WITHHONOUR

Marianka Swain speaks to
Jacky Logan about being
awarded the first Medal of the
Order of the British Empire for
Services to Same-sex Dancing

“

I

was completely gobsmacked!
Speechless,” says same-sex
dancer, DJ, event organiser
and campaigner Jacky Logan about
the moment she found out she’d be in
the 2020 New Year’s Honours List. “I
got a letter, and I didn’t understand
it. My friend Brigitte and my wife
Mary read it too, and it finally sunk
in.” Mary, though “hugely proud”,
was similarly amazed; Brigitte “knew
a bit about the shenanigans that had
gone on”. Those shenanigans were
a campaign by the same-sex dance
community, and Logan is keen to
stress that “although I’m receiving
the award, I see it as validating the
contribution that many people –
including judges, teachers, national
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and international bodies – have made
over the past 40 years to normalise
this amazing way of dancing.”
Logan herself has been an
instrumental part of same-sex
dancing from its early days. She
recalls going to Ralf Schiller’s class
at the London Lesbian and Gay
Centre in 1992. “There was already
a culture of welcoming new people:
Mary White immediately came
over and asked me to dance, and
since I’d done a bit of tap and stage
dancing, I was game. That really
impressed on me that if newcomers
came along, I’d make the effort to
dance with them, and that’s been the
philosophy at Pink Jukebox [the club
she and Schiller founded] ever since.
Sometimes, you feel excluded as an
LGBTQI person, especially if you’re
not completely decided. But all are
welcome with us because the dance
language itself is unifying. The only
definition is two people connecting.”
Logan, whose “Gay & Straight”
monthly social night at London’s Rivoli

Ballroom has been running since 1995,
says that though she enjoys competing,
the community aspect is most
important to her. Was it hard, then,
to express herself as a gay woman?
“Actually, it’s funny – ballroom had
more of a stigma, especially as a
feminist lesbian resisting traditional
male/female roles. Mary Logan
was interviewed at the 2006 Munich
Gay Games, and when asked what
her work colleagues thought about
her competing, she said ‘I’m out
as a lesbian, but not as a ballroom
dancer’. That appeared as quote of
the week in many newspapers.
“For me, same-sex ballroom turned
everything on its head. It felt like a
political expression, and it released
my creative abilities. I thought,
‘My god, I can be a lesbian and a
performer, and bring together those
dance elements from my past with
who I am now’. I didn’t believe in
myself, and it helped my confidence
grow. So I know that dancing can
do the same for other people.”
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With honour
It also brought Logan into contact
with the love of her life – and her
competitive dance partner of more than
20 years. Initially, she and Mary were
both leaders, but Logan swapped to
follower when they started competing
together. “I’d had more performing
experience, and the follower role
is often more flamboyant,” she
explains. However, recently they’ve
swapped round for Latin. “That’s
the freedom of same-sex dancing!”
Like many, Logan thinks it’s high
time that Strictly Come Dancing got
its first same-sex pairing, and she
hopes the BBC acknowledges the rich
history of same-sex dance. “Rather
than sensationalising it, they could
come film with us at Pink Jukebox
or the Rivoli and interview those
who’ve been competing for years.” It
might encourage more people to try
changing roles: “Maybe a man who’d
prefer following, or women fed up of
waiting for a male partner. The biggest
misconception about same-sex dancing
is that it’s all about sex. Yes, rumba
shows a sensual relationship, but it’s
more about expressing a variety of
rhythms and dynamics, and showing
all the sides of who you are.”

H

owever, Logan also recognises
that seeing same-sex dancing
“is a very visible way of achieving
more tolerance, freedom and equality
in society. I wouldn’t have spent so
much time on same-sex dancing if I
didn’t also feel it was contributing
towards liberation for LBGTQI people.”
Her monthly night at the Rivoli is
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a unique space where traditional
male/female dance roles and a freer
gender mix happily co-exist, and
she’s also taken same-sex dance into
mainstream spaces like the Southbank
Centre, BBC documentaries, and of
course inspiring the ‘Stepping Out’
column that’s run in Dance Today
and Dancing Times since 2010.
However, it’s not without risk –
even now. “I actually got my first
hate mail the week of the Brexit

Photographs Top left DANIELLE PECK. Top right and bottom left SINNED DI PRETE PHOTOGRAPHY.

referendum, just because I teach
same-sex dancing and they believe
we’re evil and need to be cured.”
Nevertheless Logan is immensely
proud of how far we’ve come, and the
platform that this honour could give
her to keep increasing the visibility and
understanding of same-sex dancing –
not just here, but around the world.
“I’ll never forget the 1998 Gay
Games in Amsterdam; it was the first
time we had a dance competition
as part of the Games, so we were
part of history. There were 13,000
gay competitors there, and they had
this huge opening ceremony, with
celebrities like the Weather Girls, Jean
Paul Gaultier and Harvey Fierstein.
In the programme, there was a map
showing where all the competitors
came from, and a translucent sheet
on top showing in which nations
being gay was still punishable by
death. There were 2,000 there from
Britain, but just three from Uzbekistan,
where you faced the death penalty.
“When those athletes entered the
stadium, risking their lives to be their
authentic selves, and heard 13,000 gay
people cheering like mad for them…I
still get goosebumps thinking about
it. That’s why this honour means so
much: it’s recognising that an activity
like same-sex dancing can help change
hearts and minds, and tell vulnerable
people ‘You are not alone’. Plus it’s the
most joyful thing you can possibly do.
What could be better than that?” ■
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