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L ast month, Sir Matthew Bourne 
presented Drew McOnie with an 
Olivier award for his dynamic 

work on the musical In the Heights. 
“That moment couldn’t have been 
more perfect, and I couldn’t have 
been handed that award by a better 
person,” recalls McOnie. Indeed, 
not only has Bourne mentored and 
inspired the 30-year-old wunderkind, 
McOnie – whose current projects 
include The Old Vic’s Jekyll and Hyde 
and a new stage version of Strictly 
Ballroom – is similarly dedicated to 
changing perceptions about dance 
and bringing it into the mainstream. 

“I’d love it if my work became 
known as a good introduction 
to dance,” McOnie says. “I want 
audiences to put in some eff ort, 
but not feel scared or alienated.” 
Nor is he interested in creating 
recognisable physical vocabulary, as 
some choreographers have, rather 
ensuring his movement “has narrative 
importance and connects with people.”

It’s typical of McOnie’s willingness 
to forge a diff erent path. Rather than 
spending years working his way 
up from dancer to dance captain to 
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Drew McOnie rehearsing Oklahoma! in 2015. 

assistant, he jumped straight into 
choreographing. “I knew I’d be 
frustrated if I wasn’t creating.” Even as 
a child, he wanted to make up his own 
dances, responding more to freestyle 
disco than ballet. When he saw Wayne 
Sleep perform, he didn’t dream of 
being on stage – he wanted to have 
the ideas that wowed the audience.

The light bulb moment was working 
with Robert North on The Snowman 
at Birmingham Rep; McOnie grew up 
in nearby Walsall. “I was just nine, 
but Robert was incredibly generous 
about encouraging my ideas. I couldn’t 
believe it when he said this was his job. 
My dad worked at a plastics company, 
my uncle’s a fi reman – all very blokey. I 
made him write down ‘choreographer’ 
because I couldn’t spell it, and told my 
parents ‘This is what I’m going to be’.”

McOnie trained at the Arts 
Educational School in Tring (now 

Tring Park School for the Performing 
Arts) and took classes at Pineapple, 
learning everything from ballroom and 
jazz to lyrical and hip hop, “which no 
one expected of a skinny white boy! 
I didn’t make a conscious decision to 
mix styles – I just love telling stories, 
which led me to musical theatre, 
and having that range of vocabulary 
helps me tell a wide variety. I’ve 
done everything from Chicago and 
Hairspray to Oklahoma! and The Lorax.”

The choreographer passionately 
believes in the value of narrative 
dance. “I’m not afraid of saying I 
want my work to be accessible or 
commercial. We have a responsibility 
to nurture audiences, otherwise it’s a 
dying art form. And it’s not either/
or – if someone said they loved my 
stuff  and Pina Bausch, I’d be thrilled. 
Any success helps all of us.” 

He lauds Bourne, who cast him at 
19 in the original Edward Scissorhands, 
for uniting dance and entertainment. 
“Working with him was a masterclass. 
He made the process so accessible and 
created a real psychological basis for 
every dancer’s material. He helped 
me fi nd my voice.” That can be a ➣
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challenge, “as everyone has a stage of 
imitating their idols. I was lucky – I got 
through it dragging my mates into the 
studio, rather than on a professional 
platform. That’s one of the benefits 
of starting to choreograph early.”

The big break for McOnie was The 
Place’s Resolution showcase, where 

his razzmatazz Judy Garland piece 
“looked weirdly non-conformist among 
the high-concept contemporary pieces 
– though really I just loved the key 
changes and fan kicks! I did become 
aware of the bias against musical 
theatre, which seems mad to me, 
because those dancers work so hard: 
eight shows a week, over a long run, 
touring the country. That’s a big reason 
why I started my company, as well as 
creating an environment to express 
myself and develop as a choreographer. 

Dancers with incredible performance 
skills like Chita Rivera, Ann Reinking 
and Gwen Verdon were made stars, 
and today’s equivalents, like Ebony 
Molina, aren’t given that opportunity. 
I wanted to celebrate them, rather than 
see them try to change who they are 
to conform to a classical company.”

They have an impressive platform 
this month in Jekyll and Hyde, which 
McOnie hopes will reignite the 
tradition of dance at The Old Vic, where 
he’s an associate artist. “Matthew 
Warchus and his team have been 
amazing about asking what it takes 
to build a dance show. I’ve tried to 
help them create a structure that other 
dance-makers can utilise. As the first 
one up, it helps to have a recognisable 
title – the theatregoing audience is 
already taking a risk on dance.”

McOnie was drawn to the story, 

“because it’s all about physical 
transformation – perfect for narrative 
movement. I’ve set it in late 1950s 
London, an oppressive but fertile 
time, with new music and social 
change. The Jekyll world is big band, 
stylish, Gene Kelly-esque, while 
Hyde is more aggressive punk, with 
contemporary vocabulary. It’s dark 
and sexy – lots of murder and nudity! 
I got a great response to Drunk [the 
revue he made with his company in 
2014], but one big response was ‘Be 
brave, go further’. This is definitely 
a leap in the braver direction.”

His approach is relatively ego-free, 
with dancer input welcomed. “You 
can’t control whether something’s a hit, 
but you can make sure the experience 
of creating is fantastic and everyone’s 
given a sense of ownership. The age 
of the silent rehearsal room is dying. 

Drew McOnie. Opposite page: Drew McOnie 
rehearsing with Laura Pitt-Pulford for 
The Sound of Music at The Curve, Leicester. 
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I work with knows they’re treated 
like principal actors.” Though 
public understanding is still limited 
compared with singing and acting, 
McOnie is active on social media, 
and would love to do something 
like a dance sitcom, “showing the 
process, the dedication, and making 
dancers household names”.

He encourages budding 
choreographers to “just get going – 
don’t wait for people to ask. We need 
young voices. Most important, learn 
how to inspire a dancer, because if they 
believe in what you’re doing, they’ll 
go to the ends of the earth for you.”   n

Jekyll and Hyde is at The Old 
Vic from May 20 to 28. Visit 
oldvictheatre.com for further 
information or to book tickets. Also 
see themconiecompany.com. 
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More choreographers want inquisitive, 
engaged dancers. I teach at Pineapple, 
and the people who turn up week-in 
week-out are extraordinary. I could 
have cast Jekyll and Hyde ten times 
over with home-grown talent.” 

McOnie hopes to collaborate 
with more theatres, and also 

with classical companies. “I’d love 
to do something like a triple bill 
of reimagined dream ballets from 
musicals, and fill the auditorium 
with beds, like a slumber party. 
And I’ve been talking to composer 
Jason Robert Brown about a jazz 
ballet, which would bring huge 
theatre audiences to dance.”

But his year, “easily the best of my 
life”, is already filling up, with the 
return of Bugsy Malone at the Lyric 
Hammersmith, Jesus Christ Superstar 

at Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre, 
Kinky Boots in Sweden, and – of 
course – Strictly Ballroom, opening 
at the West Yorkshire Playhouse in 
Leeds in November. “We’re using 
some classic songs, like ‘Love Is in the 
Air’ and ‘Time After Time’, otherwise 
it’s a whole new treatment. The first 
thing I ever choreographed publicly, 
aged nine, was the film’s ‘Tequila’ 
samba, so returning to it on this scale 
is a dream. Though it’s never stated, 
Scott is a choreographer – he wants 
to make up steps. I am Scott.”

One of the great joys of these 
opportunities is being able to employ 
dancers. “Loads of friends have left 
the industry because they couldn’t 
sustain a career, so giving someone 
their first job is the biggest buzz. 
The worth of a dancer is huge – they 
sacrifice everything. Any director 
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