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United Kingdom

Breakin’ 
Convention
Sadler’s Wells and Lilian 
Baylis Studio, London – 
April 29 to May 2, 2016

NOW IN ITS 13TH year, the 
Breakin’ Convention festival 
continues to offer both 
a celebration of hip hop 
heritage and an exciting 
glimpse of artists pushing the 
boundaries of the form. It’s 
closest in spirit to a variety 
show, with a diverse bill 
across the early May bank 
holiday weekend on the 
main stage of Sadler’s Wells, 
in the studio, and spilling 
out into the foyers and Spa 
Fields Park. Workshops, 
battles, graffiti, street food 
and a mosh pit attract a 
markedly more diverse 
crowd, with performances 
from UK and international 
artists just one part of the 
family-friendly festivities.

Associate artist Jonzi D, 
host and curator, ensures 
those performances appeal 
to Breakin’ Convention’s wide 
audience, with everything 
from jaw-dropping tricks and 
TV star power to political 
theatre. The Locksmiths, 
a supremely likeable 
London-based crew, opened 
Saturday’s evening show. 
With funky flair in styling, 
movement and 1970s music 
choices, they made lightning-
fast locking appear loose 
and easy, but could use more 
distinct characterisation 
and defter transitions to 
wow on the big stage.

New UK popping 
collective Pro-Motion had 
a surer sense of theatrics, 
beginning with a cappella 
tuts, stamps and finger 
snaps that emphasised 
their crisp synchronicity. 
The number built 
compellingly through 
disciplined slow motion, 
cinematic scenes – 
chairs proved versatile 
props – and bursts of 
otherworldly motion.  

A selfie gag and transitional 
chat should be ditched, but 
the group is one to watch. 

American/Swedish 
popper Damon Frost AKA 
Rubberband demonstrated 
the building blocks of this 
discipline, using isolations 
to evoke a ball of energy 
travelling through his 
body, but needed a Jonzi 
D interview to ensure his 
pivotal contribution to 
popping was made clear. 
His solo turn couldn’t 
help but lack the impact 
of groups such as South 
African Pantsula dancers 
Soweto Skeleton Movers, 
who delighted the crowd 
with their rubber-limbed 
contortions, exceptional 
timing and playful, assured 
showmanship. There was 
joyful virtuosity from 
Canada’s Bboyizm, and trio 
Wayward Thread effectively 
blended b-boying with 
martial arts, but lacked 
primal force. Britain’s Got 
Talent stars Flawless provided 
a polished finale, though 
their busy production, 
complete with roving 
spotlights, sometimes 
distracted from the close 
to flawless dancing.

Once again, the festival’s 
dynamic female contingent 
impressed. Nottingham’s 
Take 1 Studios, aged between 
eight and 15, supplied a 
high-energy 1990s tribute, 
packed with punchy 

groove, swagger and tight 
formations. Meanwhile, 
French troupe Bandidas 
showed supreme control 
in their futuristic dubstep 
number. The space robot 
shtick may be overly familiar, 
but when it’s delivered 
with such conviction, 
every dancer visibly 
embodying a pounding 
beat, it’s irresistible.

Myself UK’s Red was one 
of several pieces to seriously 
address the notion of hip 
hop “dance theatre”. You 
didn’t need a programme 
note to understand the theme 
was female communion 
and empowerment; while 
this wasn’t the explicit 
storytelling of ZooNation, 
Kloe Dean’s choreography 
had definite narrative intent. 
The expressive company, 
styled in fire-engine red 
bodysuits, slickly pivoted 
between hip hop and 
contemporary movement, 
and intelligent music and 
lighting choices helped 
make it the most complete 
performance on the main 
stage. Jonzi D encouraged 
all the women in the room 
to make some noise for 
the group, but they didn’t 
need a gender assist – this 
was a clear standout.

Protocol Dance 
Company also went the 
part-contemporary and 
narrative route with a 
spoken-word dance drama 

developed through Breakin’ 
Convention’s Back To The 
Lab. Lanre Malaolu’s I Can’t 
Breathe addressed racist 
violence (the title refers 
to Eric Garner, victim of 
police brutality in New 
York), and while it needed 
a firm edit and stronger 
dramatic arc, there were 
some harrowing sequences 
that synthesised the verbal 
and the physical. Over in the 
Lilian Baylis Studio, House 
of Absolute’s waacking 
warrior queens were 
backed by Lula Mebrahtu’s 
live vocals – arresting, if 
not entirely cohesive – 
and Spoken Movement 
conjured a riveting mini 
drama through intimate 
confrontation over a table.

Although there’s 
resistance in some quarters 
to hip hop merging with 
other dance forms and/or 
moving towards mainstream 
theatre, such work makes 
a compelling argument 
for its versatility. Beyond 
technical skill and sheer 
bravura, the movement can 
be used to communicate 
ideas, emotions and political 
views, and venturing into 
dramatic territory allows hip 
hop to thrive in new venues 
and reach new audiences. 

Crucially, Breakin’ 
Convention illustrates that 
this is a broad church – 
there’s room for multiple 
approaches, each one giving 

artists their all-important 
voice. Gaining a 
Sadler’s Wells showcase 
doesn’t have to mean 
surrendering street-level 
community engagement; 
conversely, Sadler’s 
Wells can and should 
increase accessibility 
without sacrificing high 
standards of dance. 
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Left: Lanre Malaolu’s I Can’t 
Breathe, shown at the 2016 
Breakin’ Convention festival. 
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