Flipping out
Is the increase in tricks and athleticism a positive part of
ballroom’s development, or are we in danger of losing the
character of the dances? Marianka Swain investigates

Photograph © Ron Self

T

he prevalence of gymnastics
in last year’s “Strictly Come
Dancing” echoes a growing
trend in the competitive ballroom
world for increased athleticism, a
development that not everyone
has embraced. “I’m worried that
many dancers have lost track
of the fundamentals,” explains
coach and former world champion
Shirley Ballas. “People come
into the studio wanting to learn
the next trick and how to do it
ultra-fast, so it becomes like
an aerobics video. If I suggest
studying basic technique and
the character of the dances, lots
of them just aren’t interested.”
“Strictly” star Kristina Rihanoff
agrees: “It’s deﬁnitely changed
since I was competing. It’s
fantastic to see the skill level,
but Latin isn’t about doing splits
and pirouettes constantly. It’s
about the relationship between a
man and a woman, a relationship
that’s expressed very differently

in each dance. You don’t want to
see the same tricks ﬁve times!”
Fellow “Strictly” professional
Darren Bennett
believes the
rebranding of
ballroom as
“dancesport” is a
major contributing
factor, and that
there are pluses
and minuses to
this: “When I was
at the British Junior
Championships, I
was impressed by the
physical ability of
the competitors
– their strength
and elasticity. You
do have to balance
athleticism with artistry,
but it’s worth noting that you need
a certain level of ﬁtness, otherwise
your body can’t cope and you’re
forced to focus on stamina rather
than artistic interpretation.

“Michael Malitowski and Joanna Leunis
are ground-breaking, but everything
they do is rooted in solid technique”
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“The competitive world
has become very physically
demanding, so you need that
base level in order to succeed.
If you can achieve it,
you then have great
freedom to respond
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to your partner and the music,
with no physical boundaries.”
EADA’s Rachelle Stretch cites
Christopher Hawkins and Hazel
Newberry as the perfect example
of this: “They were one of the ﬁrst
couples to work on both ﬁtness
and artistry in order to succeed.
Competitors should always try
to tell a story and engage the
audience emotionally, but in order
to make it look effortless and
be able to dance their best in a
ﬁnal after several rounds, they
do have to be very athletic.”
Teacher Lynn Miller, whose
son Luke is a rising British star,
notes that this awareness of
ﬁtness is very different to her
experience as a competitor:
“People never talked about it
back then, even at a professional
level. Now, Luke’s encouraged
to do Pilates and work in the
gym when he’s old enough.”
However, she’s conﬁdent
that Luke’s training is based
on toning and strengthening
the core rather than ﬂexibility
and acrobatics – “plus you gain
ﬂexibility and fearlessness
through effective ballroom
training. If you focus on creating a
solid base, the rest comes without
you thinking too much about it.”
Shirley believes it’s up to
coaches to maintain that effective
training: “Younger dancers
naturally want to do crowdpleasing moves, or repeat what
they’ve seen on YouTube, so it’s
up to us to explain that they can’t
just stick together other people’s
tricks without understanding the
technique behind them. Ballroom
is all about balance: tradition
and technique in harmony with
innovative choreography and

styling. The best illustration
of that is Michael Malitowski
and Joanna Leunis (pictured
(
opposite)) – they’re groundbreaking, but everything they
do is rooted in solid technique.”
Darren thinks of this skillset
like a bar graph when he’s
coaching: “There’s a bar for
each aspect: technique,
choreography,
partnering, ﬁtness,
musicality and
so on. You have
to improve them
all, not focus on
one and leave
another trailing,
otherwise
your overall
development
stagnates.
“Ballroom
changes
Rising ballroom stars Luke
with every
Miller and Hanna Cresswell
generation –
which is healthy
– but we have to be
careful not to react against
you don’t just have to jump higher,
the previous generation too much spin faster or be a daredevil.”
and just make everything faster
Teacher and judge Ian
and more frenetic. I do miss the
de Souza agrees: “Ballroom
artistry and characterisation
judges have a trained eye for
of the dances that couples
detail. If a couple are moving
achieved 30 years ago.”
in togetherness with the music
and each other, their two bodies
creating one living, breathing
ristina is delighted to see
frame, they will be noticed.”
more boys becoming
Shirley adds: “If you really want
attracted to ballroom now that the
the wow factor, learn how to
physical demands are broadcast
support from your standing leg
more widely, but worries that
and shift your weight correctly, so
there is an element of “young
that every move has real impact.”
dancers, especially the guys,
Darren notes that one
trying to prove themselves. My
downside of the increase in the
teachers told me there are many
physical demands is the increase
different ways to call attention
in injuries. “When Lilia and I were
to yourself on the ﬂoor, such as
➤
creating a compelling storyline, so competing, all the top couples
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were at every competition. Now,
it’s not unusual to hear that
so-and-so can’t make Blackpool
because of injuries. If we’re going
to up the ante athletically, it’s
important to build up muscles in
the right way. After all, in what
other sport do you strap on threeinch heels before dashing round
the ﬂoor at 100 miles an hour?”
Ian echoes that sentiment:
“Dancers are always striving for
a higher level, but that does put
certain stresses on the body.
Find a trustworthy teacher who’s
aware of the long-term impact
of this type of training.”

“Latin isn’t about doing splits
and pirouettes constantly. It’s
about the relationship between
a man and a woman”

Darren also suggests pacing
yourself: “We used to think of it
like footballers doing pre-season
training – working in the gym in
the run-up to big competitions
and staggering our dance
training so we didn’t burn out.
It’s good to have time off from
competition now and again, so
you can work on new things
and develop the connection in
your partnership, rather than
focusing solely on winning
every trophy and outdoing
others with your tricks.”
Kristina believes you
can draw inspiration
from theatre: “The
best dancers root
their movement
in meaning.
Every piece of
interaction in a
partnership should
have a reason.
Of course you
should strive
for technical
perfection,
but pure
technique leaves
people cold; it
doesn’t touch the
heart and soul.
Ballroom
is technically
Kristina Rihanoff and Robin Windsor
and physically
demanding,
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–Kristina Rihanoff

but these
dances are also amazing
opportunities to express
emotion through movement.”
Darren would like to see couples
embracing the traditions of the
dance form and balancing that
with their own individual style:
“You should absolutely be aware
of ballroom’s heritage, but my
pet hate is ‘cloning’ – dancers
looking for a quick ﬁx by copying a
successful couple. Draw inspiration
from couples you identify with, but
focus on your own partnership.
Lots of couples look at each other
but don’t see each other, so they
aren’t aware of how their bodies
move together. Once you have that
synergy, any athletic movement
will look much more impressive.”
Lynn is glad that Luke has
grown up in the ballroom world,
“as he’s deﬁnitely aware of
ex-champions and the history
of the dances, and he loves it
when his teachers go into detail
about what each move means
in a dance. However, he’s also
encouraged to experiment and
ﬁnd his own style, which is very
different to my training. I like
that ballroom is evolving, as it
appeals to a new generation. It
just means we have to work hard
to maintain what we love about
it while allowing young dancers
to put their stamp on it.” ●

