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Athough Strictly 
Come Dancing is still 
dragging its (Cuban) 

heels on a same-sex pairing, 
another international 
version has taken the 
plunge – with amazing 
results. Earlier this year, 
Shane Jenek AKA renowned 
drag queen Courtney Act 
partnered professional 
dancer Joshua Keefe on 
Season 16 of Australia’s 
Dancing with the Stars, 
finishing a close runner-up.

“You find out who your 
celebrity is when they walk 
into the room,” explains 
Joshua. “When I first saw 
Courtney, I asked: ‘Are 
you waiting for a class? 
Are you in the wrong 
studio?’ Then I realised! 
It shows we all have to 
evolve our thinking.”

Physically, Joshua’s only 
concern was how heavy 
his new partner was, “but 
we tried a lift and it was 
fine. Otherwise, it’s like any 
teacher/student relationship 
– you find out what’s going 
to work on their body and 
with their personality.

“The exciting thing about 
Shane was that he was 
already a great performer. 
So if he went wrong, he just 
kept going and styled it out, 
which is the best quality to 
have. After that first show, 
I totally understood what I 
was working with – I’d had 
Shane for all the prep, and 
then Courtney appeared on 
the night. They’re not two 
different people exactly, but 
that stage personality is a 
bigger version of you.”

Joshua notes that Shane 
is “very comfortable in 
his femininity – when 
he’s moving through the 
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Professional dancer Joshua Keefe 
partnered Shane Jenek AKA drag 
queen Courtney Act in Australia’s 
Dancing with the Stars. 
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world, he’s in touch with 
Courtney – and Courtney 
is a million and one ideas, 
so you get to play dress-
up with someone who’s 
totally up for it, playing 
characters and embracing 
everything that dancing 
is – all the performance, the 
drama. It just got bigger 
and better, including in 
the styling. It’s such a 
positive way to work.”

As for the response, 
initially Joshua recalls just 
hoping people would keep 
watching the show, “since 
we were on second to 
last. Then it went so well I 
almost didn’t care about the 
judges – though they loved 
it too. All my friends got 
in touch, saying “You guys 
look like you’re having an 
absolute ball”, which was 
true. I’m so glad people 
enjoyed watching and had 
as much fun as were.”

Joshua was essentially 
still choreographing for 

a male/female partnership, 
since Shane usually 
presented as Courtney on 
the show, but they made 
a point of having Shane 
appear as himself during 
their tango. “We thought 
people might be challenged 
by that – sometimes, I worry 
Australia is backwards 
on some issues – but as 
a nation, everyone really 
went with it, which was 
awesome. Everyone 
on the show loved it, 
because they’re naturally 
creative, open people.”

The most unexpected 
thing for Joshua was how 
strong a bond he and his 
partner developed. “If 
anyone has the chance to 

work with Shane, they 
must – he’s such a good 
human being and Courtney 
is this classy, young, cool, 
drag queen fashionista 
with amazing values and 
very articulate and smart. 
That’s the perfect way to 
present something new 
to people and broach this 
idea of gender fluidity and 
queerness, with a really 
authentic vibe that you 
can relate to and help you 
put judgements aside, 
by getting to know this 
wonderful person.” 

Joshua hadn’t experienced 
same-sex dancing before, 
but he understood the 
responsibility of “making 
this succeed on a big 
national platform. That 
was a great challenge 
for me. Most of the time, 
we underestimated our 
abilities together – there 
were very few limitations. 
We had some sections of 
lead-swapping – though of 

course as the pro, I’m still 
kind of leading even if he is 
– but it meant, for example, 
in the paso doble we could 
have Courtney as the 
kickass woman dominating 
her two henchmen.

“The whole experience 
changed my views on a 
lot of things. Ballroom 
can be old-fashioned in 
terms of gender roles and 
the status quo – I think 
it takes these dedicated 
same-sex dancers to break 
through that. The artistry 
it opens up is phenomenal; 
it creates a whole other 
dimension. I definitely 
think it’s going to inspire 
kids too, showing you 
can be whoever and love 
whoever you want. It’s not 
important if you’re a man, 
or a leader, in the traditional 
sense, but if you’re a 
decent human being. We 
just need more heroes 
like Courtney to bring joy 
and give us all hope.” ■


