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ovement directors’ crucial
work with actors isn’t a
new phenomenon, but the
growing recognition is. Polly Bennett
(pollybennettmovement.com)was on
an advertising shoot when she realised,
“I was interested in not just getting
someone from A to B, but how they
were feeling and how that informed
the performance.” She researched
theatre productions she admired
and discovered people credited as
movement directors. “I got in touch
with several and found they’d studied at
Central [Royal Central School of Speech
and Drama], so I did the same. It gave
me a platform and encouraged me to
explore the lineage of movement.”
The latter can be hard to examine
when work doesn’t always get
prominent credit, or isn’t immediately
visible. “Obviously there are big
sequences like a dance number or a
shipwreck, but often it’s about us giving
the actors tools to access a world,”
notes Bennett. “I do think there’s a
better understanding of that now.”
Scott Graham, who co-founded
theatre company Frantic Assembly in
1994, has always taken on overlapping
roles. “We didn’t know the rules and
Above: Matthew Tennyson in rehearsal for Salomé.
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we were short of money, so directing,
acting and choreographing were all
part of the same process for us.” He
mainly creates his own productions,
but also works as a movement director
for other companies: “It’s useful to
get out of your bubble, so you don’t
become a pastiche of yourself.”
However, in the early days, “actors
would say ‘I haven’t been trained, I’m
uncomfortable’, but that’s because if you
work on character and text, then stop to
do movement, it creates a problematic
separation. You need to be clear it’s
exactly the same: you’re just telling
that story in another way. Directors
are really beginning to value physical
language – like the tension between
bodies, the ache to touch. It empowers
actors when they realise movement can
be integral and offer vital insight.”
Former dancer Alexandra Reynolds
(alexandrareynolds.co.uk) began
choreographing music videos, where
her contemporary background meant
“I was offered slightly left-field
projects. It was a wonderful place to
be creative.” She then transitioned
into movement coaching for feature
films, with work ranging from Eddie
Redmayne’s sensitive transformation
in The Danish Girl to “zero gravity”
movement in the sci-fi Life or developing

a supernatural physical vocabulary
for World War Z with Brad Pitt and in
the Tom Cruise vehicle The Mummy.
“It’s an incredible experience,
working with these actors and having
the time and resources to create
a whole language. Film directors
are used to calling in someone
who has the craft to deliver what’s
needed, so you’re very respected
and listened to – they recognise you
have a specialist skill to offer.”
As with her equivalent practitioners in
theatre, Reynolds notes it’s not always
big set-pieces, but working with actors
“to mine character psychology, history
and emotional states; those all affect
and live in the body.” For something
like the Stephen Hawking biopic
The Theory of Everything, that means
“months of wide-ranging research
and really accessing the humanity –
meeting people who are courageous
enough to share their knowledge.
Actors and directors are naturally
inquisitive and rigorous in their prep,
so we really go into it as a team.”
“Clear dialogue with collaborators is
crucial,” says Graham. “I prefer being
in the room with directors, otherwise
they might just leave you to solve
➣

WWW.DANCING-TIMES.CO.UK • JULY 2017 • 21

19/06/2017 15:03

Movers and shakers
something rather than developing
together – and it avoids stepping on
each other’s toes.” He and Stephen
Hoggett were minutely involved with
hit production The Curious Incident of the
Dog in the Night-time. “Simon Stephens’
script deliberately left questions for us
to come in and answer, which was scary
but brilliant – I love it when writers
allow for the potential of movement.”
Bennett also prefers projects
where she’s included from
the beginning: “You have
more opportunity
to impact the
production in a
meaningful way. I
was in three days
a week through
rehearsal for
Headlong’s People,
Places and Things at
the National Theatre.
It meant I was on
hand to spot gaps in the
physical storytelling or ways
to enhance key dramatic moments.”
Roles are more distinct in film,
where the scale of production
means different departments and a
set hierarchy, but “actors are in the
business of transformation, and we
can play a really great part in that,”
believes Reynolds. “We’re also working
with genius animation and visual
effects artists, having these delightful
conversations about bringing a creature
to life – its little foibles and habits.
On Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find
Them there was green screen work, so
you get into helping actors develop
physical relationships with something
that’s not there.” Big movies do mean
big pressure and time demands,
“being on tap 24/7 for months, but
I love this industry – there’s always
some new challenge or innovation.
I’m excited by the blank page.”
Reynolds has career highlights,
“like Eddie getting the Oscar, of
course, and it was lovely taking my
children to Fantastic Beasts”, otherwise
she’s grateful for the whole process
“shaping me and teaching me to
trust my instincts. It’s intimate and
nuanced, joining forces with an actor
– you’re part of a private, vulnerable
time. That’s really awe-inspiring.”
Above: Scott Graham.
Top: Frantic Assembly’s Things I Know To Be True.
Photographs: Above HELEN MAYBANK. Top MANUEL HARLAN.
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rantic
Assembly’s
latest project,
Fatherland, involved
the creators “going
back to interview
fathers and sons in our
hometowns – all different ages and
experiences,” says Graham. “It’s partly
verbatim theatre, using their words,
but as we get into their heads we can
be more fantastical. Movement is a
wonderful way of accessing deeper
emotions and conveying our rich
individual and collective history.”
Its production of Things I Know To Be
True, which has a second UK tour this
year, “is all about those fundamentals:
family, mortality, growing up.”
Bennett’s current work ranges from
the Royal Shakespeare Company’s
Salomé, which “is a different take – it’s
not an alluring girl spinning round with
a veil”, to reviving icons: the Laurel
and Hardy movie Stan and Ollie, and
the Freddie Mercury biopic Bohemian
Rhapsody. “I bring a certain amount
of play into rehearsal, which loosens
people up and engages them physically
with a key concept. For Salomé, we
explored how far you can risk yourself,
when you put yourself in a safe place,
and does that keep something locked
in.” Her recent foray into film “has
made me think differently about the
words I’m using; I love figuring out new
ways to teach and translate movement.”
Graham is encouraged by people
such as Drew McOnie, who has
“come up through dance and is now
respected more generally as a maker
of theatre. Boundaries are breaking

down, but we still need to have those
conversations to avoid marginalisation.
We’re not skipping around or shouting
‘five, six, seven, eight’ – we’re
translating the human predicament
into something precise and poetic.”
Reynolds advises budding
practitioners to “jump into as many
movement worlds as possible, and stay
open to learning.” Bennett runs a project
called The Mono Box, “which helps you
access the industry – it was inspired
by young people contacting me about
movement direction, just as I did at the
start. I’ve learned so much from them,
and it’s really helped something shift in
my head: I’m an artist telling a story, and
I need to articulate that. We’re becoming
physically apathetic and disconnected,
staring at our phones, but when people
are really engaged with each other,
it’s electric: a whole other level for the
actors, expressing something words
can’t, and when it works you see
audiences leaning forward in their seats,
not wanting to miss a moment.” n
Salomé is at the Swan Theatre,
Stratford-upon-Avon, until September
6. See rsc.org.uk for dates and tickets.
Fatherland runs at the Manchester
Royal Exchange from July 1 to 22.
Go to royalexchange.co.uk to book.
Frantic Assembly’s Things I Know To
Be True is on tour from September
27 until February 3, 2018. Visit
franticassembly.co.uk for tour dates.
The Mummy is on general release.
See themummymovie.co.uk.
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