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I t’s the new frontier for dance-
makers, with everything from 
live cinema and feature fi lms to 

television documentaries and Dutch 
National Ballet launching the fi rst 
ballet specially created for virtual 
reality. New media can be a vital way 
to reach out to audiences, as well as 
to record work, notes choreographer 
Matthew Bourne. “We began with 
Swan Lake, fi lming it soon after it 
premiered. It’s very useful to have 
that as a reference point, especially 
if you’re a company like New 
Adventures with a big repertoire.

“Of course we’ve learned a lot 
about technology since then, but the 
core aim is still telling the audience 
a story in the best possible way. I 
prefer it when fi lm captures the live 
experience – sensing the audience 
in the theatre, and being invited to 
join them in clapping or laughing. 
If I change too much for screen, it 
lacks atmosphere. My pieces are 
designed to be a conversation.”

Bourne notes there have been some 
good dance fi lms made in studios, 
“but I wish there was more time 
and money to really explore. Years 
ago, I made Late Flowering Lust with 
Nigel Hawthorne. We had several 
weeks of rehearsal, an unthinkable 
luxury now, and a 12-day shoot. It 
was a unique piece of television, with 
dance inspired by John Betjeman’s 
poems. I’d love to do a fi lm version 
of my Cinderella – I’ve written a 
screenplay setting it in the Blitz – but 
I’d probably be told to cast a fi lm star, 
not a dancer, to make it commercial.”

The choreographer doesn’t consider 
the screen relays of his work when 
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he’s creating, “but once a piece is 
on, I make a decision about whether 
it’s ready to be fi lmed. I know Chris 
Wheeldon regretted fi lming Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland early 
on, because he wanted to make 
changes – that’s something you 
take seriously as a choreographer. 

“You also need great collaborators. 
I always work with Ross MacGibbon 
– he’s a dancer-turned-fi lmmaker, 
so he really knows what he’s doing. 
He scripts the piece, and ensures 
we place the camera on the right 
person at the right time to get every 
story beat. Film has infl uenced 
me in the way I create drama, so I 
want there to be a clear narrative 
fl ow – like at the cinema, you’re not 
consulting a programme, you’re just 
keen to see what happens next.”

However, Bourne doesn’t like 
cameras on stage. “It’s been designed 
to be seen from the front, so unless 
you rework it specially (meaning 
time and money), you want it to be 
watched as intended. Obviously 
it can’t just be static – you need a 
range of shots, which we choose in 
the edit. Ross is very sympathetic to 
the fl ow of a piece – he really edits 
musically. The more it’s done, the 
better we as an industry get. If you 

look at old TV recordings, everyone’s 
trapped in a tight space. Now, we can 
capture the full range of movement.”

BalletBoyz’s Michael Nunn 
and William Trevitt became 

interested in fi lming dance 
when Michael Waldman visited 
the Royal Opera House to 
make a documentary in 1996. 
“That prompted us to pick up 
a camera. We loved being able 
to show everyone exactly what 
our life entails – that dancers are 
just ordinary people with one 
extraordinary skill. We were able 
to break down a lot of barriers,” 
says Nunn. That’s continued to 
the present day, with numerous 
BalletBoyz documentaries, backstage 
videos and learning resources, as 
well as short fi lms for Channel 
4’s Random Acts – “a fantastic 
opportunity to build relationships 
with artists in diff erent fi elds.” 

The company is now premiering 
its fi rst full-length feature fi lm, 
Young Men, shot on location 
in northern France; a shorter 
television version will appear on 
BBC2 later this year. “On stage, 
the piece was a more abstract 
take on soldiers, but on screen 
it’s specifi cally a World War I 
story,” says Trevitt. “It’s defi nitely 

accessible – almost like a foreign 
language fi lm, using the language 
of dance. We’re hoping to enter it 
into some mainstream festivals. 

“The most important thing about 
switching medium is embracing 
the possibilities of that diff erent 
perspective, like being able to lead 
the audience’s eye along the line of 
a trench. We’ve got a visceral duet in 
two foot of water in a muddy crater 
– that would challenge even Pina 
Bausch’s technical team on stage. 
You have to keep people engaged – 
in theatre, they’re polite enough to 
sit and wait for an idea to develop, 
but television viewers just change 
channels. So we’ve made a really 
energetic, gripping opening. Screen 
audiences are also more passive; 
as the director’s guiding them, so 
human connection becomes vital 
– 30 dancers moving in unison has 
physical impact on stage, whereas 
one single powerful performance 
might be more eff ective on screen.” 

The pair hope for plenty of 
audience crossover, with people 
who see the fi lm coming to check 
out a live show and vice versa. 
Bourne agrees screen forays are 
more likely to build audiences 
than threaten live attendance. 
“It increases the popularity of a 
piece,” add Nunn, “and gets more ➣

Above: Two scenes from the 
BalletBoyz’s production of Life.
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people feeling they have a stake in 
dance. When a fi lm’s shown during 
our tours, ticket sales go up.” 

Christine Costello, managing 
director and co-founder of event 

cinema distributor More2Screen, 
realised when the Arts Council set 
up an experimental network of 
300 digital cinemas that there were 
opportunities for new projects. In 
2009, the company broadcast its 
fi rst ballet: the Maryinsky Ballet’s 
Giselle, in 3D – a technology that 
“played a signifi cant part in bringing 
ballet to the fore on screen”.

She notes established names are 
safe bets, from the Royal Opera 
House to Natalia Osipova – “there’s 
a familiarity, and it’s guaranteed 
quality. We now broadcast around 
the world, and of course you 
don’t have to subtitle! The joy 
is introducing global talent to 
audiences everywhere, of all ages 
and backgrounds – not just a select 
few in London or St Petersburg. 
You can also see the performers’ 
faces up close, so it’s more intimate. 
Companies do fantastic behind-
the-scenes content: the dancers can 
introduce a piece and show the 
hard work in rehearsal it took to 
achieve it. People then appreciate 
the performance even more.”

Costello believes audiences are 
getting more adventurous. “People 
like Matthew Bourne have really 
helped bridge that gap, so now 
they’ll try not just Revelations, but 
other interesting Alvin Ailey work, 
or a triple bill from The Royal Ballet 
that includes something well-
known along with more of a risk. 
We’re always looking to expand 
our repertoire: going further afi eld, 
looking for interesting projects 
like mixing dance and animation. 
It’s a really thrilling time.”

There’s great ambition, too, 
at FRAME London Dance Film 
Festival, packed with diverse, 
pioneering work. Artistic directors 
Nunn and Trevitt highlight 
innovations like elaborate CGI in 
The Chemical Brothers and Wayne 

McGregor’s Wide Open, or the use 
of stop motion animation. “The 
festival’s based in Kingston, which 
was home to Eadweard Muybridge 
– the father of motion pictures,” 
says Nunn. “He perfected using a 
series of images to show motion. 
Dance is, at its core, storytelling 
through movement, and seeing 
that blossom on screen here feels 
like his work lives on.” ■

Top: Liam Mower and Chris Tren� eld in 
Matthew Bourne’s Swan Lake. Middle: 
Dancers of New Adventures in Matthew 
Bourne’s Sleeping Beauty. Bottom: Ashley 
Shaw in Matthew Bourne’s Sleeping Beauty.  
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AND THE OSCAR GOES TO…
“Wim Wenders’ Pina is one of the 
greatest dance fi lms,” say Nunn and 
Trevitt. “It really made sense of 3D, 
and it’s esoteric and unusual – just 
like its subject.” Bourne agrees: 
“It gave you a sense of movement 
through space, with a smart use of 
foreground and background. The 
Red Shoes also has an incredible 
legacy – it got audiences excited 
about dance. Here I am inspired 
by it all these years later.”


