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Abstract 
This paper examines the role of dancers who extend 
beyond the paradigm of age and their contribution to 
current dialogues in the field of dance through film 
documentation. This project aims to make visible the older 
dancer through film giving new materiality and value by 
celebrating the older body on screen. The research seeks 
to investigate which is the preferred performing body, the 
youthful or the mature? These older dancers choose to 
ignore the rationale and perform which In turn could be 
considered inappropriate behaviour by the western dance 
world. There is a need for the mature dancer to be 
acknowledged not only for their ‘corporeal difference’ but 
recognition that their practice rather than their age defines 
them.  
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Introduction  
Dance is a body-based dominion, unlike most other careers 
where retirement so early would be incredulous1. 

The relationship between the dancing body and the camera 
combine as process under the heading of practice-led 
research for the creative element of the PhD: Ageism and 
the mature dancer. There is an inner subjectivity and 
honouring of experience that can only be perceived or 
embodied by the mature dancer. This shift is motivated by 
dancers who chose to defy the stigma of ageism by 
questioning and elongating their presence on the stage and 
screen in the western dance world. Today’s emphasis on a 
youth culture weighs heavily in the current dance world and 
for those who are approaching forty years of age, there has 
been long held prejudice, towards the mature performer. 
There has always been taboo in and around the question of 
retirement. For generations dance has long been a 
discriminatory industry but a flux is challenging the 
presumed domain of the youthful dancer. Current research 
indicates there is increasing interest in this phenomenon – 
the mature dancer. Performer Betsy Gregory, former 
Artistic Director of Dance Umbrella (2007-2013) and The 
Elders Project, echoed similar thoughts regarding this shift. 
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In recent years we have been living in a culture that is so 
youth orientated that people have forgotten that!older
people can dance. Or maybe, they thought they never 
could! I don’t know, maybe people never really realized that 
older people could.2 

This paper investigates ageism and longevity of 
performance in today’s contemporary ballet culture through 
film documentation, which highlights the craft and 
embodiment of the eight dancers featured in the film, 
Interprete/Inappropriate Behaviour filmed and edited by 
myself. To see older dancers on screen is an important 
step to keeping them visible in the current ageist dance 
world. Their collaboration with the project has been central 
to both the primary and the creative research. 

The primary research has gathered qualitative data via a 
questionnaire from prominent dancers in Australia, UK, 
Canada, Holland, Sweden, Germany and the USA; where 
they address their ageing, physicality, injuries and process 
in the dance world they inhabit. Investigation of the 
dancer’s performative value as a mature practitioner and 
their corporeal value will be a focal point. The creative 
research has invited eight mature dancers to collaborate on 
a project using a dance motif of mine first choreographed 
when I was a student at the Laban School of Movement & 
Dance in London in 1987. The motif is a group of dance 
movements that have now been re-enacted and filmed then 
assembled as a guide for the dancers to view and then 
recreate as their own individual motif. The concept is based 
on an appropriation of French artist Sophie Calle’s work; 
Take care of yourself (2007)  

To interpret this to analyse it, comment on it, dance it, 
sing it. Dissect it. Exhaust it. Understand it for me. 
Answer for me. 3

Approach 
Youth, agility and athleticism are essential ingredients in an 
art form that demands dancers aspire to an aesthetic that 
has remained unchanged for over a century.4  

To capture these moments through video footage and/or 
the digital camera is the creative element of my PhD 
investigation into exhibiting the ingenuity of the mature 
dancer in motion. I have had the opportunity to collaborate 
with two groups of mature dancers, the Australian Dance 
Artists who are based in Sydney and four British dancers 
based in London. The dancers ages range from 57 – 69 
years of age. All are professional trained classical or 
contemporary dancers. 

In January 2015 I flew to London to meet with and film the 
four British dancers who I knew either as colleagues or by 
reputation. The first session included dancers: Jennifer 
Jackson, former soloist with the Royal Ballet Company & 
Dancing the Invisible, Nicholas Minns, former Les Grands 
Ballets de Canadiens and Susie Crow, former soloist with 
the Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet Company. The filming took 
place at the University of Surrey, at The Ivy Studio, which 
was kindly, co-ordinated by dancer/lecturer Jennifer 
Jackson. Before we commenced filming the dancers sat 



and viewed my Motif video again to reacquaint themselves 
with the content: https://vimeo.com/112907186 
From here the dancers began a short period of ‘warming-
up’ their bodies before they commenced rehearsing in the 
studio space. This procedure took about an hour. Whilst the 
dancers rehearsed I positioned the video and Nikon 
cameras on two separate tripods. I used no additional lights 
other than the daylight streaming through the studio 
skylights. I filmed each dancer in turn, allowing them only 
one attempt of their individual motif. By using this method 
the new interpretations were fresh and hopefully gave the 
dancers the opportunity to produce their best effort. 
Technically, I filmed using my JVC video camera on a 
tripod to capture the dancer ‘in close-up’ which gave me 
more opportunity to capture movement whilst my Nikon 
SLR was positioned as a secondary fixed video recorder 
which displayed the full image plus background. With this 
process I gained two versions of each individual motif 
giving me six blocks of film to later edit. These three 
performers were all classically trained ballet dancers and 
each battled with the idea of only one ‘take’ as they would 
have preferred to improve on the first performance. 
 
The second session with contemporary dancer Ann Dickie 
was filmed at the Siobhan Davies studios in Vauxhall, 
London. Ann was unable to join us in Guildford for the first 
shoot so by hiring the studio in London I was able to film 
her motif. Technically, I repeated the same approach with 
the previous dancers; two cameras, one stable on a tripod 
and the second manned by myself on a separate tripod for 
close-ups. Ann works very swiftly and chose not to 
rehearse but allowed me to film her immediately. As 
opposed to the other dancers she insisted I film her motif 
several times so she could change her costume to suit. 
This was permitted even though I had not extended the 
same criteria for the previous dancers but an element of 
artistic licence was necessary in order to gain the footage. 
Both sessions provided some excellent recording. I found 
using two cameras most beneficial, although producing 
double the amount of film; it created endless imagery that 
was most favourable. I had never before attempted this 
process, which proved to be a great learning curve as well 
as giving me new expertise to edit accordingly. As a dancer 
I considered this new method as choreographing with film. 
The time spent editing, as any filmmaker would appreciate, 
is long, especially when dealing with two separate but 
similar blocks of film. As each dancer filmed produced two 
films to edit it was a period of intense learning through the 
iMovie application on my Mac Laptop which when 
completed were all uploaded to www.vimeo.com for the 
dancers to view.  
Featured here are the four dancers and their individual 
motifs. Please go to these links: 
 
Interprete – Chapter One – Inappropriate Behaviour 
Featuring Nicholas Minns 
https://vimeo.com/131616011 
 
Interprete – Chapter Two – Inappropriate Behaviour 
Featuring Jennifer Jackson 
https://vimeo.com/131639723 
 
Interprete – Chapter Three – Inappropriate Behaviour 
Featuring Susie Crow 
https://vimeo.com/131751942 
 
Interprete – chapter Four – Inappropriate Behaviour  
Featuring Ann Dickie 
https://vimeo.com/136408093 

As an experiment, I later edited the four dancer’s motifs to 
produce a trial film, which created some interesting visuals. 
 
Ist Edit - The merging of the four British dancers 
https://vimeo.com/119615078 
 
In April 2015 I flew to Sydney to film the Australian Dance 
Artists: Anca Frankenhaeuser, former London 
Contemporary Dance Theatre, Patrick Harding-Irmer, 
former London Contemporary Dance Theatre, Ross Philip, 
former Sydney Dance Company and Susan Barling, former 
Sydney Dance Company. The filming took place at the 
studio of the artist Ken Unsworth in Alexandria. For this 
shoot, I again used the natural light in the studio 
accompanied by limited lighting on the stage. The dancers 
were currently rehearsing for their next production so time 
was very limited due to their busy rehearsal schedule.  I 
continued with the same regime as in London, filming with 
two cameras, one JVC video recorder and one SLR, Nikon 
5100 to film each dancer accordingly.  One of the dancers, 
Ross Philip, was recovering form recent hip surgery. His 
improvisation was performed with him lying horizontally on 
the stage floor moving with a large piece of fabric. Ken 
Unsworth suggested I film this motif from the ceiling above 
the stage, giving a unique view of Ross’s performance. This 
process was managed by tying a rope around my waist 
whilst Ken Unsworth acted as an anchor and support; 
which proved quite demanding but the visuals produced 
were interesting and unique. 
Again, this process of filming produced double the amount 
of editing necessary for exact detail required for each of the 
dancer’s interpretation. Two cameras were positioned to 
capture close-ups and wide-angle shots of the dancers 
except in the case of Ross, where I filmed using a handheld 
camera for close-ups only. The only complication was 
sound, the musical accompaniment I had selected for the 
film had not been passed on to the dancers. Two of the 
dancers had chosen their own music and this will be 
documented in the thesis but for the film I had to edit, 
avoiding possible copyright issues. This glitch was my 
mistake, as I had not communicated thoroughly with the 
dancers. The composer Bill Ryan gave me permission to 
use his music for the soundtrack of the film.  
 
Featured here are the four Sydney dancers and their 
individual motifs. Please go to these links: 
 
Interprete – chapter Five – Inappropriate Behaviour 
Featuring Susan Barling 
https://vimeo.com/136364135 
 
Interprete – chapter six – Inappropriate Behaviour 
Featuring Anca Frankenhaeuser 
https://vimeo.com/136420754 
 
Interprete – chapter seven – Inappropriate Behaviour 
Featuring Patrick Harding-Irmer 
https://vimeo.com/136418016 
 
Interprete – chapter eight – Inappropriate Behaviour 
Featuring Ross Philip 
https://vimeo.com/136368317 
 
The Interprete films could they be seen as eight chapters, 
whre the four British dancers and the four Australian 
dancers respond to my motif. The use of social media has 
been integral in the research as a mode of attracting an 
audience to view and critique the works before they enter 
the exhibition space. 



The intention is to screen the films in an exhibition space 
projecting them directly onto the walls of the gallery where I 
anticipate a dance dialogue to ensue. The images$would be 
shown life-size to give the work a more personal edge.  
 
 
!
Creative Works  
For the first exhibition in July 2015 I experimented with 
screening the eight films in a gallery space, projected onto 
three gallery walls. By screening the films ‘life-size’ the 
dancers will appear to engage in a dance dialogue with 
each other. The arrangement of three data projectors on 
the floor as opposed to the ceiling by a rig was 
experimental and not without issues. By uploading the films 
to three separate hard drives and adding them to the data 
projector the films were then projected onto three of the 
gallery walls. The visuals with the accompanying 
soundtrack proved very effective and feedback from 
viewers was positive. Indeed, there were virtually no 
comments discussing the age of the dancers but more of 
how beautifully they moved in the space and who these 
dancers were. By screening the dancers larger than life  it 
highlighted their movements and gestures which was most 
engaging to the audience. 
  
From this point I decided to investigate amalgamating the 
eight dancers into one new film. This experiment proved 
most positive though having to choose which pieces to edit 
was challenging but the final cut was not unlike 
choreographing a dance except the material at hand was 
film. This work is titled: Interprete/Inappropriate Behaviour 
 
Please go to this link: https://vimeo.com/136466421 
 
This film later won a gold award in the UK. 
http://www.pdsw.org.uk/dance-development/dance-for-
health/dance-for-older-people/joie-de-vivre-dance-film-
competition-2/joie-de-vivre-dance-film-competition-2015/ 
 
This prize enabled me to showcase the work and ensure 
the visibility of the mature dancer through the lens of film. 
 
 
Research Aims 
That dancers ‘speak’ with their bodies is a given as they 
dance but the opportunity to hear them voice their thoughts 
is rare. The questionnaire sent to numerous dancers across 
the globe has given great insight and validity to their 
process. British dancer Jennifer Jackson, who featuress in 
creative element of the PhD, observes: 
 
As an old practitioner I observe profound shifts in 
the balance between the athletic and artistic 
dimensions of my own dance. I am interested in 
how this plays out in the choreography, plus how 
mature dance challenges the aesthetics of 
established dance performance, especially in 
ballet, which is closely associated with youthful 
beauty and athletic virtuosity and as a means of 
purely technical rather than creative 
development.5  
 
Susan Barling, (Australian Dance Artists) who also features 
in the films states: 
 
Maturity helps my performance, I’m not trying to pull off a 
triple turn – I’m aware of the infinite possibilities I have to 

express myself within the dance. Before I thought it was 
more about perfection, now I feel it is more about 
connection. 6  
 
Nicholas Minns, also featured in the film discussed his 
thoughts regarding the mature dancer: 
 
These are not older dancers strutting their stuff 
past their virtuosic prime – as some older dancers 
have been know to do – but offering us the rich 
territory of individual and shared dance 
experience.7 
 
In 1986, dancer and choreographer Siobhan Davies was 
creating a new choreographic work: Bridge the Distance.  
Her chosen dancer was former London Contemporary 
Dance Theatre, Patrick Harding-Irmer, and then considered 
a veteran dancer aged forty. Davies stated: 
 
That dance then was seen as a physical manifestation of 
youth, vibrancy, high jumps and technical expertise and I 
loved it when I see something that is as thoughtful as 
Patrick’s one simple move.8 
 
It seems incredulous now that Harding-Irmer could have 
been considered old at that time when his physicality and 
form seemed ambiguous. He is now nearing seventy and 
his collaboration with both the primary and creative 
research has been pivotal. 
 
Analysis 
In today’s Internet world the importance of social media is 
essential in the promotion of film and the issue of mature 
dance featuring on the platforms of Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram have been essential ingredients to indorsing the 
visibility of the older dancer.  There is a growing industry in 
dance films globally and this assists in opening further 
dialogue around value and validation of these mature 
performers. Undoubtedly, dancers carry a lifetime of 
embodiment, a history of dance vocabulary within them, but 
recognition that they carry a chronicle of movement within 
their limbs has been slow to materialise. Many dancers are 
challenging the concept that being older does not 
necessitate the end of a career, emphasising the 
significance of being mature carries a specialised 
embodiment that can only be attributed to life experience 
and should be viewed as a positive.9 The mature dancer’s 
body is the instrument of their physicality. British dancer 
Wendy Houstoun, fifty-five, acknowledges that she feels 
somewhat strange being a mature dancer, and questions 
her relevance and visibility when perceived by younger 
contemporary onlookers.10 As she notes, ‘It becomes an 
odder and odder thing to do, to exhibit age through 
movement.’11 
 
Individual reflection 
My personal embodied experience of this journey, from the 
young performer through to the mature dancer has also 
been intrinsic to this research. To have this project 
discussed within the wider dance community would 
potentially enlighten and encourage all dancers, whether 
they are young or mature-aged, to acknowledge, that the 
‘dancing does not have to stop’ at a set time of life. Ageing 
dancers have demonstrated that performance need not 
end. Support from choreographers and audiences alike are 
indicating this to be true. It is not a case of older dancers 
performing past their corporeal ability but their performance 
skills are a sharing of their accumulated individual dance 



knowledge and this can only be the case because they are 
mature. The opportunity to address the older dancer 
through the practice of digital technology has enabled me 
to discuss my research at conferences in England, Sweden 
and Australia and screening of the film 
Interprete/Inappropriate Behaviour is opening a much 
needed dialogue in the western dance world concerning 
value, validation and visibility of the mature dancer. 
 
$
Conclusion 
Years of knowledge and wisdom stored within these older 
bodies go to waste and audiences lose transformative 
experiences as we, as a society, revel in the virtuosity of 
youth and fail to see physical feats as merely one aspect of 
an artistic investigation.12 
 
Through digital technology showcasing dance on film is a 
great platform for exhibiting the mature dancer and getting 
the message across that ‘the dance by date’ is no longer 
applicable. “The one that hits dance hardest is ageism and 
it is the last to be explicitly addressed.” 13 Could it be that 
these words are now being given the spotlight and ageism 
in dance could be a thing of the past? 
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