
WWW.DANCINGTIMES.CO.UK • NOVEMBER 2016 • 29

“T he industry is beginning 
to acknowledge how 
important it is to instil a 

love of the arts in people as young 
as possible – and that doesn’t mean 
sacrificing the integrity of work,” says 
Katy Arnander, director of Artistic 
Programme at Sadler’s Wells. “You can 
communicate with those audiences 
without lessening your reputation 
as an established choreographer.”

Sadler’s Wells has been developing 
family work for some time, “but we’ve 
definitely increased our effort and 
investment in the past few years.” 
Initiatives include Family eekend, 
which offers activities and shows in 
both the main house and Lilian Baylis 
Studio. “We try to make the programme 
varied, including big-scale story ballets 
like Liv Lorent’s Rapunzel and Snow 
White. We want them to see spectacular 
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work – it must be of the same quality 
as everything else we present here.”

The only real difference, notes 
Arnander, is length: “They’re a bit 
shorter, about half an hour each 
half, but there’s no dumbing down. 
Spanish company Aracaladanza 
recently presented Vuelos, inspired 
by the work of eonardo da inci, 
and Constelaciones, which was more 
esoteric. Younger audiences really 
loved their fantastical ualities, and 
the fact that you could interpret it 
your own way. Children are actually 
less afraid of abstract work than 

many adults – they’re unselfconscious 
about responding to it.”

Other successful shows include a 
shortened version of Akram Khan’s 
DESH, Tom Dale’s Digitopia, plus 
work by ZooNation and Breakin’ 
Convention. “The structure of events 
makes a difference too, so we try to 
offer fun new front-of-house activities: 
workshops, talks, exhibitions, informal 
places to gather and share. It’s breaking 
down that barrier, so you don’t go 
straight into a vast auditorium and sit 
quietly – you can enjoy just stepping 
into the building and getting involved.”

As well as innovations, there’s 
enduring traditional work “that you 
see passed down generations – those 
who came when they were young 
bringing their own children.” The My 
First Ballet series offers an introduction, 
with English National Ballet presenting 
classics such as Coppélia and The Sleeping 
Beauty in an accessible way. Aimed 
at children from three upwards, they 
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A family friendly version 
of Coppélia staged by 
Birmingham Royal Ballet.
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include a narrator guiding audiences 
through edited highlights of the ballets, 
“with all the wonderful choreography, 
music and production values you’d 
expect. It really transports audiences. 
We don’t restrict ourselves to happy 
stories – children really respond to 
Arthur Pita’s The Little Match Girl, 
even though that’s a tough one.”

Christmas remains a high point for 
family audiences, with Robert North’s 
The Snowman returning for a 19th 
consecutive year in 2016, but Arnander 
is keen to see constant engagement, 
including more work with community 
partners. “We have a Get into Dance 
scheme, offering affordable tickets 
to local residents and encouraging 
participation, plus associations with 
several schools and our National Youth 
Dance Company. We’re trying to use 
different platforms too, as the next 
generation is used to learning from 
shared videos – it’s helpful to have 
films online that explain to people 
what they’re coming to see. TV talent 
shows have opened up dance to new 
audiences, and it’s really up to us to 

embrace that and provide them with 
lots of ways to see and make work.” 

B irmingham Royal Ballet is also keen 
to seize this opportunity, launching 

its First Steps programme in February 
2015. “It was sparked by a conversation 
we had with Edinburgh Festival 
Theatre – they do regular programmes 
for children on Friday afternoons, as 
in Scotland children finish school at 
lunchtime on Fridays, and asked if we 
had any work which would fit that 
format,” explains BRB’s director for 
Learning, Pearl Chesterman. “We’d 
done shortened versions of some ballets 
on tour, but we felt it would be good to 
develop something really interactive.”

The result is a fully scripted show, 
with an actor warming up the crowd, 
introducing them to all the characters, 
and interviewing each one in a fun, 
colloquial way. “We get ‘Hey, Swanilda, 
what’s going on with you?’ ‘Well, I’m 
fed up with Franz, because he keeps 

irting with this girl on a balcony.’ 
Then the narrator explains the mime 
elements, so children can follow 

the story, and gets them to act out 
gestures to their mums and dads.

“We also tell them about the lighting 
and introduce the orchestra, bringing 
out themes in the music – like with 
The Dream, they loved recognising the 
donkey-like music for Bottom, and 
how that inspires the steps. It gets 
kids thinking about the relationship 
between music and movement, plus 
all the elements that make up this art 
form. They get a specially illustrated 
programme, with a comic book-
style story guided by our animal 
mascots, George and Victoria, and 
as the show’s only an hour, they can 
be back at school by home time – a 
normal matinée goes on later.”

It’s not just appreciated by the 
audiences, notes Chesterman. “The 
dancers absolutely love it. You get 
all this interaction, like when we say 
it’s Siegfried’s birthday in Swan Lake, 
kids will shout out ‘It’s my birthday 
too!’ They like the call and response 
format with the narrator, but during the 
dancing sections, they’re completely 
engrossed – it’s reassuring for parents, 
who are sometimes nervous that their 
children won’t sit quietly through 
a whole show. The kids love taking 
photos with the dancers afterwards. We 
really hope they’ll keep coming back 
and building up to longer ballets.”

It’s still a work in progress, explains ➣

Three scenes from The Snowman 
at the Peacock Theatre.
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Chesterman: “We’re constantly 
experimenting, thinking about 
whether to illustrate things like foot 
positions, basic moves and pas de 
deux with sections from different 
ballets – though that might not be as 
engaging as one complete story. The 
hardest group to reach is teenagers, 
and you do get a drop-off with people 
in their thirties, so it’s about catering 
to different needs and reminding 
people why they loved coming to 
see dance when they were young.”

C horeographer Jasmin Vardimon 
hopes her new version of Pinocchio 

will appeal to a wide age range. “The 
original book is pretty dark and asks 
questions that we all think about, like 
the role of education and what it means 
to be human. It’s been interesting 
drawing on a set narrative, rather than 
creating from scratch, and finding 
imaginative ways of retelling the story.”

When the show premiered at 
Kent’s International Family Festival, 
Vardimon was “astonished by the 
engagement of the young audience. 
They came up afterwards, asking 
lots of interesting questions – it’s a 
reminder that the power of art can 
contribute to childhood development. 
The darkness wasn’t a problem for 
them, and actually theatre helps you 

The Snowman will be back 
at the Peacock Theatre 
from November 23 until 
January 1, 2017. 

The Little Match Girl is at 
the Lilian Baylis Studio 
from December 10 to 30. 

Birmingham Royal Ballet’s First 
Steps: A Child’s Cinderella will 
be performed on tour at various 
venues from January 27, 2017. 

Jasmin Vardimon’s Pinocchio 
is touring until December 18. 

deal with those subjects in a safe place. 
“Children don’t need to be 

patronised – they’re imaginative, 
they have a great sense of adventure, 
and they understand visuals in an 
instinctive way. We’ve created a 
multisensory experience, with dance, 
animation, music, lots of attractions, 
which I think helps. I had a lovely 
letter from a mother of two young 
children, who was thrilled to see them 
glued to the stage for such a long 
time.” It’s particularly meaningful for 
Vardimon, who believes passionately in 
educational programmes and nurturing 
young talent, “so I’m very happy to 
create work suitable for that audience, 
helping us inspire and reach new 
dance-makers and theatregoers.” Q

Scenes from Jasmin Vardimon 
Company’s Pinocchio.
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