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Introduction


You have to love dancing to stick to it. It gives you nothing back, no manuscripts to store away, no paintings to show on walls and maybe hang in museums, no poems to be printed and sold, nothing but that single fleeting moment when you feel alive. Merce Cunningham


Dancers are extraordinary creatures. They endure pain, rejection, injury, years of intensive training, against-the-odds competition, poor salaries and cruelly short careers. Yet in more than a decade of writing about dance, I’ve never met a dancer who didn’t think they had the best job in the world.


As a performer, dance offers a fusion of the physical, the intellectual, the creative and even the spiritual, in a way that’s hard to find anywhere else. It’s an incredible career, but it’s also an incredibly tough one, and many budding dancers never quite realise their full potential.


It’s an art form that’s passed on from dancer to dancer, generation to generation – the physical equivalent of an oral tradition. But while the steps are passed down, the practicalities of making a career in dance might not be. Where and when should you train? How do you get a job with a dance company? How can you protect your body from injury? How do you become a choreographer?


This book attempts to uncover answers to those questions, drawing on the wisdom of those who’ve been there and done it. There is advice from some of the best dancers in the world, crossing the fields of ballet, contemporary, South Asian dance and hip hop, and covering subjects both motivational and mundane, from tapping into your own reserves of creativity and resilience, to the important question of when to eat your pre-show banana.


The dancers in these pages have performed with the likes of the Royal Ballet, English National Ballet, Rambert, Matthew Bourne’s New Adventures and BalletBoyz; they are stars of the West End stage, TV talent-show successes and Kylie’s backing dancers – as well as some of Britain’s leading choreographers.


Dancers are used to speaking with their bodies, but are less often asked to voice their opinions. Yet, as you’ll see, they have plenty to say. And despite being an intensely competitive world – although nothing like Black Swan, as more than one interviewee was keen to point out – a group of warmer, more enthusiastic and supportive artists it would be hard to find. ‘Never trust an expert,’ says choreographer Wayne McGregor, but there’s plenty of expert advice here that’s worth listening to, whether practical encouragement or tough love. And these experts are not always in agreement.


This book is designed to be dipped into at leisure or read straight through, and within it you will find advice for dancers at every stage of their career, whether that’s a ballet bunhead dreaming of Swan Lake, a b-boy wanting to hone his skills, a new graduate looking for a job or a professional dancer trying to up their game. Whether you are an aspiring choreographer or company director, or just a dance fan interested in the workings of a dancer’s life – and perhaps looking to be inspired by some of the hardest grafting people in the arts – there is something here for you.


And be sure, the end result of all that hard work is worth it. As American dancer Agnes de Mille said: ‘When you perform… you are out of yourself – larger and more potent, more beautiful. You are for minutes heroic. This is power. This is glory on earth. And it is yours, nightly.’ When the muscles are aching, just keep that one in mind.


Lyndsey Winship




The Dancers and Choreographers


Carlos Acosta


Born in Cuba, Acosta danced with English National Ballet and Houston Ballet before joining the Royal Ballet in 1998. One of the biggest ballet stars of today, idolised around the world, Acosta is famous for his virtuosic technique and magnetic charisma.


Matthew Bourne


Britain’s most popular contemporary choreographer made his name with his all-male version of Swan Lake in 1995, which he has followed with witty, modern takes on other classic stories, including Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker and The Car Man [Carmen] for his company New Adventures.


Teneisha Bonner


A leading hip-hop performer, Bonner’s career spans both the theatre and commercial worlds. She has starred in the shows Some Like It Hip Hop and Into the Hoods, and performed with the likes of Kylie Minogue and Take That, as well as appearing in the film StreetDance 3D.


Darcey Bussell


Britain’s best-known ballerina since Margot Fonteyn, Bussell became a principal dancer at the Royal Ballet aged twenty, plucked out of the corps de ballet by choreographer Kenneth MacMillan, who created leading roles for her in the ballets The Prince of the Pagodas and Winter Dreams. She is now president of the Royal Academy of Dance, a television presenter and judge on Strictly Come Dancing.


Lauren Cuthbertson


The top British ballerina of her generation, Cuthbertson is a principal dancer at the Royal Ballet, known for her warm and natural character on stage. She created the lead role of Alice in Christopher Wheeldon’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.


Maxine Doyle


Choreographer and director Doyle is Associate Director of immersive theatre company Punchdrunk, masterminding productions including Sleep No More, Masque of the Red Death and The Drowned Man.


Tommy Franzén


Born in Sweden, Tommy Franzén is a versatile performer working in hip hop (Some Like It Hip Hop, The Five & the Prophecy of Prana), contemporary (Russell Maliphant Company), ballet (Goldberg) and in film (Mamma Mia! The Movie). He was the runner-up in TV dance competition So You Think You Can Dance?


Adam Garcia


Dancer and actor who came to prominence in the show Tap Dogs and went on to take the lead role in Saturday Night Fever. Garcia starred in the 2000 film Coyote Ugly, and was on the judging panel of TV talent show Got to Dance.


Jonathan Goddard


Twice winner of Best Male Dancer at the National Dance Awards, Goddard is a contemporary dancer of rare eloquence, grace and style. After performing with Richard Alston Dance Company and Rambert, he now pursues a freelance career. He is part of New Movement Collective and was acclaimed for his performance as the titular lead in Mark Bruce’s Dracula.


Matthew Golding


Born in Saskatchewan, Canada, Golding dreamed of being a professional ice-hockey player before injury made him change track. A performer with the princely bearing of a classic danseur noble, he danced with American Ballet Theatre and Dutch National Ballet before becoming a principal dancer with the Royal Ballet.


Melissa Hamilton


Hailing from Northern Ireland, Hamilton trained at Elmhurst School for Dance and then privately with Masha Mukhamedov in Athens before winning the Youth America Grand Prix and joining the Royal Ballet in 2007.


Wayne McGregor


The first contemporary choreographer to become resident choreographer at the Royal Ballet, McGregor founded his own company, Wayne McGregor | Random Dance, in 1992, and is known for his endless curiosity and hyper-kinetic choreography that pushes the body to extremes. McGregor is an inveterate collaborator and has worked with an eclectic range of artists, musicians, writers and scientists.


Steven McRae


Australian McRae is a principal dancer with the Royal Ballet. A dancer of great speed, precision and power, he excels in virtuoso roles.


Stephen Mear


Leading musical-theatre choreographer whose credits include Gypsy, Mary Poppins, Singin’ in the Rain, Anything Goes,The Little Mermaid, Crazy for You and Acorn Antiques.


Cassa Pancho


Founder and Artistic Director of Ballet Black, a company of black and Asian dancers. Pancho also runs the Ballet Black school in west London.


Seeta Patel


Independent dance artist and choreographer working in Bharata Natyam and contemporary dance. Her works include First Light, Unspoken Voices, Dancing My Siva and the film The Art of Defining Me, with co-creator Kamala Devam.


Arlene Phillips


Choreographer and director who founded the dance troupe Hot Gossip in 1974 and went on to have a varied career, working across film, television, musical theatre, advertising and music videos.


Arthur Pita


A former dancer with Matthew Bourne’s New Adventures, Pita now works as a choreographer across theatre, opera and film, making work for adults and children. He won a South Bank Sky Arts Award for The Metamorphosis.


Kate Prince


Founder of ZooNation, the UK’s leading hip-hop dance company, choreographer Prince is responsible for the acclaimed shows Into the Hoods and Some Like It Hip Hop. She also runs the ZooNation Youth Company and the ZooNation Academy of Dance.


Matthew Rees


Rees learned to dance at school and has no other formal training. He was planning to join the Marines before he was given the opportunity to work with the original BalletBoyz, Michael Nunn and William Trevitt, becoming a founder member of BalletBoyz – The Talent in 2010.


Tamara Rojo


Born in Spain, Rojo is one of the world’s leading ballet dancers. As a member of the Royal Ballet between 2000 and 2012, she became known for her depth of dramatic expression. Rojo now combines a dancing career with her role as Artistic Director of English National Ballet.


Kenrick ‘H2O’ Sandy


Sandy founded the hip-hop company Boy Blue Entertainment in 2002 and scored a major hit with Pied Piper, for which the company won an Olivier Award. He also choreographs for pop acts including Rita Ora and Dizzee Rascal, and worked on the 2012 London Olympic Opening Ceremony.


Hofesh Shechter


London-based Israeli choreographer known for his earthy style and atmospheric productions. Shechter first grabbed the audience’s attention with his all-male piece Uprising in 2006, and had his biggest success with the guitar-fuelled Political Mother in 2010.


Aaron Sillis


Dancer and choreographer in contemporary and commercial dance. Theatre credits include The Most Incredible Thing, Matthew Bourne’s Dorian Gray, Movin’ Out. He has performed with Kylie Minogue, Rihanna and Katy Perry among others, and now choreographs for FKA twigs.


Marlon ‘Swoosh’ Wallen


Dancer and Artistic Director of Flawless, the street-dance crew who got to the finals of Britain’s Got Talent in 2009, and have since created their own national tour and collaborated with English National Ballet.
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Why Dance?


In this book, you’ll hear all the ways in which dance is one of the toughest careers out there. So if that’s the case, why on earth would you want to do it?


I think without doubt it’s the best job in the world. Using your physicality, your moving body, as a way of lifting the spirit; that buzz of exhilaration and inspiration, being able to express yourself. And creating a bit of magic, transporting people out of their everyday world. It’s a lovely escape. Darcey Bussell


I remember my very first lesson. I was always that child who hid behind my mum’s leg. I don’t think of myself as shy, but I guess I was. But I can remember that first lesson spinning and jumping as high as I could. Suddenly I felt free. Steven McRae


As a child, I thought it was a magical career, where your spirit marries with your body to create this artistry, to achieve moments of connection with the audience. And it is like that. I remember that feeling of standing in the wings and feeling revved up, going to attack the stage, and that wonderful, amazing feeling that you can open your soul and share it with the audience. Arthur Pita


The best thing about working in dance is working with dancers. Dancers are amazing; they are generous, egoless, brilliant people. The best thing is being able to go to work and be inspired every day. It’s a privilege. Maxine Doyle


It’s the performing that makes it worthwhile. The minute that curtain goes up. Some days your body says no, or things happen that are out of your control – maybe the conductor doesn’t play your preferred tempo, or your costume got altered wrong. But there are random and rare occasions when you feel like something clicks, and it can last ten seconds or it can last a whole act, and when those moments happen it is incredible. I’ve been fortunate to feel that a few times. I think every dancer searches for that every time they go on stage. Steven McRae




Starting Out


If you want to be a professional dancer, does it matter at what age you start to train? If you didn’t don a tutu aged three, is it too late to achieve your dreams? Some say yes, others disagree. Some say natural talent can push through at any age, others that you need to put in your ten thousand hours. Unlike in many careers, dancers normally decide on their vocation at a very early age, but there are always exceptions.


I can think of a million examples of people who started when they were six and people who started when they were eighteen. I’ve always danced all my life, but I didn’t train properly till I was twenty-five. There are many ways. Kate Prince


As a girl, for classical ballet, the age you start really matters. In my ballet school we take them at three, but you start to see what a child is really capable of by six or seven. Cira Robinson [of Ballet Black] started at eight or nine and she did very well, and we had another great dancer who started at fourteen, but she had years of gymnastics under her belt. Guys can get away with starting later, which is a bit unfair. Cassa Pancho


I started really young, at three, jumping around, pretending to be a kite. I had a couple of years, aged four or five where I gave up – you know, the wilderness period – then I carried on. What was good about being that young and just doing free movement is that I wasn’t influenced by anything. Jonathan Goddard


I went to college at sixteen as a good street dancer with no training. I wanted to be a pop star. But through learning all the different dance forms I really got into contemporary. I loved the discipline of ballet, I found a love for all these different dance styles. I think sixteen’s a great age to go. Aaron Sillis


If you want to make a profession of it, then, in theory, no later than thirteen is probably a gauge. I know boys who’ve started later than that, but that’s when they’re sporty and flexible and strong. Darcey Bussell


I started at the age of three, but I don’t think it matters. Ultimately good training is what matters. The hardest thing to correct in a dancer is bad habits. Try to get into the best training you can, early on. Lauren Cuthbertson


In Cuba, I started break-dancing in the eighties. I was imitating Michael Jackson and so my father forced me into ballet. He grabbed me by the hand and said, ‘This is what you’re going to do.’ For three years I struggled. I had the ability to mimic movement very well, but I was unreliable. They cast me in shows and didn’t know if I was going to turn up or not. One time they had to stop a show for an hour and a half to look for me. I was out playing, they found me completely soaked in mud. At the age of thirteen I saw the National Ballet of Cuba for the first time. That’s when I fell in love with it. I saw the professionals doing all the lifts and carrying the girl with one hand and I decided, ‘I want to do that.’ Carlos Acosta


I went to the Jerusalem Academy for Dance and Music at fifteen and that was the first time I did serious dance – up until then I did folk dance. I was pretty horrific at the beginning, I couldn’t dance. But after a couple of years I think I made a lot of progress. A choreographer came to work with us who really helped me. I think she recognised that I did the best with what I have. I was giving my all, really putting myself into it. Hofesh Shechter


I started at eighteen. I was not into dancing before that, I was into sport and art. The first routine I learnt was from an eleven-year-old. I thought, ‘Maybe I’m a bit too old to start here.’ But I don’t think there’s any age restriction. Some people say the younger the better, but I don’t think that matters. It’s about the confidence that person has. Kenrick Sandy


I was a self-taught dancer. When I was four I was copying Michael Jackson and James Brown and Gene Kelly. I’d been freestyling, doing my own street-dance moves. I had no idea what I was doing until I got to college and took a BTEC National dance course. That’s what opened my mind to ballet, contemporary, jazz, and that took me to another level to be a better dancer. Marlon Wallen


I didn’t start dancing till I was twelve, because of an amazing secondary schoolteacher who had a dance club at school. I discovered a passion to move, but I also knew from an early age that I was never going to be an amazing dancer and that was fine, because I was more interested in being in control. As soon as I started dancing, I started choreographing. Maxine Doyle


I don’t think it really matters what age you start. The last show I did, some people had danced for three years, some people for over twenty years, and we were all doing the same show. I was just turning eleven when I started street-dance classes. It was just fun and it ignited my fire for dance, so it really worked for me. Tommy Franzén


Martha Graham started when she was twenty-six. It should come to you when you’re ready. For me, I was eight, and it was because I saw John Travolta and I just wanted to do what he did. Arthur Pita


I will always vouch for a classical training, but it’s also the most boring way to start when you’re little. I started at ten, which in dance terms is quite late, but I’m glad because it was my choice to do it, not my parents’. Of the students who trained with me, I’m one of the few people that has continued as a professional dancer and I think that’s partly because my parents were really hands-off. It helps to find an autonomy and a desire to do it on your own. Seeta Patel


If you believe the theory that you need ten thousand hours of practice to become good at anything then, yes, the sooner you start the better. But in ballet there is also a level of natural talent. The more talent you have the less practice you need sometimes. Tamara Rojo


I like the idea that people don’t get into training too early. I like dancers who’ve got other interests, who’ve seen other things, experienced life a bit more, rather than that dedicated dance training, moving from one institution to another. I like the idea of people starting at sixteen, maybe seventeen or eighteen. I wouldn’t recommend it quite so late as me – twenty-two – but I was sort of self-taught before that. Matthew Bourne


I don’t think I’d still have this passion for dance if I’d started very young. I started at the Brit School at sixteen, but I always used to dance around on my own. At secondary school I would ask the teacher for the drama-room key and go in there and dance around by myself. At college my path was constantly crossed by people who’d been doing it since they were sperms, with pushy parents. They’d kind of forgotten why they were doing it. They had burnt out. And there was me all excited. Teneisha Bonner


At the National Ballet School in Canada, when I didn’t get a scholarship they said, ‘If he doesn’t come now it’s too late.’ My parents couldn’t afford it and the school said, ‘He’ll have no dance career.’ But I kept dancing and at fourteen I went to ballet school and it wasn’t too late. Everyone develops at different ages. Matthew Golding


I didn’t start till I was sixteen. If you’ve got a natural ‘something’, it doesn’t matter what age you start, it just takes a certain amount of time to develop. I ended up taking Dance for GCSE then A level. I auditioned for The Place, but it was really expensive to go, so at eighteen I decided to apply for the Marines and got a job at River Island while getting my fitness up. There was an audition for BalletBoyz – The Talent and I just went for it, not thinking I’d have a hope in hell, but I got it. That put a spanner in the works. Matthew Rees




What School? What Style?


If you want to be a dancer, is it imperative to go to a full-time dance school? How do you get in? (And what if you don’t?) The buzzword these days is diversity – and we’re not talking about the street-dance crew – so what about different dance styles? As boundaries between genres blur, dancers are expected to be able to switch from one style to another in quick succession. Our dancers talk about the value of a broad dance education and a great teacher, and why, even if you’re a b-boy, perhaps you should learn ballet as well.


I think dance schools are looking for raw potential, I don’t think they’re looking for a finished product. It’s a canvas that they can work on. Lauren Cuthbertson


I hadn’t done a dance class prior to going to the Brit School, but I did gymnastics and I had a natural knack for dance. I was fortunate – my pointed foot was pretty much a flex at the time, but they saw that there was potential. Teneisha Bonner


To get into dance school you need to do your research. Look at all the schools and their past students and see if there are people you recognise that have been through that system. You also need to be realistic about what you’ve got to offer. You need some outside advice about what your strengths are to find the right school for you. Aaron Sillis


I should have it tattooed on my forehead that the Royal Ballet School is not the only school. Many great dancers did not go there. We’ve had a lot of kids come to us saying, ‘I didn’t get into the Royal Ballet School, my dance career is over.’ And we say, hang on, there are other schools, there are other places, other countries. Cassa Pancho


I did ballet as a hobby till I was sixteen, one day a week after school. But then I got it into my head that I wanted a career in ballet. I wasn’t accepted in the Royal Ballet School. I ended up going to Elmhurst and I was told I had the wrong body after my first year, that I was totally unsuitable for ballet. It left me distraught, my dreams shattered. Then I left and trained privately for ten months in Athens. At eighteen, I did an audition class for the Royal Ballet and got my contract on the spot. It wasn’t self-belief, it was a desire to prove people wrong. People told me I couldn’t do it so I was like, ‘I will find a way.’ Melissa Hamilton


There are many different routes to becoming a dancer and they don’t all have to be conventional. So if you get a knock-back, if you don’t get into the school that you wanted to go to, or the path to being a dancer seems obstructed – which is what happened to me – find another way. Kate Prince


We don’t audition people who haven’t done a proper formal training of at least three years at one of the recognised dance colleges. Matthew Bourne


I used to think going to vocational dance school was more important, but now I’m encountering people that trained in Shaolin kung fu and rhythmic gymnastics. The titans of modern dance techniques – Cunningham and Graham – are starting to slide away. Ballet is fairly constant. I think whatever your practice you should touch base with ballet. Don’t be scared of it. If you’re scared of it you’ve got the wrong teacher. Jonathan Goddard
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