How to cure

D ANCE P HOBIA
Marianka Swain shares her tips

Left: Tom Davies, Tim Hodges, Dominic
North and Madelaine Brennan in Matthew
Bourne’s Edward Scissorhands. Below:
Simon Russell Beale as The Duchess
in The Royal Ballet’s production of
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.
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hen I invite non-dance friends
or family to see a dance
show, a frequent response is
apprehension, uncertainty, confusion
or outright dread. They’re not alone:
many people in the UK seem to suffer
from dance phobia. Why? Perhaps
they’re haunted by one modern dance
performance involving close-up nudity
and obscure political statements, or
perhaps they’ve never even ventured
into a dance audience. Here, then,
are some of my possible treatments.

PROBLEM: “I DON’T THINK I’M
A ‘DANCE’ PERSON”

Audiences are more adventurous than
ever, experimenting with site-specific
and interactive theatre, and mixedgenre and mixed-media work. Why,
then, if they’re willing to board the
You Me Bum Bum Train, does dance
remain a blind spot? Part of it may be
inherited bias – if your parents took
you to football matches and concerts,
but not Sadler’s Wells, you missed that
early introduction. There’s the fear
of doing or saying the wrong thing,
demonstrating your inexperience in
an audience that most likely has seen
dance before and knows how to behave.
It’s not just entering a new space: it’s
learning a whole new language.

Some may feel that unless they
can dance themselves, it will always
remain inaccessible. We lack the
cultural conditioning in this country
that’s extended to other art forms –
singing and acting are more integrated
into our lives, and more likely to be
celebrated in the media. That passively
accumulated experience means it’s
easier to spot a second-rate singer than
dancer, and to access the vocabulary
to describe it – or simply to have the
confidence to voice your opinion.
What can the industry do?
Programmes like Strictly and Britain’s
Got Talent go a long way toward
demystifying dance by bringing it into
our living rooms, and the myriad stage
shows they’ve spawned have healthy
numbers of novice dance fans. However,
we could do more to demonstrate the
rudiments of dance styles, in ways that
make newcomers feel comfortable,
whether teaching steps in schools
or accessible public workshops,
introducing dancers through video web
series, involving the whole family in
community events, or giving people a
taster via other forms of entertainment.
We can’t assume others will find dance
– we have to take dance to them.
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PROBLEM: “I DON’T UNDERSTAND IT”

While the spontaneity of live
performance can be thrilling, many
seem to fear the unknown when it
comes to dance. That’s less of an issue
with The Nutcracker than an original
contemporary piece, and this is where
the sheer variety of dance can be a
double-edged sword: what makes it
such an astonishing, ever-evolving
and gloriously creative art form can
also make it baffling to the newcomer.
No sooner have they got a handle on
ballroom than they have to figure out
tap or ballet. Also, within each style
there are a million interpretations.
There are some obvious fixes for this,
such as better communication between
dance-makers and the public – social
media can be a gift here – clearer notes
in programmes and on websites, the use
of popular stories or universal messages
to anchor pieces, or accompanying
community outreach to bridge the gap
between what’s happening on stage
and public understanding. You can’t
reduce a performance to one step, but
it’s still satisfying for people to learn
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about and then spot one in action.
Audiences are unlikely to spend money
booking for a show unless they have
some sense of what they’re getting,
and why it’s worth at least trying.
Underlying all of that is the mentality
of reaching a wider audience – not
by dumbing down, limiting your
vision, or sacrificing metaphor, but by
considering how to place dance within
a wider context and include those
beyond the industry. It can almost be
a badge of honour to create something
inexplicable to all bar a select few – like
an indie band revelling in hip obscurity
– but that limits the scope of dance, and
its incredible ability to communicate
ideas, engender empathy, bring people
together and fire up the imagination.
Dance thrives on difference, the clash
and partnership of diverse visions, so
seeking out new voices in new places
can only make the industry stronger.
We can also do more to reassure
newcomers that sometimes, we don’t
understand either – and that’s OK.
A piece may not be designed to have
a clear story, message or emotional
reaction; sometimes it’s just the
starting point of a discussion, or
welcomes your take on it. We can learn
from each other – the experienced
from the inexperienced, as well as
the other way round. Veterans may
lose their natural response, and it’s
important to be reminded of the sheer
joy of dance, or that the pleasure
of the process must be weighed
against that of a paying audience.

PROBLEM: “IT’S NOT
RELEVANT TO MY LIFE.”

As much as I decry the use of pop songs
on Strictly (and that’s a lot), it’s one tool
used to bring timeworn dance styles
into the 21st century. Cha cha may have
been around for a while, but pairing it
with a song that just hit iTunes gives
it immediate resonance. So, too, does
seeing celebrities from other walks
of life – sport, politics, comedy, soap
operas – entering the dance realm. It
shows anyone can do it, not just girls,
or the posh, or the dainty, or the white.
There’s frequent stunt casting
in theatre (for example, the surfeit
of Game of Thrones actors currently
treading the boards in the West End)
and plays with extraordinary appeal,
like a little show called Harry Potter
and the Cursed Child. How can dance
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Daniel Collins as Dr Jekyll and
Rachel Muldoon as Dahlia, in
Jekyll and Hyde at The Old Vic.

follow suit? Harder to ship celebrities
into pure dance shows, though not
impossible – my mother wouldn’t
normally book for ballet, but Simon
Russell Beale sold her on Christopher
Wheeldon’s Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland – and greater collaboration
with creatives from outside the
industry would certainly help foster
a wider appeal, whether performers,
dramaturgs, musicians or designers.
There could also be more crosspollination: mixing styles, bringing
dance into new venues, as Drew McOnie
recently did with Jekyll and Hyde at the
Old Vic, introducing dance to drama
(Dominic West’s disco moves in Pride
stay with me), or, as Matthew Bourne
has done so successfully, adding
modern references, dilemmas and
humour to classic works. If Shakespeare
still speaks to us today, 400 years
on, why shouldn’t dance? It needn’t
be an historical artefact, bound by

outmoded social roles and ideas, rather
it can illuminate our contemporary
experience in a unique way – whether
touching on gender, sexuality, family
relationships, loss, class or identity.
We’re more of an international
culture, too, through increased travel
and the global conversations enabled
by the internet. That should make
dance a boon to millennials, even if it’s
not a social ritual the way it was for
their grandparents, and counteracts the
problem that dance isn’t as ingrained
in the UK as it is elsewhere. Let’s
broadcast the fact that you can learn
about a country through its dancers,
and take that knowledge with you
when you visit their country, just as you
would after reading novels or listening
to music. Dance doesn’t have to be
an optional extra, something other or
separate, but a part of our lives. Instead
of being a source of fear, it’s something
everyone should be able to love. n
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