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One of the more eye-
catching aspects of 
same-sex dance is 

lead swapping: changing 
who leads the dance 
partway through a routine. 
It’s easier to pull off  in Latin 
than ballroom, notes dancer 
and teacher Lemington 
Ridley. “Ballroom is such a 
distinct, fi xed picture, and 
maintaining that frame is 
hard – let alone changing 
who does what. Plus you’re 
constantly travelling.

“Latin off ers more 
fl exibility, in that you 
separate more and there’s a 
variation of body movement. 
But for both, it’s a challenge 
to get to a good technical 
level while learning both 
parts. Some dancers prefer 
focusing on one role in 
order to improve faster.”

Mary Logan usually leads, 
noting that when she and 
partner Jacky started having 
lessons it made sense to 
formalise their roles. This 
year, however, she and 
fellow leader Penny Johnson 
tried swapping during 
Le Rendez-Vous de Paris. 
“In waltz and quickstep I 
led a long side and a short 
side, then Penny did the 
same, swapping on the 
corners. In retrospect we 
should have asked for a 
simpler quickstep routine, 
as the change comes up 
very quickly! It was fun 
but harder than I expected 
– I follow socially, but
you don’t need to worry
about technique then.”

German competitors 
Cornelia Wagner and 
Kerstin Kallmann decided 
right from the start “not 
to dance as we would in a 
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mainstream event,” explains 
Kerstin. “We didn’t want 
to be reduced to a single 
role – we wanted to play a 
whole range.” That choice is 
refl ected in their ambiguous 
and versatile dancewear.

Impressively, the pair 
switch – mid-routine 
– during all 10 dances.
“Sometimes viewers are
confused, because they
haven’t realised we’ve
switched role but can see
something’s diff erent.
From our point of view
it’s obvious, since we’ve
changed the hold!”

“It’s very clear visually 
in the mainstream world 
– man/woman, leader/
follower – but far more
complex in same-sex,”
observes Lemington. “I
teach people about energy
change, how the body
itself alters to dance as a
leader or a follower. Then
you can add cues like an
obvious hand change.

“I think the choreography 
is more exciting when the 
switch is visible, but you can 
be subtle as well. I’ve done 
some more contemporary-
style performances where 
you really challenge 

people’s preconceptions 
about partner dance, 
and show them a whole 
other dimension.”

Lemington also
appreciates the fl uidity. 

“I do drag sometimes and 
I’ve worked with transgender 
dancers, so the lead switch is 
about so much more than just 
dancing: it’s also the nuances 
of gender and identity. It’s 
best in social dancing, as 
you can explore without 
worrying about a routine, 
and it can happen any time.

“In my classes I give 
people the option to lead 
or follow, and I’ll always 
encourage couples – male/
female as well as same-sex – 
to try swapping as a learning 
exercise, so they understand 
what their partner is 
experiencing.” Mary adds: “I 
love having twice the number 
of people to potentially dance 
with – male or female, leader 
or follower. Actually it would 
make more sense for men to 
start off  learning to follow, as 
it’s often the woman who’s 
keen and the guy who’s more 

nervous, so she might as well 
take on the responsibility of 
leading. The only diffi  culty is 
relative heights in ballroom.”

However, in competition, 
Mary thinks many are 
worried that those comparing 
same-sex to mainstream will 
think the former shouldn’t be 
taken seriously “unless the 
standard keeps improving – 
and that is tricky with lead 
swapping. It also means you 
can’t move easily between 
the two competition worlds.”

Kerstin agrees it adds an 
extra challenge, but “it’s also 
more interesting and refl ects 
who we are.” However, 
fewer couples now try it – 
“often we’re the only ones 
in a fi nal dancing the role 
change.” As there are no set 
rules, adjudicators aren’t 
always sure how to judge: 
some recognise the diffi  culty, 
others mark them down if 
they glimpse their frame 
during a switch. “The fewer 
couples doing role changes, 
the less chance judges have 
to become familiar with it.”

She thinks the same-
sex community has a 
responsibility to maintain it. 
“Do we really want to look 
like straight dancers? Or do 
we want to maintain our 
singularity? Le ad changing is 
part of the cultural heritage 
of same-sex dancing – we 
need to care for it.” ■
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