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H enri T and Rachel 
Sparks first met in 
2015, and spent a 

couple of years doing same-
sex ballroom competitions 
together. However, they 
found that platform 
“restrictive for what we’re 
trying to achieve,” explains 
Henri, who identifies as non-
binary. One issue for them 
is that same-sex dancing is 
still “based on the binary, 
and therefore not explicitly 
inclusive of non-binary 
trans people. It also wasn’t 
appealing to us to copy the 
aesthetics and mannerisms 
of heteronormative roles.”

Thus Iron&Sparks was 
born: dance performances 
created explicitly “from 
the queer perspective”, 
that “display equality as 
a political statement”, as 
their statement of intent 
reads. How does that 
manifest in their work? Part 
of it comes from ensuring 
equal opportunities to 
lead and follow within the 
partnership – which, in their 
experience, clashed with 
“how the majority of other 
dancers were performing” 
in the same-sex competition 
world, recalls Rachel.

“Our work is about 
exploring the roles and 
connection between two 
people dancing together. 
When you strip away the 
social construct of gender, 
then you’re left with what is 
really required – technically 
and emotionally – to lead 
and follow. By breaking the 
deeply rooted tradition of 
ballroom, where the man is 
leading and the woman is 
following, we are making 
a political statement.” 

Below: Iron&Sparks.
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Stepping Out
The same-sex ballroom and Latin dance scene

In 2016, the pair began 
creating acts for the queer 
cabaret scene – for example, 
at non-binary cabaret Bar 
Wotever – combining 
dance with a subversion 
of gender roles through 
drag and burlesque 
elements. “By performing 
in queer cabaret, we’re 
filling a gap by displaying 
gender roles manifested 
in society through partner 
dancing,” believes Henri. 
“We hope that audiences 
see the potential for many 
different possibilities 
within themselves.”

Henri has a background 
in creative direction and 
photography, so the 
process of creating pieces 
usually begins there: with 
a statement they want to 
make, and in developing 
the aesthetics for it, which 
is then taken to Rachel. 
Burlesque tango piece So 
near yet so far stemmed from 

a new relationship, which 
inspired Henri “to explore 
the process of becoming 
vulnerable and letting 
someone in. To portray 
this, we started with Rachel 
being in that vulnerable 
place already by wearing 
a blindfold and me having 
total control. Throughout 
the piece, we decided that 
the power would be passed 
back and forth between us 
through the exchange of 
clothes and blindfold.”

The next stage of 
development is 

movement; between them, 
Henri and Rachel combine 
experience in contemporary 
dance, modelling, and Latin 
and ballroom. “In our Fred, 
Cyd and Me piece, we took 
direct inspiration from 
the bar scene in The Band 
Wagon, where we explored 
hyper-masculinity and 
feminine sexuality, using my 
training in contemporary 
dance and embodiment 

to refine and own the 
movement,” explains Rachel. 
Throughout development 
of a piece, the story evolves 
and intention becomes 
more and more clear. 
“It’s truly collaborative, 
and we’re supportive of 
each other’s strengths.” 

Since audience response 
is a key factor in this type of 
performance, sometimes the 
pair test out new material, 
with people observing and 
giving feedback – such as 
theatre director Tig Land, 
who helped with the comedy 
elements of Fred, Cyd and Me. 
“We also had choreographic 
input from Lemington 
Ridley for the Argentine 
elements of our burlesque 
tango,” notes Henri. One 
major rule for their work 
is that “no movement is 
without meaning and 
intention”. It’s not just about 
creating something beautiful, 
but work that “tells a story 
and touches on the very 
thing that makes us human”. 

The response from the 
queer community has been 
“overwhelmingly positive,” 
reports Rachel. “They enjoy 
the dancing, the queerness 
and the message. The most 
enjoyable moment is when 
we bring a piece to the 
stage for the first time and 
realise that this is the gift we 
are giving others.” Going 
forwards, the pair would 
love more opportunities to 
perform. “Because we’re 
self-funded, we work very 
hard in our own jobs in 
order to continue creating 
work. To be commissioned 
or gain a residency would 
be an incredible opportunity, 
but also a long-term dream 
would be to produce 
our own stage show.”

You can see examples 
of Iron&Sparks’ work 
atironandsparks.co.uk and 
on their Instagram page, 
ironandsparks. Contact them 
via these platforms or email 
ironandsparks@gmail.com ■
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