1989 performance at Watermans. The place was half empty, but those two men just adored it; as it happens, we’ve got a video of this performance, and throughout you just hear them laughing their heads off. When I met them afterwards, I was so thrilled, because Schwartz had written Pippin, which was a show I’d loved in the 197os; and Caird had co-directed Nicholas Nickleby, of which I was a huge fan. This led to the two productions I mentioned earlier: the RSC As You Like It, and Children of Eden, the West End musical.


 AM: Soon after this, in spring 199o, you went to Brussels to look at the American choreographer Mark Morris’s work. He and his dance company were then resident at the Monnaie Theatre in Brussels.


MB: Katharine Doré and I went over together and saw a programme of six pieces, some of them new; the whole programme was called Loud Music. One was a big piece, danced in silence, called Behemoth; but what I remember best was a lovely duet, to Bach music with bells in it, called Beautiful Day.


I’d seen Mark Morris on his first visits to London in 1984 and 1985, when he’d been performing with only a very few dancers. So it was very impressive to see how his work had grown. And he was always musical.


Around that time, I also saw a wonderful British TV documentary on his work, The Hidden Soul of Harmony, which was largely about his full-evening Handel work L’Allegro, il Penseroso, ed il Moderato.


Later that year Katharine went to New York to see the Morris company dance L’Allegro. I’ve never seen it live, unfortunately.


AM: Katharine has said to me that Mark Morris gave her the courage of her convictions, that she saw that you can build a company around one person’s vision. Was that so for you?


MB: I think that she, in particular, felt that inspiration – especially after speaking to Barry Alterman, who was her counterpart in the Morris company. Obviously we weren’t at the level that Mark and Barry were at that time; and Mark was achieving great things in different areas. But, after spending time watching their work, Katharine felt she could do the same for me. This happened just at the time, 199o, when we began to see that AMP would probably be re-formed as a vehicle for my work alone.


AM: Yes, but, before AMP became the Matthew Bourne company it now is, you were hoping to have a Mark Morris piece.


MB: That’s right. We actually have a fax that says, ‘You will be the first company in Britain to have a Mark Morris piece in your rep, never fear.’ We thought it was a great idea at the time, because we felt that there was a similarity between our dancers and his; that his dancers were all very individual, and had a spirit that was similar to ours. And we felt, having seen what we’d seen of him – and he wasn’t being seen here at the time – that it would be a great coup to get someone like him to work here with us.


In the event, none of that happened. I started to make all the choreography for AMP soon after that; and the first British company – still the only British company, I think – to dance a Mark Morris piece was London Contemporary Dance Theatre, a season or two later.


AM: Later in 199o, you made a pastoral piece called Greenfingers. There are passages of that which strongly remind me of Morris’s L’Allegro.


MB: The spark of Greenfingers really – as with a lot of those early pieces – was a particular piece of music that I felt I wanted to work with. Somebody had given me a tape of Percy Grainger music. We were rehearsing somewhere out of town – we were working on workshop pieces – and I was playing a lot of this music as we were driving through the countryside. It seemed to go so perfectly hand in hand: the country and this music. I particularly liked Handel in the Strand, although I didn’t actually choreograph any dance to it – just used it later as a musical introduction. But I also love Country Garden and the other more famous pieces of Grainger that were on this tape. At the time, this tape was virtually the only recording of any Grainger music that you could get. It’s become very voguish since, and there are very many more Grainger pieces available now. At the time, he was someone to whom I really responded – and I certainly wanted to work with that music. I felt it was very cheeky and quirky, oddly and delightfully orchestrated, and moving. Very similar, I found, to the kind of work that I was trying to do at the time.


The TV documentary about Mark Morris’s L’Allegro made a great impression. What was shown, and what I remember reading about it, was scenes of people forming landscapes: becoming trees and whatever was necessary for the piece. I loved that idea. So I used that idea in Greenfingers: those bits where people are trees, where they’ve got blossom and branches and bits and pieces like that.


The title of Greenfingers, and the whole approach, also felt very Lea Anderson to me – the use of the body, the gestural fingers, the short and sweet structure. I don’t work that way any more, and nor does Lea, but I was happy to take some influence from her at that time. Again, there was plenty of early Ashton in my head while I made it.


Greenfingers was full of very quick, sharp images. It was the beginning of a style of choreography that I began to use a lot at the time: to have a blanket idea, list all the images that I could think of around that idea, cram as many of those images as I could into one piece of music, then go from one representational image to another, and try to create dance around all that.


AM: Who were your dancers for Greenfingers?


 MB: Catherine White, Keith Brazil, Bill Eldridge, Susan Lewis. There is a bit where two of them become topiary, and the arms of the other two look like garden shears. The first two hit positions – like cherubs on one leg – and the others cut up their backs. It’s a literal image, but the theory was always that, if you just show it very quickly and sharply, it’s almost gone in a blink. It’s all in the timing.


Another image is catching things in nets. There is also some tea-drinking. In the Country Garden music, the women hold their teacups and the men pour the tea. Actually, the women mime holding cups, very daintily; but the men actually mime being teapots, one hand on hip like a teapot handle, the other arm extended like the spout, and they tip sideways as if to pour tea. ‘Teapot’ became an AMP motif: we used it again in Highland Fling!


AM: That’s there deliberately as a comic reflection of domesticity?


MB: Yes.


AM: And you saw all this as being about England?


MB: Yes. I’m very much a town person, I suppose. But driving through the country with this music made me love the idea of doing a piece about the English countryside. The combination of music with idea worked so well.


AM: I want to ask you about dynamics. Today, when you talk about the dynamics you’re looking for in dancers, you often emphasize in conversation the quality of flow, of legato. And you’re always trying to get ballet-trained dancers to go for connections between positions rather than just holding static positions, as many of them are inclined to do. That makes sense to me from what I see of your work. Yet it also seems to me that quite a lot of your style actually has a hefty mixture of staccato. It goes from position to position to position. And it seems to me that this staccato quality – which you mix with legato – became very marked around the time of Greenfingers. Is that accidental? Or were you very definitely wanting that?


MB: I was sometimes conscious that what we were doing was somewhere between dance and gesture, between dance and mime. But I thought that it needed to be sharper and cleaner to come across well. I’ve been watching myself in a couple of old AMP videos lately – and I’m so sharp and spot on! I was quite impressed by myself. Not in a dance way, I hasten to add, but just in the precision of timing and attack. Well, I think that was part of our general desire to get things across: to be very clear and clean on what we were trying to show, which becomes a dynamic interest as well.


AM: I never saw Greenfingers on stage. But you wrote to me at that time to tell me that you were dedicating it to me. Is there any particular reason why you dedicated that piece to me?


MB: I felt that, within it, there were lots of nods to dance history, and to things that you’d drawn my attention to, and to discussions we’d had when we were watching pieces. I felt it showed a lot of the lessons I’d learnt. Also you were a farmer’s son who became a dance critic, so I thought the country subject would appeal to you. You adore Ashton choreography, and I felt that Greenfingers was a very Fred type of piece.


AM: At what stage of your career do you think you learnt most?


MB: I’m still feeding off things I got excited about a long time ago. In those early AMP years, I felt both that I was learning a great deal and that I was putting to good use everything I’d already learnt.


I’ll tell you what was very interesting to me: the other day, when we were looking through old photos of nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century dance history for this book, I thought, ‘I must look at these more again now.’ I remember being so inspired by mere pictures of older works, by seeing how highly designed a lot of the choreography seems to have been, in both ballet and contemporary work. I think that, earlier on, I was using many of those images in my mind. I could do with an influx of that again – to go back to looking at pieces that I loved and watched years ago. I feel that I learnt the most about choreography and theatre in those years when I was regularly watching a lot of other people’s work, a lot of good and great choreography.


I’ve learnt other things along the way. Everything has fed into what I’ve done. I feel more experienced now and able to tackle more mature subject-matter. But in choreographic terms, that period of watching, learning and discussing work was very inspiring to me.


AM: That stage of Adventures in Motion Pictures finally ended when the other founder members got work that took them in other directions. Were there hard feelings involved? Or was it just natural?


MB: I remember Emma very tearfully telling me that she was going to join the Cholmondeleys. There was no hard feeling. It was just a hard decision to make. But she felt that’s where her future lay. She had become quite bogged down with AMP administration. Until Katharine Doré took over, Emma had been doing all that, with my help to a certain extent; and she was very tempted by the chance to work with Lea Anderson as one of the Cholmondeleys. David Massingham felt the company was moving in a direction that wasn’t very him – that is, the humorous aspect of what we were doing with Jacob Marley and me at times. We were known as ‘the funny company’, and that certainly didn’t suit David. He was much more into pure dance, structure and movement invention. There were some painful conversations with him at that time; and eventually he formed his own company. Catherine White got an offer she couldn’t refuse to go and tour with the Pet Shop Boys, choreographed by Jacob Marley, all around the world. And Keith was doing his own work. Carrollynne had already left. Emma and David were gone before I made Greenfingers.


AMP nearly folded. I wasn’t sure I could keep it going as a Matthew Bourne company, or start over again with new dancers.


AM: But you did.


MB: Yes, and Greensleeves, the last piece I made on the old AMP, led directly to Town & Country, the first piece I made on the new AMP. And Town & Country is still, to me, one of the most important pieces I’ve ever made.


(Conversations 1998–99) 
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