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From tango in the park to dancing on Nelson’s column, people across the
nation are embracing al fresco dancing. Marianka Swain finds out why

“T

here’s a real freedom
when you’re dancing
outside – no walls to
confine you, no ceiling to hold
you down,” explains Kele Baker,
creator of Dance Al Fresco, which
attracts ballroom and tango
dancers to The Broadwalk in
London’s Regent’s Park every
summer. Jacqueline Rose,
director of the capital’s Big
Dance festival, agrees: “This
is the perfect opportunity for
dancers to do something different,
outside of a theatre or a studio.
Lots of people just stumble
across it – and have a go.”

“

salsa or folk dance, learning
something completely new.”
It might seem surprising that
a nation renowned more for its
reserve than its rhythm has been
bitten by the dancing bug, but
Kele argues that it’s “infectious
fun”. “When I had the idea of
holding an outdoor event, my then
boyfriend said it was crazy, as
people would be too embarrassed
to dance in public and it was too
risky weather-wise. I decided
to try it, and I’ve been amazed
by how popular it’s become.
“We started out with fewer
than 100 people, and now, ten

our big event at the end of the
festival, we’re expecting hundreds
if not thousands of participants,
whatever the weather.”
Jacqueline thinks the popularity
of dance festivals also signals a
shift towards a more European
attitude: “Our climate is changing,
and we’re getting used to having
coffee shops with tables outside
and more outdoor theatre, so it’s
only natural that dance, which is
now a major part of our culture,
should follow that trend.”
This popularity could also be
a reaction to our digital age,
believes Jacqueline: “We lead

We’ve had kids through to people in
their seventies doing salsa or folk dance,
learning something completely new
David Massingham – IDFB
Over the past few years,
thousands of people across the
UK have had a go at al fresco
dancing. There is a growing
number of festivals that include
outdoor entertainment, such as
the International Dance Festival
Birmingham (IDFB), which,
explains co-artistic director David
Massingham, “has no barriers.
Unlike taking the decision to
go to a dance studio or do
something structured, this is
a chance for anyone to join
in. We’ve had kids through to
people in their seventies doing
Left, Tango on London Bridge,
photograph by Carole Edrich.
Right, Dance al fresco,
photograph © Kele Baker
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”

years later, we have at least
400 on the floor, some of
whom travel from places
such as Cambridge, Leeds
or Southampton. Yes, it does
sometimes rain, but people just
keep going – their response
seems to be, ‘When you’re
wet, you’re wet.’ Nothing’s
going to stop them dancing.”
David witnessed a similar
reaction at the first IDFB in
2008: “We had a group salsa
number at the end of the
festival, and it did rain a bit, but
we’re hardy – this is a nation
that goes camping or has a
barbecue in a downpour – and you
don’t feel it when you’re dancing;
you’re too busy enjoying yourself.
At this year’s Put Your Foot Down,
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independent lives, and something
like ceroc is easy to pick up, so
you can quickly create a special
moment with someone and enjoy
a physical exchange. Plus, it’s
not about winning or money;
it’s one of the few things in life
that isn’t goal-orientated.”
David agrees: “Computers make
people isolated and sedentary,
and dancing takes them out of
that, especially when they’re
outside, doing something they’d
never normally do. Also, this
kind of event is fairly recessionproof – it’s all about people
getting involved, putting their
energy into a local event and
celebrating great outdoor spaces.”
Kele’s chosen space is Regent’s
Park, and her Dance Al Fresco
events have raised more than
£30,000 for the Royal Parks
Foundation. “It’s a charity people
can connect with,” she explains.
“If it rains, they’re sheltering
under trees that they’re helping
pay for. Lots of spectators
donate as well, because they
enjoy being a part of it.” One
of Kele’s spectators, Steven
Poliakoff, was so taken with the
event that he wrote it into his
television drama, “Joe’s Palace”.
Jacqueline believes that
dancers and choreographers
enjoy the challenge of creating
work for London’s outdoor spaces:
“We’ve had some spectacular
sights, such as ceroc in Bond
Street station, salsa on South
Moulton Street, and dancers
on top of Nelson’s column and
on the Millennium Bridge. This
year, we’ve got Big World Dance,
involving about 10,000 people,
culminating in Trafalgar Square,
and in 2012, we’re going to have
Bolero Remixed – 100 dancers
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and an orchestra on top of a car
park near the new Stratford DLR.
“We had more than half a million
participants in Big Dance 2006,
and we’re aiming for 1.2 million
this year. It’s been estimated that
there are now five million Brits
strutting their stuff every week –
dancing is officially cool!”
This surge in attendance owes
a great deal to the renaissance
of dance in this country, which,
as David notes, has been “hugely
benefited by TV programmes”. He
adds: “Plus, people get bored of
the monotony of the gym. They
don’t just want to keep fit – they
also want to feel good.”
Kele has been impressed
by the range of people who
come to her events: “Regular
attendees book their summer
holidays around it, and some
of them take the picnicking as
seriously as the dancing – one
always brings deckchairs, a
picnic hamper with champagne
glasses and his panama hat.
The odd wedding party, taking
their pictures in the Avenue
Garden, joins us for a dance,
and we get competitors from
the university dancesport scene
(rivals Oxford and Cambridge sit
on opposite sides of the floor).
“I love the variety of dress,
from t-shirts and shorts to
clubbing gear. We had one
Clockwise from top, Tango
in the park, photograph
by Carole Edrich.
Abhinmanyu and Vidha
Lal in the Kathak Duet,
photograph courtesy of
IDFB. Dance Al Fresco,
photograph by Nina
Hollington. T-Mobile Big
Dance 2010, photographs
by Hugo Glendinning

couple, in their eighties, in full
evening wear – tux and long
dress and pearls. And despite
the fact that you have to pick
your way through grass to get
to the dancefloor, the serious
Argentine tango girls always
wear the most incredible shoes.
Lots of dancers bring non-dancer
friends, as it’s a great way to
get people to have a go.”
Jacqueline hopes that people
will embrace this participatory
spirit at this year’s Big Dance,
which is reaching out to more
remote areas with a dedicated
bus and has also pledged to
provide 100 minutes of dance in
every school. “Festivals like this
showcase what fantastic artists
and teachers we have in this
country, and also give people an
excuse to get involved in dance.
This could be another tough
year for many of us, so it’s great
to do something that’s all about
meeting people, enjoying our
family and friends and just getting
out and having a good time.” l

Outdoor dance events in the UK
Dance Al Fresco, London. Regent’s Park, July 10–11 and August
7–8. Beginner class, ballroom and Argentine tango social dancing
and professional demonstration (www.dancealfresco.org)
Big Dance, London. Various venues, July 3–11. Range of dance
styles and for all levels of experience (www.bigdance2010.com)
International Dance Festival Birmingham. Various venues, April
19–May 15 (Put Your Foot Down is on May 15). Demonstrations
and classes (www.idfb.co.uk)
Lord Mayor’s Celebration, Norwich. City centre, July 8–11. Street
procession, music, dance and theatre (www.visitnorwich.co.uk)
Cultural Olympiad, Bradford. City centre, July 23–24.
Demonstrations, classes and social dancing (www.bradford.gov.uk)
Fuse Medway Festival, Kent. Various venues, June 12–26.
Experience a range of activities, from juggling and bhangra to street
dance and bicycle ballet (www.fusefestival.org.uk)
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