

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




 


 


The content of this book is intended to inform, entertain and provoke your thinking. This is not intended as medical advice. Neither the author nor the publisher can be held responsible or liable for any loss or claim arising from the use, or misuse, of the content of this book.




 


 


[image: Illustration]


To my mother, for giving me the gift of dance. To my wife, Lindsey, for dancing with me every day.




INTRODUCTION


We are born to dance. Dancing changes the way we feel and think and boosts our self-esteem. We communicate through dance: just as the way we move is influenced by our emotions so we can recognise a person’s emotional state from the way they move their body. What’s more, our own subconscious movements are influenced by our hormonal and genetic make-up. So dancing brings together our body, our mind and our hormones – no wonder it is such a powerful activity that can make us feel fabulous.


In this book I’m going to take you on an adventure as I explore our urge and desire to dance. It’s a story older than civilisation, one that predates language, and which set the rules of human societies before the birth of organised religion. A story packed with conflict, jealousy and forbidden love.


As a dance psychologist and teacher, I have witnessed the way dancing has changed the lives of hundreds of people. Some years ago, a woman in her late thirties used to come to my dance classes. Each week she would arrive ten minutes before the class began and I would ask her the normal “new student” questions: had she danced previously? Did she have any injuries? And each week she would have to remind me that she wasn’t a new student, that she had been the previous week… and we would both nervously laugh. This happened four weeks in a row – much to my embarrassment – until I finally understood what was going on.


The studio I taught in had a mirror. And, on that fourth week, I used the mirror to teach part of the session. As I scanned the room in the reflection, my eyes alighted on a woman I didn’t recognise, whom I must have missed at the beginning of the class. And then, when I turned to face the students, and everyone stopped dancing, I recognised her: it was the woman I kept forgetting. As I watched her make her way to the changing rooms, it suddenly became clear – there was a complete disconnect between this woman’s persona off and on stage. On arrival at the class, she looked anxious, tired and worn down and walked with an awkward, heavy gait. But when she danced, she came alive. Her eyes were bright, and she appeared taller and more relaxed. She moved with light-footed steps and her arms flowed. When she danced, she surrendered herself to joy.


Virginia Woolf, not a person one would necessarily associate with wild and free-spirited dancing, describes this power beautifully. Lying in bed on a winter evening, the 21-year-old Virginia writes of being pulled to her window by the sound of music and laughter from a party across the street: “Dance music… stirs some barbaric instinct — you forget centuries of civilization in a second, & yield to that strange passion which sends you madly whirling round the room... It is as though some swift current of water swept you along with it.”


I have seen this transformative power in both men and women, old and young. I have seen it in people who have danced for many years and I have seen it in people for whom dance is a new experience. I have even seen it in businessmen who have previously told me that they don’t and indeed cannot dance. And it has nothing to do with how good a dancer someone is, nor is it about any particular style of dance. I have seen it in people when they have been dancing free-style in nightclubs, or performing ballet and other classical forms such as Indian dance; I have seen it in modern forms such as jazz, tap and contemporary dance, in couple dancing such as ballroom and Latin, and in social forms such as line dancing. What all these forms have in common is that they require a particular kind of communication between the brain and the body – using movements that can connect people with themselves, and connect them with others.


A special sort of beauty is perceivable in people when they dance. I don’t mean beauty in a physical sense. The beauty that is visible through dance has nothing to do with the size or shape of your body. It’s about the kind of beauty you show when you are happy, worry-free and living in the moment. Dance plugs people into the here and now. A ballet teacher of mine once said that “dance is movement, and movement is life”. Dancing brings the life essence of a person to the fore.


In my case, dance has been transformative in an eminently practical way too. In Chapter 1, I will explain how, from being a professional dancer with no academic qualifications, I became a scientist researching at Cambridge University – and how I got there through dance. Indeed, it was largely thanks to dancing that, at the relatively late age of 23, I learned to read.


A huge amount of research has been done on dance in the fields of neuroscience, cognition, biology, medicine, anthropology and evolutionary theory, and the evidence is clear: it shows that the act of dancing brings about specific psychological and physical changes that can play an important role in our lives.


In this book I will describe how dancing affects both our mental processing – i.e. what and how we think – and our emotions. Dancing can reduce anxiety, partly by getting us to focus on the self and live in the moment. Physically, it enables us to control tension and relaxation in key areas of our body, causing us to move with a different purpose from, say, when we walk to get from A to B, or run for exercise. I will explain how our psychological and physical states are intimately related, and how making a change to one of them will lead to a change in the other.


Having explained the science, I will show you a whole range of practical ways in which you can use dance to improve your life. Using laboratory-based evidence, I have created a unique set of combos and dance routines tailored to produce particular effects and emotional changes. The way we move our body affects us at many different levels. Some combinations of movement can calm us and improve our mood; some can make us feel energised and focused; some can help us to think more creatively and speed up our problem-solving ability; still others can make us feel more robust and confident. What’s more these changes are evident to the people around us.


Dance is one of the most powerful forms of communication that we have. It changed my life. And it can change your life, too.




CHAPTER 1


MY STORY


When I dance, I feel different, in lots of ways; I am more aware of my emotions, I find it easier to relate to people, my mind feels less cluttered and, perhaps most importantly, I feel more “me”. When I’m moving, listening to music, feeling the groove, jumping, turning, bouncing and preparing to do a double pirouette, I have a feeling of completeness. The world looks, sounds and feels different. My lungs and heart fill up on an expansive breath and I float, fly and feel completely free.


I also think best when I’m moving. Sitting still never came naturally to me. I fidget, twitch and get distracted by sounds, lights, smells and the feeling of clothes on my body. When my body is still my mind races from one thought to another, turning at tangents. Moving gives my thoughts an order and a shape – also, interestingly, different types of dance seem to arrange my thoughts in different ways.


As someone who hates sitting down, I hated school. I hated school for other reasons too: I found the lessons difficult – I really struggled to learn the basics of reading and writing; and I didn’t fit in. That said, I was also enormously lucky that my secondary school had a dance group. It was called Colour Supplement because all the dancers had to wear different-coloured lycra catsuits. Mine was maroon. Perhaps this was the reason very few boys joined Colour Supplement – most of the time I was the only one. While all the other boys in my year group were getting changed for football, I’d be squeezing myself into a series of lycra tubes and putting on jazz shoes.


What I found natural other people found grossly unnatural. And in the late 1970s people weren’t shy about coming forward to share what they thought of you. My classmates were no exception. I was called queer, poof, gay-boy, bender, faggot, any name negatively associated with homosexuality at the time. Those words were shouted at me, “Oi, queer, where’s your tutu?”, and written on blackboards. The unimaginative insults coincided with the onset of puberty and only stopped when I confronted one particularly nasty bully called Ian, who had made it his mission to keep me firmly at the top of the public shaming league.


One day, after a pair of ballet shoes had been discovered in my school bag, Ian moved in for the ultimate humiliation. I was told that he wanted to meet me at the top of the school field, which could only mean one thing. This was where boys fought over girls, honour, social rank, and now, for the first time at my school, ballet shoes. I couldn’t refuse. I walked the length of the field and attracted a band of people who followed me. It was all very West Side Story. Everyone was laughing excitedly in anticipation of seeing Lycra Boy get beaten up. Ian made the first move; he rushed over and jumped on me. But I was used to having girls sitting on my shoulder, so I was able to hold his weight and, eventually, to push him off. And then, because I wasn’t used to letting people drop to the ground, I instinctively tried to grab him as he fell and he ended up in a makeshift headlock, with his head sticking out from under my arm. I had never punched anyone before, I had never even wanted to punch anyone, but this was far too good an opportunity to pass up. I managed to punch him once for every year he had made my life a misery. Four solid punches landed squarely on his nose with resounding thuds. We broke apart and stared at each other in silence. After a few minutes, as a globule of blood from his nose turned into a torrent, he turned and walked away. All was quiet until a boy in the crowd shouted after him, “Who’s the poof now, Ian?” and everyone laughed. This was a turning point for me at school – not only was I free to bring every variety of dance shoe in, it also showed me how much dancing had made me physically stronger. All the press-ups, physical exercises and partner work had made me muscular. Ian and his gang never bothered me again.


As I look back on this, I am relieved that I didn’t succumb to the pressure to stop dancing. I’m sure it would have been easier to swap ballet shoes for football boots, but I cannot imagine how empty my life would have been then. I feel sad for all those boys who stop dancing shortly after the onset of puberty. Social pressure is a big part of the problem, but it’s not just the throwaway insults that stop boys and men dancing. Social pressure can come from peers, friends and family, as well as the dance world itself, which can be an uninviting place if you’re male. Dance shops are often pink, feminine and child-focused, with many doubling as fancy-dress shops. Dance classes are often taught by, and are full of, girls, and can therefore be intimidating for boys and men.
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The other main reason I hated school was the constant requirement to read and write, which I just couldn’t do. I grew up in the 1970s when dyslexia was not as widely recognised as it is today; and as a slow reader I was labelled “backward” and generally considered to be “a bit thick”.


At school I could read the words “dog” and “cat” and I could understand the sentence “the cat sat on the mat”. But there were many words I didn’t know how to say out loud and words I simply had no idea how to spell, such as “rhythm”. I still struggle to select the right spelling for two words that have similar sounds. Imagine hearing the following sentence and having to write it down: “I didn’t choose to lose my shoes”. I’d hear that the three key words “choose”, “lose” and “shoes” rhymed and I’d therefore expect them to have similar spelling rules, but I would soon be in a cold sweat as I would know, deep down, that they didn’t. My mind would race around the possibilities, trying to resolve the ambiguity, by which point (buy witch point?) I would have lost the meaning of the sentence altogether.


My struggle to learn the infuriating rules of reading and writing had a knock-on effect on almost everything else at school. After all, the education we receive at school is based on a learning system that relies on extensive reading. For example, to learn about history we had to read about it in textbooks, and to demonstrate how much we knew about the industrial revolution we had to write everything down. I would always dread that moment in class when the teacher would say, “Open your books at page 230 and read to the end of the chapter.” I’d never get to the end of the chapter. I knew it would be pointless trying, so I’d drift off into my own world, stare out of the window, fidget, look around and, inevitably, get told off for distracting other people.


My lack of engagement in the classroom was seen as disobedience, and the group of troublemakers I ended up befriending didn’t help. These were students who also struggled with reading. Finding lessons boring, they, like me, were looking elsewhere for stimulation. As our acts of rebellion became ever more elaborate, so too did our punishments, which went from detentions to canings (three strikes each time) and finally a period of suspension from school. Several of us were suspended for moving a teacher’s car and sticking apple cores up its exhaust pipe – I did enjoy that day at school! Eventually, some of these friends found themselves on the wrong side of the law and a few even spent time in police custody and prison. I was lucky; dancing saved me.


However, needless to say, I left school without any written qualifications. While I wasn’t put in for exams such as history or geography, I did have to sit them in English, which I failed spectacularly and repeatedly. As a sixteen-year-old, I would never have guessed that one day I’d walk into a famous publishing house in Bloomsbury and talk about a book I’d written. At sixteen I was functionally illiterate. I’d never read a book and I found it almost impossible to comprehend complex patterns of written words.


After school, I went on to study theatre and creative arts at the local college for two years, which I loved. I then studied dance and musical theatre for another three years at GSA, the prestigious Guildford School of Acting, famous at the time for having a graduate in every single West End musical. Those five years of training were fabulous. Every day was filled, from morning till evening, with classes in dance (ballet, tap, jazz, character, pas de deux, national, contemporary), voice, singing and acting, with the chance to perform in several dance or musical theatre shows every year.


In my second year at GSA there was just one class with which I struggled, called “Presentation”. Every week we were given a theme, or the name of a famous musical theatre lyricist. We’d have to learn a song in that theme or by that lyricist, choreograph it, stage it, find props and costume and perform the piece the following week in front of the heads of dance, music, voice and acting. It was terrifying. I loved the performing element of this exercise but wasn’t so fond of the critique afterwards. The teachers didn’t hold back; they were brutal, opinionated and blunt. Motivated by a desire for us to be the very best musical theatre performers and with no time to waste on beating around the bush, they seldom told us what we’d done right and focused instead on telling us exactly what needed to be changed and improved upon. The better you were, the more specific and detailed the notes. Sometimes it’s difficult to hold onto a core belief in your own abilities when you face a torrent of “corrections”, but that is what we had to do.


I was very lucky to work as a professional dancer for several years. My first job out of GSA was with a variety show that toured throughout England and Scotland, playing at some of the biggest regional theatres, including the Nottingham Theatre Royal, the Birmingham Hippodrome and the Sunderland Empire. I learned a lot about performing for live audiences on that tour, about riding the wave of energy you get from an audience of 1500; and also about trying to give the same performance, with only eighteen people sat at the back of an otherwise empty auditorium on a sunny Wednesday afternoon.


It was far easier to play to the 1500, especially when it came to the encores. Our variety show had a live band, a big chorus and three principal singers. But for this type of touring show it was normal to have a soundtrack, or a click track, running in the background throughout the entire show, right up until the final encore, to give the music a fuller, orchestral sound. Our voices were also on the soundtrack, so that when we got completely out of breath towards the end of a big song-and-dance number, we could still be heard clearly throughout the auditorium. This meant the whole show, even the six encores, had to be played out in full once the soundtrack had started. This worked well when we performed to big full houses, but when we played to a virtually empty building at the Lakeside Country Club, where the only people in the audience were my old landlady from Guildford and her bemused husband and daughter, it was difficult to keep the grateful smiles on our faces as we started encore number six. If they hadn’t have known me, and turned up to show their support, I’m sure they would have left at the interval and we could all have had an early night.
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One of my later dancing jobs was on board the MV Oceanos cruiser, as one of four dancers on a six-month contract performing a variety of shows seven nights a week on over a dozen two-week circuits around the Caribbean islands.


I had originally been offered an Equity contract by a prolific musical theatre choreographer to appear in a pantomime at the Liverpool Empire. But when this fell through, the choreographer’s office presented me with the job on the cruise ship. I was thrilled to bits and assumed that the contract would be sound. I should have heeded the saying “When you ‘assume’ you make an ‘ass’ out of ‘u’ and ‘me’”. Well, this contract certainly made an ass out of me.


A few months into the job, I got wind that my wages were not being deposited, as I assumed, into my bank account. But when I asked if I could leave the ship, I was told that wasn’t an option and that if I broke the contract, I’d have to pay not only for my own flight back to the UK, but also for a replacement dancer to be flown out to the Caribbean and for their two weeks of rehearsal time, which, needless to say, I couldn’t afford. My only way out, I felt at the time, was to behave so atrociously that they would kick me off the ship. Which they did, unceremoniously, leaving me and a fellow dancer stranded 3000 miles from home. Fortunately my parents came to my aid. Despite not having a lot of money, they wired what they could so that I could fly home.


When I got back to London, I was advised to sue the company to recover the money I was owed. When I wrote to the choreographer asking for my money, he replied saying that he didn’t owe me any money and he ended his letter with “PS – the correct spelling is ‘Caribbean’”. All those useless feelings from school came rushing back to me. The letter I had written was obviously full of spelling errors and incomprehensible grammar. I didn’t understand how someone who so obviously owed me money could be so condescending as to sign off by correcting my spelling.


It turned out that the contract I had signed was not provided by Equity, so Equity couldn’t help me. (Equity is the performers’ union and, among other things, it protects performers from being treated badly by employers.) I was pushed from pillar to post and it was unclear in which jurisdiction I should pursue a claim. Eventually I let the money go, but the experience made me recognise a need for change in my life. I didn’t like the feeling that I could be cheated so easily and realised my reading difficulties were part of the problem.


I spent the summer working to repay my landlady, and to get back on an even financial keel. It was during this time that I met a group of very bookish people studying at prestigious universities. The group was made up of girls and boys who were articulate, well-read, worldly wise and, most of all, supremely confident. They gave the impression that they could do anything they set their minds to. And they had a profound effect on my life.
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Frank was the alpha male of the group. He’d been head boy at a famous public school and was studying literature at Oxford University when I met him. His parents were wealthy in a way I couldn’t comprehend, and his life was the polar opposite of mine. Even though Frank knew about world affairs, politics and fine art, and had a school satchel full of qualifications, I enjoyed and felt comfortable in his company. I had my successes in dance and performing arts and he had his as a by-product of a traditional education. We both had our distinct talents – until Frank crossed over into my world. Back at Oxford, he put on a production of Mike Leigh’s Abigail’s Party and invited me to the performance in his college. I went along expecting it to be rubbish. But of course, it wasn’t. He’d done a really good job. I left Oxford the next day feeling cross, cheated and humiliated. I’d felt that I was Frank’s opposite but equal. Yet his directorial achievement threw everything out of balance.


This thought stayed with me for weeks, buzzing around in my head. It seemed to me that the only real difference between Frank’s group of bookish friends and me was that they spent their lives studying books and words and I didn’t; I couldn’t. I felt I was missing out on great conversations on subjects I knew nothing about because I wasn’t reading. I had two choices: I could either carry on being the person who had failed with words, or I could learn to overcome my shortcomings.


I warmed myself up for a reading marathon by reading The Cross and the Switchblade by David Wilkerson. I chose that book because one of the girls in the group had just read it in a couple of days. I decided to approach reading as though I was learning a new dance. I knew that I wouldn’t understand every sentence, or even every word, but I thought if I could find a rhythm, or sets of different rhythms, within the story then I could break it down and learn it “one eight at a time”. What I also knew from being a dancer was that perfection comes from relentless hours of practice and success comes in incremental steps. Dancing is multi-layered, and it is possible to learn a new dance one layer at a time. To do this, a dance teacher or choreographer would first give us the feel of the piece by laying out the context: perhaps we might be dancing a scene from Romeo and Juliet and had to represent a forbidden desire. Then we would be told the basic structure: that it was to be a pas de deux, a dance for two people. We would look at the types of movements: the lifts and shapes, and how much space we’d be using in the studio. We would discuss who the piece was for, what the audience might expect; we might listen to the music and think about the mood of the piece. Only then would we create or learn some choreography, the actual sequence of movements – but we’d start small, by just learning the feet before adding the arms. All this is what is meant by learning a dance “one eight at a time”.
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