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“W hat if love is 
not a gender, 
it is a swivel 

of the heart?” Those are the 
only words to appear in 
Swivel, a movement-based 
cinematic collaboration 
between director Lois 
Norman and ballroom duo 
Iron&Sparks. The resulting 
short film has already 
appeared – and won awards 
– at numerous festivals 
worldwide, with plans for 
more screenings in future. 
The impetus, explains Lois, 
was to explore concepts 
such as self-acceptance and 
acceptance of one another, 
but without words – to 
instead “use the body as 
narrative”. She was eager to 
find dancers whose “values 
and intention” matched 
her own, and was hugely 
inspired by the trailblazing 
work of Henri T and Rachel 
Sparks (AKA Iron&Sparks).

“What was interesting 
about choreographing 
for this piece was that 
we started with concept 
and words rather than 
music,” notes Henri. 
“We got so engrossed in 
discovering the story that 
we actually forgot to listen 
to the music, which is very 
unlike us.” The result is an 
intricate, deeply felt piece 
exploring the dynamics of 
a relationship – supported, 
observes Henri, by Teryl 
Brouillette’s “stunning 
cinematography and delicate 
lighting” – that’s “not just 
a beautiful dance film, 
but hopefully something 
relatable on a human level”. 

The core dance style is 
Argentine tango, but with 

Marianka Swain 
explores a pioneering 
short dance film 

Iron&Sparks in Swivel.
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elements of rumba and 
contemporary too. “For us, 
these styles support the 
atmosphere of intimacy 
best,” explains Henri. That 
intimacy is palpable – was 
it difficult to produce on 
camera? “It wasn’t hard at 
all, because we’re very close 
and naturally affectionate 
with each other. So what 
you see in the film is 
real. What doesn’t come 
naturally to us is expressing 
conflict, but Lois gave us 
perfect direction and input 
to start the routine and 
create the tension you see.” 
Additionally, the “small 
queer team created a safe 
space for us to take off our 
clothes,” says Henri of 
shooting the very respectful 
nude sections in the film. 

The phrase “swivel 
of the heart” refers to 
an individual’s courage 
to “turn”, look at both 
themselves and another 
person, and “open your 
heart to all of who you and 

they are,” professes Lois. She 
wanted to use the absence 
of traditional, binary gender 
roles to show that love is 
open to everyone – and 
Rachel and Henri’s dance 
partnership is a beautiful 
visual expression of that 
openness, going beyond 
ballroom’s traditional 
gender dynamics and 
stressing equality. The 
dancing is supported by 
some clever choices in the 
impactful soundscape; 
Helen Mountfort’s cello 
score helps create the sense 
of vulnerability and “a 
leap of emotional faith”, 
says Lois. She and sound 
designer Jemma Cholawo 
also evoke discord via sharp 
additions such as the rasp of 
skates swivelling on ice, or 
“holistic” sonics like the bow 
coming off the cello strings. 

O n first viewing, Henri 
was mesmerised by the 

film. “Everything about it 
is just beautifully executed, 

and so very honest at the 
same time. When I used to 
work as a model, I had to 
deal with lots of prettified 
and constructed imagery 
of myself that I couldn’t 
identify with – which is 
part of the job. It’s such a 
relief to see myself captured 
truthfully. I decided not to 
wear any make-up because 
I wanted people to see a 
real person. This requires 
trust, and we had a lot of 
conversations before we 
agreed to do the project to 
make sure that all of what 
we are and what our work 
is about comes across in the 
film. You can only capture 
so much in six minutes! 
I think it will definitely 
empower people. I present 
rather trans masculine in the 
film, yet I’m also very soft 
and vulnerable, which will 
hopefully show that we are 
all capable of embodying 
multidimensional ways 
of being human.”

Viewers have been “very 
much moved – some people 
were crying,” reports Henri. 
“It’s had a strong impact; 
many say that it stands out 
in their memory.” They 
would love for more people 
in the dance world to see it, 
and hopefully “open up a 
conversation about gender 
dynamics in dance and 
how we can improve the 
experience for everyone in 
the ballroom world.” ■

For information about 
upcoming screenings of 
Swivel, visit loisnorman.org.
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