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dance be defined by gender or sex? 
What about those who are gender 
fluid, non-binary or transgender? 

Dancer Trix Macleod started 
identifying as non-binary in 2011. “I 
had long felt that my assigned gender 
[female] didn’t feel right, but I’d never 
really felt like a man either – rather, 
I was both, neither or somewhere in 
between. I started getting involved 
with the trans community in London 
and online, and began using the gender 
neutral they/them pronouns.” 

Lar, who also dances in the same-
sex arena, grew up in the lesbian 
community but now identifies 
as gender queer. “Because I look 
male after taking hormones, that’s 
how I’m taken – people might get 
confused if I do a female dance. It’s 
fine in classes, because I go to those 

want change, we have to be open 
and communicate with people.”

Rachel Sparks, who runs a gender-
neutral ballroom class in London (the 
details are on her Facebook page), says 
she’s not advocating the elimination of 
gender – “it’s more 
about removing 
the concept from 
dancing roles. I 
was one of the 
taller ones growing 
up, so I led as 
well; that told me 
it didn’t have to 
be strictly boys 
versus girls.” 

Sparks is 
careful not to 
use exclusionary 
language in 
class. “It’s always ‘leaders’ and 
‘followers’ – and as a teacher, I’d 
encourage swapping roles anyway, 
as it’s a great way to learn. I don’t 
want to make it awkward for people 
who are in transition or at a point 
where their gender expression isn’t 
obvious; my partner is non-binary, and 
I understand the struggle to access 
things where that binary is assumed. 

“I try to give space for the expression 
of a particular style to be interpreted, 
in a way that that individual feels 
comfortable. Certain movements 
might be challenging if someone’s 
had trauma or difficulty in their body, 
or particular challenges with self-
image – like the ‘sensual’ movement 
that’s often placed on the follower 
in ballroom. Sensuality doesn’t 
have to be ‘feminine’, and there’s 
more than one way to express it.”

Bourne recalls feeling frustrated 
that men in classical ballet weren’t 
allowed much of an inner life, and 
that emotion was generally defined 
by “feminine” lyricism. “With Swan 
Lake, a lot of people assumed it would 
be comic swans in tutus – basically 
drag! When they saw Adam Cooper 
come on as a male swan, moving 
beautifully but with a powerful sense of 
masculinity, that was a revelation. Plus 
a prince with a lot of identity conflict, 
showing vulnerability alongside 
strength. One aspect enhances the 
other; it doesn’t have to be either/or.

“I’ve changed the gender of a lot of 
characters in my pieces – like making 
Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother a male 

guardian angel – and it shows the 
flexibility of these roles. Dancers love 
it, because it opens up new possibilities 
for relationships and partnering. 

“It can take some relearning, like we 
did a workshop for a gay Romeo and 

Juliet, and it’s 
so embedded in 
these guys to lift 
and present the 
women. Being 
lifted is new, but 
it means we can 
keep in touch 
with the dance 
canon, while 
moving beyond 
those quite 
old-fashioned 
stories and 
gender roles. It 

must be frustrating for modern women 
to be constantly playing dainty fairy 
princesses, and equally the audience 
wants to see their world reflected 
on stage, in all its complexity.”

Lar would like dance organisations 
“to be more inclusive in considering 

a broader gender spectrum. I really 
think it’s a positive opportunity 
for further self-expression. I’ve got 
a friend who wears male clothes 
and female dance shoes – that’s the 
balance of male/female they want to 
express through movement. If you’re 
comfortable with who you are, dance 
is a wonderful way to celebrate it.”

Many organisations are catching up. 
The UK Same-Sex Dance Council is 
currently changing its rules to be more 
inclusive, says Pete Meager, particularly 
competition “category/partner 
descriptions” and gender-related 
pronouns. Similarly, board member 
Macleod is delighted that the European 
Same-Sex Dance Association is working 
on measures to “help foster trans 
[including non-binary] and intersex 
inclusivity in the competitive scene”.

Sparks would love more open 
discussions, so that everyone feels 
they belong and there’s no confusion 
or upset. “My promotional materials 
make it clear that the class is open to 
non-binary people – otherwise they 
might not think it’s for them. In the 
same-sex dance world more generally, 
I completely understand why it was 
formed around lesbian and gay people 
initially, because that was what made 
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that welcome gay people and are 
open to me dancing either role.”

Lar says that everyone they’ve told 
has been supportive, but sometimes 
it’s a matter of speaking up. “If I go tell 
Jacky Logan, who DJs the Pink Jukebox 
social, who I am and where I’d like 
to dance, then it’s not a problem. Not 
everyone might want to do that – it’s 
a private and sensitive process – but I 
do acknowledge that we’re pioneers 
and we’re pushing boundaries. If we 

GENDER FLUID Identifies with both 
genders, or a combination of the two

GENDER NON-BINARY Does 
not identify with either strict 
gender binary (male/female)

TRANSGENDER Has a gender 
identity different from their birth sex

GENDERQUEER Does not 
subscribe to conventional gender 
distinctions/definitions

GENDER
FLUIDITY“Is there such a thing as male or female movement?” 

ponders pioneering choreographer Matthew 
Bourne. “People can still find it funny if you give 

‘female’ movement to men, or they’re impressed 
by women doing lifts, because we’re programmed 
to expect certain things, but a lot more companies 
now are challenging those perceptions.”

It’s a hot topic in the already progressive same-sex 
ballroom world. Though renowned for its welcoming 
inclusivity, competitions generally feature men’s and 
women’s categories, and on a crowded social floor, 
dances may be called likewise. So, should “same-sex” 

As society grapples 
with a more 
flexible approach 
to gender, so too 
does the dance 
world, reports 
Marianka Swain 

Left: Liam Mower as The Prince and Chris 
Trenfield as The Swan in Matthew Bourne’s Swan 
Lake. Below: Trix Macleod and Joanne Williams.
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Top: Liam Mower as Count Lilac 
in Matthew Bourne’s The Sleeping Beauty.  
Bottom: Rae Cooksey and Rachel Sparks.

sense at the time – and it was hugely 
progressive. It still is in lots of places. 

“We’re moving towards more 
gender fluidity, and that means 
being open to those who define in 
different ways. I start my class by 
going round and everyone saying 
their names and preferred pronouns. 
It would be easy on application 
forms for classes or events to allow 
people to state their preferences.” 

Macleod notes that this year’s Paris 
Gay Games registration form has 
separate fields for “gender identity” 
and “competition sex category”, 
adding: “Trans inclusivity is massively 
important for the same-sex dance 
world, particularly given the values on 
which the community was founded. 
This movement has always sought 
to celebrate diversity and challenge 
exclusivity – even if doing so breaks 
with tradition. I hope it continues 
to lead the way in making dancing 
accessible and enjoyable for all.”

What about the professional dance 
world? “It would be interesting if 
someone came into it with a different 
or non-binary gender identity, to think 
about how to create a special role for 
them,” says Bourne. “We actually did 
auditions in New York for Cabaret and 

a transsexual performer came in for a 
female role, the housekeeper – it was 
an amazing audition, and I would have 
cast her, but the humorous reaction from 
others showed we’re not all there yet. 

“I think it’s important to make 
room for everyone. When we did Lord 

of the Flies, with lots of young guys, 
they were drawn to different people 
in the company as mentors – some 
more laddish, some more obviously 
flamboyant. It was exciting having 
that variety of role models. We’re all 
different; art should be a place to explore 
that. When you re-examine gender in a 
piece of work, it makes people respond 
to all the elements in a new way: the 
story, the music, the movement, the 
emotions. It keeps dance alive.” ■
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