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Dancing 
on the 

waterfront
Marianka Swain visits 
Ipswich’s new Jerwood 

DanceHouse, central to the  
renaissance of the area

IpswiCh may seem a surprising choice 
for a new £8.9 million dance centre, 
but Assis Carreiro, artistic director and 
chief executive of DanceEast, believes 

it has at least one advantage over London: 
‘The artists won’t have to battle with the Tube!’ 
The Jerwood Dancehouse, which officially 
opened last month, is also affiliated with 
 a dramatic regeneration of ipswich’s water-
front, and a potentially outstanding example 
of the way in which the Arts can be an 
intrinsic part of social development.

The striking modern structure—which, as 
the highest building in East Anglia, looms 
large in ipswich’s skyline—is in direct contrast 
to the dilapidated mill buildings surround-
ing it, a deliberate choice by architect John 
Lyall. ‘some locals wanted it to be medieval, 
but why do something faux-traditional 
instead of showing innovation? historically, 
dancers in this country have been sidelined 
in terms of rehearsal spaces, stuck in  
converted warehouses or gloomy base-
ments, but that’s changing—now, it’s all 
about designing a functional and beautiful 
environment for them to work in.’

Created in close consultation with Miss 

Carreiro, the Jerwood Dancehouse caters to 
dancers’ needs without sacrificing aesthetic 
value. The 27,000sq ft of facilities include 
a 66ft by 52ft 200-seater studio theatre, three 
52ft by 52ft studios, a pilates suite, chang-
ing facilities, a shop, office space both for 
DanceEast and for visiting companies, and 
the whimsically named cafe Danceeats. 

To counteract the concrete structure of 
the building, Mr Lyall has employed sheets 
of coloured glass rather than tiling, brightly 
coloured doors and a lovely use of wood 
throughout, such as in undulating benches 
in the foyer, which evokes the mill buildings. 

The main attraction of the foyer is a sculp-
ture by stuart haygarth, champion of found 
objects—a spiralling multi-coloured piece 
descending from the ceiling, made up of 
ballet tutus. This perfectly characterises 
the fun ethos of the centre, which, with its 
multimedia installations and bean-bag  
seating, welcomes visitors instantly.

The tall dance studios with large windows 
have a light, airy feeling, as well as practical 
additions such as cubbyholes in the walls for 
the rehearsing dancers to store their belong- 
ings in. The Red shoes studio has a moving 
partition, so it can be split into two spaces, and 
the main studio theatre has moveable seating, 
extra fittings set into the walls to give more 
options for lighting, and a range of vinyl tops 
for the sprung beech floor, depending on 
the needs of the company using the space. 

These state-of-the-art facilities have attracted 
an impressive role call for the opening season, 
including sylvie Guillem, the Ballet Boyz, 
Tamara Rojo, Richard Alston and Russell 
Maliphant, but Miss Carreiro is adamant that 
the Jerwood Dancehouse be more than ‘an 
ivory tower of dance. it’s vital to give people 
ownership of the Arts—you can have a paint- 
ing hanging on your wall, but a performance 
is ephemeral. hopefully, this will be a cultural 
icon for ipswich to take ownership of, and 
we’re combining great work from the best 
companies in the world with community 
projects and facilities, including a partnership 
with the University of suffolk, offering the 
first degree in community dance in the UK.’

Mr Lyall echoes this desire to make dance 
—and, indeed, the building—accessible to 
all. he hopes that the Jerwood Dancehouse 
will be ‘a catalyst for revival’, with restaurants, 
bars, shops and offices surrounding the dance 
centre and apartments he’s created. he adds: 
‘This isn’t an isolated structure—it’s intrinsic 
to the life of the community, and a fantastic 
way to put funding into both artistic endeav-
ours and positive social change.’
For more information, visit www. 
danceeast.co.uk
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