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Abstract  

 

This research questions the taboo issue of ageing and its relationship to the early 

retirement of professional dancers in western dance culture. 

My personal experience as a dancer informs this research which examines the 

contribution that older, experienced dancers (OEDs) make to current dialogues 

relating to performance and ageism in the field of dance. The dancers within this 

study have chosen to extend their careers beyond the western ballet and 

contemporary dance industries’ expectations of an acceptable age to perform. They 

endeavour to retain visibility despite entrenched discrimination, which begins at 

around the age of thirty-five, curtailing careers before they have had the opportunity 

to mature. Thus, I observe from a European-Australian standpoint the endemic 

ageism and lack of recognition these under-represented dancers within western 

dance culture endure. 

To meet the aims of the research, an interdisciplinary and practice-led approach has 

been employed to investigate dancers and ageing through a survey, interviews, and 

by producing dance films in collaboration with a cohort of OEDs. This research 

places importance not only on the performances of the dancers, but also on their 

verbal accounts of their practice. Their observations offer unique insight into their 

physical and mental endurance at a challenging time of life and give voice to the 

issue of ageism in dance.  

The practice-led outcomes are a series of short dance films that feature nine OEDs, 

including myself, as visual documentation that demonstrates their craft and 

epitomises a life of training, nuance, and embodied memory. Through the form of 

screendance, I intend to create an inclusive space for OEDs by ensuring they remain 

visible. In doing so, this research demonstrates a new understanding, professional 

appreciation, and empathy towards the OED. By using the form of screendance, this 

research acknowledges the OED not only for their corporeal difference but also for 

how their practice, rather than their age, defines them. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

When is it time to farewell dance?   

⎯Yvonne Rainer1 

 

The purpose of this research is to investigate how ageism has impacted on the 

professional practice of male and female older experienced dancers (OEDs). Older 

Experienced Dancers (OEDs) is my term to describe dancers who have undertaken 

professional training who are now over the age of forty and who have never ceased 

performing to the public.  This research extends from my own experience as a 

professionally trained classical and contemporary dancer who now finds herself in 

the category of the OED. This research employs a mixed methodological approach; 

discourses on ageism form the critical basis from which creative, practice-led 

research outcomes are produced.2 Using the qualitative research methods of the 

survey and face to face interviews, I have gathered OED voices to explore the 

perspectives of ageing by OEDs. These responses, along with my own experience, 

are analysed and evaluated to create dance films3 through the genre of screendance.4 

I will discuss identity as expressed in Wainwright and Turner's declaration that 

“being a dancer is not just something that you do, it is something that you are.”5 

A review of literature that investigates ageism in society is necessary to define the 

problem and understand the extent of this prejudice in western society, and 

specifically, in the field of dance. Here, I draw upon scholars who have analysed 

societal attitudes to ageing. The voices of dance scholars who critically explore how 

 
1 Yvonne Rainer, “The Aching Body in Dance,” PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art 36, no. 1 

(2014): 3. 

2 See 1.1 Defining Ageism. 

3 Dance films are the literal products of dance visually recorded on film that are created 

specifically for the camera, while screendance is the genre that dance films sit within. 

4 “Since the start of the new millennium screendance has secured its place in the larger art world 

through festivals, museum and gallery exhibitions, and a significant body of scholarly research and 

it has become an international movement populated by artists who bring their unique geographical 

voice to this hybrid of dance and the moving image.” Douglas Rosenberg, ed., The Oxford 

Handbook of Screendance Studies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 1. 

5 Steven P. Wainwright and Bryan S. Turner, “Aging and the Dancing Body,” in Aging Bodies: 

Images and Everyday Experience, ed. Christopher A. Faircloth (Oxford: Altamira Press, 2003), 

270. 
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older dancers navigate ageism and retirement within western dance culture are also 

vital to this research. Following this review, I will outline the structure of this 

exegesis which will be divided into five chapters. 

 

1.1 Defining Ageism 

Gerontologist Robert Butler’s seminal article ‘Age-Ism: Another Form of Bigotry’ 

contends that ageism is a new type of bigotry that permeates western society.6 He 

defined this concept as, “age discrimination or age-ism, prejudice by one age group 

towards another,”7 thereby highlighting contempt for the elderly. This 

discrimination is maintained within western dance culture where youth reigns and 

ageing predicates whether a dancer continues or retires. Claiming ageism is a 

“peculiar form of social oppression” that gerontologist Bill Bytheway claims 

appears in a wide range of circumstances that affect all people, young or old.8 He 

emphasises how “important and pervasive age has become in the relationship 

between the individual and society.”9  Bytheway notes that nineteenth century law 

concentrated upon the institutional control of people as indicated by their age.10 His 

comparison to the plight of the elderly and my observations regarding OEDs reads, 

“chronological cleansing is the ultimate act of ageism.”11 I argue the culture of 

classical ballet, and to an extent, contemporary dance, maintain the dance-by-date 

attitudes held by western dance institutions.  

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical schema addressing the dancer’s 

body as habitus and physical capital provides a useful approach to understanding 

the way ageing is perceived in dance. Habitus, he writes, can be understood as “the 

body, its embodied history.”12 I am using Bourdieu’s conception of the body in the 

 
6 Robert N. Butler, "Age-Ism: Another Form of Bigotry." The Gerontologist 9, no. 4 (1 December 

1969): 243—46. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/9.4_Part_1.243. 

7 Butler, “Age-Ism,” 243. 

8 Bill Bytheway, Ageism, (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1995). 1. 

9 Bytheway, Ageism, 8. 

10 Bytheway, Ageism, 18. 

11 Bytheway, Ageism, 27. 

12 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice. [Le sens practique], (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), 

56. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/9.4_Part_1.243.
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context of this research to signify the subjectivity and practice of the OED. Bourdieu 

speaks of “an autonomy of form” as an artist’s right.13 To apply Bourdieu’s habitus 

of the young, athletic and agile to dancer’s body to older dancers who oppose the 

‘norm’, it can be argued that OEDs experience a lack of autonomy in practice as 

they age. Within the context of this research, I extend this notion of corporeal to 

conceive of the OED as one who embodies lived experience, wisdom, and 

expression; qualities that have come with ageing and which deserve greater critical 

attention.14 

 

While we may appreciate the experience of the older dancer, would we prefer to see 

the younger dancer perform? The importance of visibility is bound up with the 

dancer’s sense of self; performing retains visibility whilst ageing reduces them to 

the invisible. Dance scholar Elizabeth Schwaiger15 has critiqued the representation 

and experience of ageing, decline and retirement on young and older professional 

dancers. Schwaiger states, “the stigmatization of ageing, weight, disability, frailty 

and illness in performing bodies suggests that in western cultures the culturally 

legitimated and valued performing body is young and ‘able bodied.”16 Schwaiger 

assesses how ageism is perceived from an Australian dance culture perspective. 

Unpacking the taboo issue of ageing in dance, she questions why performing at a 

mature age goes against the grain, looking at the dancer’s physicality versus the 

ideal body. She writes, “dancers in western cultures engaged in an art form that is 

both aesthetic and athletic practice, a practice in which the ageing body impacts the 

subjectivity of the dancer and her or his future much earlier than many other 

careers.”17 Schwaiger used qualitative research methods through face to face 

interviews to question dancers directly about ageism. Her research gathered data 

from unidentified, still performing, and retired classical ballet dancers from ages 

twenty-six to seventy-six years. She concentrated on corporeality and the bodily 

 
13 Pierre Bourdieu, "The Aristocracy of Culture." Chap. 1 In Distinction: A Social Critique of the 

Judgement of Taste, 3-89, (London: Taylor & Francis Group 2010), 41. 

14 Bourdieu, “The Aristocracy,” 41. 

15 Elizabeth Schwaiger, “Ageing, Gender, Embodiment and Dance, Finding a Balance” 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan), 2012. 

16 Schwaiger, Ageing, Gender, x. 

17 Schwaiger, Ageing, Gender, x. 
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agency of dancers, cultural expectations and how decline through ageing is viewed.  

Further, she investigated ageism through diverse dance backgrounds, from western 

and non-western cultures to gather insight into how ageing is perceived. Similar to 

my own aim, Schwaiger is keen to dismantle this concept and she has therefore 

exerted significant influence on this research project. 

 

Sociologists Steven Wainwright and Bryan Turner recognised a need to re-examine 

how ageing has impacted the practice of dancers by using qualitative methods such 

as interviews.18 They observed how ballet dancers are neglected within the research 

parameters of sociology and the body. Their research examined cultural perceptions 

of ageing, embodiment and lived experience, habitus, careers and injury amongst 

dancers and former dancers of the Royal Ballet Company. Their interest lay in 

dancers’ bodily perceptions of ageing and injuries and how they dealt with these 

issues of decline. They applied Bourdieu’s habitus as a project that is unfinished and 

ongoing, emphasising “it is not simply a state of mind, it is a bodily state of being.”19 

Wainwright and Turner imply that habitus can be fractured by ageing20 and that the 

dancer’s body or physical capital, “is transient: it grows and then declines with 

age.”21  Arguably, a non-dancer does not experience this dilemma that all dancers 

face at some point in their career. Through face to face interviews and verbal 

accounts, Wainwright and Turner investigated how ageing physically affected a 

dancer’s performance and revealed how they adjusted accordingly.22 

 

A similar study by older dancers Jacky Lansley and Fergus Early23 who interviewed 

known dance pioneers from the ’70’s and ’80’s. With ages spanning from forty to 

 
18 Steven P. Wainwright, and Bryan S. Turner. "Epiphanies of Embodiment: Injury, Identity and 

Balletic Body," Qualitative Research 4, no. 3 (2004): 311–37. 

19 Steven P. Wainwright, and Bryan S. Turner. "Just Crumbling to Bits? An Exploration of the 

Body, Ageing, Injury and Career in Classical Ballet Dancers," Sociology 40, no. 2 (April 2006): 

237–55. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038506062031. 

http://soc.sagepub.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/content/40/2/237.full.pdf+html. 241. 
20 Wainwright and Turner, “Just Crumbling to Bits.” 241. 

21 Wainwright and Turner, “Just Crumbling to Bits,”  242. 

22 Wainwright and Turner, “Just Crumbling to Bits,”  246. 

23 Jacky Lansley and Fergus Early, The Wise Body: Conversations with Experienced Dancers 

(Bristol: Intellect, 2011). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038506062031.
http://soc.sagepub.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/content/40/2/237.full.pdf+html.
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eighty years, from across a wide range of independent dance practices, Lansley and 

Early researched the dancers’ craft, ageism and how ageing had impacted their 

practice. Identifying their subjects added nuance to the research. A few of the 

interviewed dancers are still performing and challenging western dance stereotypes 

with their ageing physiques and embodied dance experience. Lansley and Early 

have a unique interest in the aspects of ageing and how it affects their own practice 

in conjunction with the OED. Their investigations offer understanding into a time 

of life that is individually challenging.  

 

Like Lansley and Early, Mark Edward is a dancer and academic who explores the 

issues of ageism and the ageing body through his experiences as an OED aged in 

his forties, who is producing his own material about ageing. His research chips away 

at an institutionalised dance aesthetic, which he states, “needs older visible bodies 

which can dislodge and move ageing and ability discrimination.”24 His position as 

an independent practitioner living and negotiating age-bias means Edward views 

himself as a ‘living archive.’25 Dancers who can articulate the experience of ageism 

can produce a dance culture that is more diverse and inclusive. 

 

Some dancers over the age of forty, and particularly those in classical ballet, feel as 

feminist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir observed as “reduced in rank.”26 As they 

transition to what is termed ‘adult parts’,27 these dancers are assigned character roles 

that require little or no dancing. De Beauvoir accurately describes how “the 

individual who loses his [her] social status together with his [her] occupation has a 

most distressing feeling of being reduced to nothing.”28 This viewpoint was 

experienced by some dancers surveyed for this research. Further details analysing 

their experiences are found in Chapter 3 De Beauvoir stresses that generally, society 

 
24 Mark Edward, Mesearch and the Performing Body (Cham, Switzerland: Birkhauser Verlag AG, 

2018), 40. 

25 Edward, Mesearch, 36. 

26 Simone de Beauvoir, Old Age, trans. Patrick O'Brian (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977). 

261. 

27 Adult parts in classical ballet, Mother, father, nurse, character roles. 

28 de Beauvoir, Old Age, 542. 
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cares little about the ageing which she found bewildering, “since every single 

member of the community must know that his [her] future is in question.”29 She 

goes on to observe, “old age is particularly difficult to assume because we have 

always regarded it as something alien, a foreign species.”30 Some dancers have a 

heightened awareness that ageing signals the termination of their careers when they 

appear, and feel, chronologically young. 

 

As athletes, ageing profoundly affects the dancer’s body. When the body starts to 

age, the lived bodily experience of the dancer is devalued. Feminist scholar 

Elizabeth Grosz has written, “I have access to knowledge of my body only by 

living.”31 This quote highlights the value of embodied knowledge experienced by 

the dancer who has aged. It is through the body that the audience experiences the 

dancer’s craft, and if ageing brings forward aforementioned qualities of experience, 

wisdom, and expression in performance, should their contribution to the field of 

dance be devalued? Maturation brings other virtues to performance; instead of huge 

leaps and endless pirouettes, an expressiveness such as Grosz suggests sees “the 

body is indeed the privileged object of power’s operations: power produces the body 

as a determinate type, with particular features, skills and attributes.”32 There are 

choreographers such as Pina Bausch, William Forsythe and Jiří Kylián who see the 

value of the older dancer, but this is not a general view. Should dance only be about 

virtuosity, agility, and youth? When we consider mature dancers such as Elizabeth 

Cameron Dalman (age 84) and Eileen Kramer (age 103), we witness life experience 

embodied in their performance. These dancers embody what de Beauvoir describes 

when she declares “that the last age is a liberation.”33 

 

 
29 De Beauvoir, Old Age, 243. 

30 De Beauvoir, Old Age, 316. 

31 Elizabeth Grosz. "Lived Bodies: Phenomenology and the Flesh." Chap. 4 in Volatile Bodies: 

Toward a Corporeal Feminism, (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1994), 86. 

32 Elizabeth Grosz, "The Body as Inscriptive Surface." Chap. 6 in Volatile Bodies: Toward a 

Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington and Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1994), 149. 

33  De Beauvoir, Old Age, 543. 
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Age critic Margaret Morgenroth Gullette examines ageism, physical decline, the age 

gaze and why ageing is seen, for some, as a problem.34 She describes her own 

corporeality, saying “my ‘default body’ is the current visible manifestation of my 

self-hood, my embodied psyche in culture over time.”35 This is an apt way to 

approach the OED as distinct from the ‘norm’ of the young, athletic and agile 

body.36 Gullette sees, as do I, ‘age on the body’ as a new kind of agency offering a 

parallel to the younger dancer’s body norm, of the OED norm. OEDs may not have 

the ‘meatiness of bodies’ as she describes, but they bring a presence that surpasses 

decline, ‘displaying culture in the body’.37 Ironically, many classical ballet roles 

require young dancers to act parts older than their age. While this practice is 

accepted, there is little allowance for dancers to chronologically age. This, Gullette 

points out, is “the difference of having an age and performing an age on stage.”38  

 

Dance critic Eva van Schaik’s39 article on ageism and retirement-focused on the 

creation of NDT3, a unique company that produced a paradigm shift in attitudes 

towards older dancers. She was conscious that “ballet has become an exclusive art 

for the youngest generation,”40 but that artistic director Jiří Kylián was making a 

stand against the bias enforced by western dance culture. Van Schaik states,  

“I firmly believe that the care for ageing dancers should not be left to politics 

and society alone: it also belongs to the responsibilities of art itself. In this 

respect international ballet leaders have a duty to educate their audiences too. 

Only these choreographers/artistic leaders may contribute to the emancipation 

of their art, who respectfully regard and exploit Time as an intimate stranger of 

the realisators of their works.41  

 

 
34 Margaret M. Gullette, Aged by Culture (Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press, 

2004), 7. 

35 Margaret M. Gullette,  "Acting Age on Stage: Age-Appropriate Casting, the Default Body, and 

Valuing a Property of Having an Age," Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 18, no. 1 

(2003), 9. 

36 Gullette, Aged by, 9. 

37 Gullette, Aged by, 11. 

38 Gullette, Aged by, 11. 

39 Eva van Schaik, "The Discrimination of Age in Ballet," Ballet International, 1991, 17–21. 

40 Van Schaik, “Discrimination of Age,” 17. 

41 Van Schaik, “Discrimination of Age,” 17. 
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Van Schaik believes “the emancipation of the ballet dancer” can be addressed 

through stronger responsibility from dance companies and choreographers to 

represent OEDs.42 She stressed that choreographers should look more closely at the 

mature dancer by creating specific work that brings their lived-body experience to 

the fore as opposed to the dancer illuminating the choreography. 

 

These scholars provide evidence of the prejudice against ageing in western dance 

culture and demonstrate a necessity to address this issue. My investigations into 

ageism in dance situates my research in an ongoing field of scholarship that aims to 

challenge negative attitudes toward the OED. Through production of a series of 

creative, practice-led outcomes, this research poses the question:  

Can the representation of practicing OEDs through screendance convey 

their value and challenge ageism within contemporary dance culture?  

 

 

1.2 Exegetical Structure 

The remainder of Chapter 1 will provide the background and motivation for this 

research into ageism in dance from the viewpoint as an ageing dancer. I will then 

clarify the position of the OED, explaining the methodological approaches of this 

research project in order to justify how the studio methods lead to the final 

screendance outcomes.  

In Chapter 2, I provide an overview of the western historical context of twentieth 

century dance. From the “baby ballerinas” of the 1930s, discussion follows of three 

prominent dancers who refused to follow the conventions of retiring by forty. This 

is followed by an examination of a ballerina who retired in 2007 aged forty-four and 

came back in 2015 to even greater prominence. I then discuss the Dutch company 

NDT3, formed in 1991 by Czech choreographer Jiří Kylián specifically for dancers 

aged over forty who forced a paradigm shift in the attitudes towards older dancers. 

 
42 Van Schaik, “Discrimination of Age,” 17–18. 
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Lastly, I introduce Pina Bausch whose intergenerational dance company champions 

choreography for the ageing body. 

In Chapter 3, I analyse interviews conducted for part of this research from eight key 

OEDs still active in the field of dance. Their responses revolve around ageism, their 

performance fitness, injuries, maturity, public image, audience perceptions, 

changing mindset, the body and how they feel at this time of life. The data proved 

insightful, and revealed their OED habitus concerning dancing, fitness and ageing 

within a culture that demands youth. The decision to focus on only eight dancers—

four from Sydney and four from London—allowed for more detailed analysis. These 

dancers were also selected because they collaborated and featured in the dance films 

produced for this research.  

In Chapter 4, I detail my studio experiments, from the beginnings of the ‘motif’ film, 

(2014), through to the collaboration with the eight OEDs discussed in Chapter 3. I 

outline technical decisions and outcomes achieved during the studio 

experimentation. I review the collaborations made with the Australian and British 

contingent of dancers, describing the pre- and postproduction processes that led to 

the dance film Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour (2015). Finally, I will briefly 

discuss the 2015 submission of Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour to a UK 

screendance competition featuring older dancers where it was awarded the gold 

prize. 

In Chapter 5, I examine my methods for the creation of the dance film utterly 

(in)appropriate (2017), featuring myself, produced while on an interdisciplinary 

residency in Scotland as a response to Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour. The 

strategies employed during the production, postproduction and later, the screening 

of utterly (in)appropriate in an exhibition in July 2017 in Australia are deliberated. 

Last, I provide an extended analysis leading to the installation of the final exhibition 

Corporeal Architecture in 2019.  

In the conclusion, I examine how the research has progressed since 2014, taking 

into consideration the data collected from the eight key dancers and clearly articulate 

the outcomes arising from the research which include interview and survey data, 
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exhibitions, conference papers and the national and international dance film 

screenings.  

 

1.3 Motivation for Starting This Research 

This research investigates classical ballet and contemporary dancers who continue 

to dance beyond industry expectations of an acceptable age, which is approximately 

thirty-five and how this is achieved. To borrow from feminist Simone de Beauvoir, 

it is an attempt “to break the conspiracy of silence,” surrounding ageism in the 

western classical ballet and contemporary dance sector.43 Prejudice against OEDs is 

prevalent in western dance culture. In contrast, older artists within the Eastern dance 

culture are acknowledged and respected as a community; for example, in Japan, the 

Noh44 dance art style, odori dancer Toshinami Hanayagi,45 and butoh dancer Kazuo 

Ohno have elevated ageing in dance. Elizabeth Schwaiger posits, “perceptions and 

experiences in the field of dance are both culturally and historically variable,” and 

these examples demonstrate the difference of attitudes regarding the ageing body.46  

Japanese dance scholar Nanako Nakajima observes that, within western dance 

culture, “the ageing body challenges the system of dance and the politics of 

aesthetics in dance.”47 Indeed, the ageing body is stigmatised in the west, and dance 

does not privilege the embodied knowledge of the OED. Despite these dancers’ 

distinct corporeality, resilience, and performance ability, there is little research that 

has analysed the contribution that OEDs are making or why ageism continues to 

permeate western dance culture. As Nakajima continues, “the contemporary Euro-

American dance’s normalised body continues the classical rejection of the aging 

body.”48  

 
43 De Beauvoir, Old Age, 8. 

44 Noh (能) is a Japanese dance form that comprises dance, drama, masks and music and is 

performed by senior male Japanese artists. 

45 Nanako Nakajima, “Overview,” in The Aging Body in Dance: A Cross-Cultural Perspective, ed. 

Nanako Nakajima and Gabriele Brandstetter (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 22. 

46 Schwaiger, Ageing, Gender, 155. 

47 Nakajima, “Overview,” 25. 

48 Nakajima, “Overview,” 20. 
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It is important to establish my credibility in undertaking this research and to outline 

the circumstances through which it came about. I am a sixty-year-old professionally 

trained dancer. I have undertaken this research to document the physical and mental 

challenges that I and many other OEDs experience, therefore, this research is 

conducted as an insider. This stance was also adopted by OEDs Jacky Lansley and 

Fergus Early for their publication, the Wise Body: conversations with experienced 

dancers.49 This research approach demonstrates the centrality of recording the direct 

experiences of dancers to illuminate ageism and to reveal systemic exclusion. 

Through primary research whereby I engage and collaborate with professional 

OEDs, I am able to expose the issues of ageism and exclusion experienced by them. 

The creative screendance works produced during this research confer an acceptance 

of the OEDs craft, and enables audiences to (re)discover them. In doing so, I aim to 

remove the age-defining adjective, simply referring to them as ‘dancer’.  

‘Decrepitude’ refers to an ageing, or elderly person, physically worn out. It was a 

term used by dance writer Meredith Daneman to describe the feet of prima ballerina 

Margot Fonteyn.50 In that single word, I saw OEDs and myself. It prompted me to 

investigate attitudes towards professional OEDs, to seek them out for interviews, 

and to question why they are so undervalued and invisible in the contemporary 

western dance environs. They are not seen because there are fewer opportunities for 

OEDs to perform, despite this many OEDs continue to push their careers within the 

Independent dance sector in order to maintain visibility. 

  

Figure 1 Progression of a dancer. Sonia aged 10,16, 30 and 60 years of age 

I commenced studying classical ballet in 1962 at the mere age of four. At sixteen, I 

was studying at the Royal Ballet School (RBS) in London where there was little or 

 
49 Lansley and Early, The Wise Body, 11. 

50 Meredith Daneman, Margot Fonteyn (London: Penguin Group, 2004), 532. 
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no respect for older dancers. In hindsight, this attitude is unwarranted and shocking. 

After attending the London School of Contemporary Dance, I stopped training aged 

nineteen. At twenty-nine, I returned to dance at the Laban Centre for Movement and 

Dance (LABAN), where I was unexpectedly confronted with ageist comments. My 

younger dance colleagues considered my appearance an intrusion, giving me the 

soubriquet ‘Miss P,’ a derogatory term referring to a pensioner. Undeterred by this 

prejudice, I auditioned for LABAN’s touring company, Transitions, but I was not 

accepted. Despite this rejection, I continued a further two years of tuition. I have 

documented my dance progress throughout my career (Figure 1). 

After migrating to Australia in 1994, I taught ballet and contemporary technique for 

thirteen years. My urge to keep performing was strong, even though opportunities 

for an OED were limited; one had to create their own opportunities. My last 

performance at age fifty made me question what else could I still achieve within a 

dance context if performing was not a viable option. I considered my personal 

experiences could open a discussion about dancers and ageing and allow an 

examination of our experiences of prejudice in the dance world.  

 

1.4 OED - The Older, Experienced Dancer 

In 2013, I initiated my inquiry into ageism within the western dance world, 

searching for OEDs to find out from them why this discrimination persists. Rather 

than speculating how many there were in Europe and Australia, I decided to locate 

them and see if they would respond to the research. From this point, I recognised 

further information from these dancers was necessary; that is, to discover their 

voices, opinions, and why they have continued to dance.  

In western society and in dance, there is a fear of confronting the concept of ageing, 

and most are unaccustomed to viewing the older body in magazines, photographs, 

or film. There are uncertain expectations of what we might see when watching a 

senior dancer, precisely because they are not commonly seen. Dance critic Roslyn 

Sulcas agrees, “it has been rare to see older dancers remain in repertory 
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companies.”51 Should these dancers remain in the company, they often assume the 

character roles of older adults. This transition is considered quite customary in the 

ballet world, but it is not the preferred route for many dancers. For some reaching 

thirty-five or forty years of age, the urge to continue to dance is strong as opposed 

to assuming teaching or choreography roles. Edward asserts,  

Dancers in later life tend to gravitate towards choreography (as though this is 

their inherited right). Yet the idea of a professional dancer continuing to dance 

above and beyond a certain age in western culture is somehow deemed a social 

faux pas.52 

Visible signs of ageing lead to a negative stigma, as former New York City Ballet 

dancer Toni Bentley observes. She argued, “any hint of facial wrinkles, teary eyes, 

drops of sweat, audible breathing or diminishing energy levels is [seen as] a sign of 

imperfection. They are symptoms of mortality.”53 Then in her twenties, Bentley 

documented her fear of ageing as a member of the corps de ballet within this major 

ballet company. American modern dancer Martha Graham stated that a dancer 

undergoes two forms of death; first, the body is in decline and then there is the 

finality of death itself.54 

The experience that Bentley describes is similar to that expressed by most OEDs, 

wherein being over forty creates a form of invisibility.55 The fields of gerontology 

and social sciences have affirmed the perception that ageing seniors are less relevant 

to society and this is mirrored in dance.56 The younger dancer’s body has come to 

epitomise the qualities used to discriminate against the OED. Dance scholar 

Kathleen White confirms, “ageism saturates dance culture in which the dancer has 

to accept the undefended aspects of age.”57 It appears to be a profession in which 

people are implicitly expected to quit their careers just at the moment that they are 

beginning to mature.  Other contributing factors occur which may include injuries, 

 
51 Roslyn Sulcas, “Bodies of Knowledge,” Dance Magazine Inc, 9 May 1998, 59. 

52 Mark Edward, “More Hip Op Than Hip Hop,” Animated Magazine, 2011. 

53 Toni Bentley, Winter Season: A Dancer's Journal (Gainesville, Florida: University Press of 

Florida, 1982), 17. 

54 Martha Graham, Blood Memory, an Autobiography (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 238. 

55 Bentley, Winter Season, 50. 

56 Wainwright and Turner, “Aging and the Dancing Body,” 259. 

57 Kathleen D. White, “Mirrors and Dance Culture: Modes Response to the Dancer's Self Image” 

(Master’s dissertation, San Jose State University, 1999), 62. 
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not wishing to take on ancillary roles, childrearing, or retraining for a second 

career.58 ‘Maturity’ meant different things to each dancer who participated in the 

survey.  Some felt it was not necessarily aligned with being older, but with the 

experience of being a dancer over a prolonged period of time, and as such should be 

respected.59 Building a career takes time, even though invariably in the dance world, 

it is usually short, however, it is the OED’s life experience and maturity that is 

lacking value. Through interviews, a number of OEDs stressed how maturity has 

enabled them to better prepare before,60and during performing,61and aided their 

belief in what can be achieved.62 Some dancers believe maturity to be a positive 

attribute.63 

Should the dancer have to retire, their dance knowledge is lost. This loss of a career 

can affect a person’s identity, leading a dancer to feel part of a disenfranchised 

demographic — aged and invisible. Undoubtedly, dancers carry a history of dance 

vocabulary within them, but recognition of this chronicle of movement within their 

bodies has been slow to materialise. As Edward has stated, “we are each an 

embodiment of our living C.V.”64 This prejudice towards older dancers is 

questioned by OED advocate and dancer Fergus Early, who is at a loss to explain 

why ageism has become so pervasive in the dance world. He feels that ageing should 

be viewed as a positive quality that brings the richness of life experience: 

…an artform which denies the participation of its most experienced exponents 

is subjecting itself to a kind of lobotomy: the artist whose practice has grown 

 
58 Schwaiger, Ageing, Gender, 43. 

59 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Patrick 

Harding-Irmer qu. 10). 

60 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Lucinda Dunn 

qu. 10). 

61 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Jennifer 

Jackson qu. 10). 

62 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Debbie Lee 

Anthony qu. 10). 

63 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Anca 

Frankenhaeuser qu. 10). 

64 Edward, "More Hip Op Than Hip Hop." Animated, 24. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
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for and developed over many years has a voice that needs to be heard and a 

dance that needs to be danced.65 

Fortunately, the inclusion and visibility of the OED is being fought for by dancers 

such as Early. OEDs who continue to test the unwritten rule of ‘oldness’ are freed 

of the concept suggested by German dance scholar Susanne Martin as “an 

appropriate dance body or age limit veering away from western dance 

parameters”.66 Martin, an OED was eager to establish how to frame the ageing 

trained body through performance, differently. She sees this stance as challenging 

decline, “to adjust one’s individual physical and creative practice in accordance to 

a body that is understood not to be static but vulnerable and changing.”67 OED Liz 

Aggiss describes her expectations from her audience as they respond to her 

corporeality, “they are weighing you up ... I know that the audience needs time to 

understand that this body is a different kind of body, and this is a solo female body 

who is inhabiting work in a very different way.”68  Knowing Aggiss is challenging 

the normative narrative of the younger dancer, she has an acceptance that her 

audience will perceive her difference, seeing this vulnerability as a strength.  

Dance phenomenologist Maxine Sheets-Johnstone describes dancers having “the 

lived experience” of the dance,69 because “dancers and the dance are one.”70 Dance 

is created/choreographed, and the dancer interprets the choreography through 

his/her bodily movements. Over time an OEDs’ experience of dancing and life 

experience embellishes their performance and as such a human connection is forged 

because they are older. This was observed by Jennifer Jackson and Susie Crow in 

their project “Dancing the Invisible,”71 whose audience found a connection through 

ageing, in the OEDs’ corporeality. Dancer and academic Karen Barbour, indicates 

 
65 Fergus Early, “The Beauty of Reality: Older Professional Dancers,” Ch. 7 in Age and Dancing: 

Older People and Community Dance Practice, ed. Diane Amans (UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 

72. 

66 Susanne Martin, Dancing Age(Ing) (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2017), 20. 

67 Susanne Martin, Dancing, Ag(Ing), 109. 

68 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Liz Aggiss qu. 

3). 

69 Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, The Phenomenology of Dance, 2nd ed. (London: Dance Books Ltd, 

1979), 4. 

70 Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, The Phenomenology of Dance, 6. 

71 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Jennifer 

Jackson qu. 4). 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
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the relevance of the OEDs’ embodied experience is exhibited through their 

movements, culture, emotional, artistic and spiritual experience.72 An expression 

echoed by Elizabeth Schwaiger who stresses that the subjectivity of the OED is 

“inextricably embodied.”73  This aligns with Lansley and Early’s beliefs that their 

lived experience of dance is an undervalued asset that not only embellishes 

performance, but the artform in general.74  Despite this, OED dance performances 

are still rare sightings, but this slowly changing, with dancers Elizabeth Cameron 

Dalman, eighty-four years,75 Eileen Kramer, 104 years76 and Siv Anders, seventy-

nine years,77 challenging that being older does not necessarily mean the end of 

performing, they still have much to say through dance. 

Being an older practitioner myself, I view the OED from an artistic and personal 

perspective, acknowledging craft, life experience, and embodiment of dance as 

qualities that embellish the performativity of the OEDs.78   

 

1.5 Methodological Approach 

In 2013, during my Honours degree, I created a pilot survey regarding dancers and 

ageing. I requested two OEDs to respond with their views, Canadian contemporary 

dancer Louise Lecavalier and former RBC soloist Jennifer Jackson, the latter of 

whom will be discussed in Chapter 2. These dancers stated that there was no end to 

their performing lives despite the stigma of ‘age-appropriate’ dance.79 They believe 

that their practice is enriched through embodiment and experience, which has been 

 
72 Karen Barbour, "Knowing Differently, Living Creatively: Embodied Ways of Knowing," Chap. 

5 in Dancing across the Page, (Bristol: Intellect Books Ltd, 2011), 88. 

73 Schwaiger, Ageing, Gender, 79. 

74 Lansley, and Early, The Wise Body, 13. 

75 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Elizabeth 

Cameron Dalman). 

76 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Eileen 

Kramer). 

77 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Siv Anders). 

78 Tom Barone and Eliot W. Eisner, Arts Based Research (Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, 

2012), 57. 

79 Schwaiger, Ageing, Gender, 76. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
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refined over the course of their long careers.80 The survey responses collected and 

analysed from these two performers validated there was scope to continue the 

research in further detail with other OEDs in Europe and Australia.81 Progressing 

this research through a practice-led methodology would provide the opportunity to 

address the wider discrimination experienced by OEDs that this early research had 

revealed. 

The methodological approaches taken in this research are based in grounded theory 

and include qualitative methods of biographical analysis, surveys, and interviews. 

Sociologists Robert Thornberg and Kathy Charmaz suggest that grounded research 

encompasses the simultaneous collection and analysis of data, which allows for 

theorising from the ground up.82 Grounded theory involves gathering and analysing 

data in order to formulate an argument and suggests ways of collecting the data 

through interview research, biography, and survey. Robert Thornberg and Kathy 

Charmaz suggest this is a simultaneous process, with the content and analysis of the 

data informing each other.83 In this way, the responses are evaluated through 

comparisons, variations, and viewpoints received. Through this method, the survey 

and the data gathered and then analysed provided insightful information regarding 

the practice and opinions of OEDs, and it is hoped that this material could enlighten 

others. 

This research is qualitative in nature because it required me to gain an intimate 

understanding of the views of other OEDs. This was an appropriate methodology 

for collating the information gathered from the survey, sorting the data by grouping 

of similarities and differences, which, when coded, gave insights into the dancers’ 

experiences and perspectives. The opinions of these dancers were obtained via a 

survey and some semi-structured interviews.84 Heidi Julien suggests that survey 

research is a common method used to gather data for analysis, and it was deemed 

 
80 Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 56. 

81 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts. 

82 Robert Thornberg and Kathy Charmaz, “Grounded Theory and Theoretical Coding,” ed. Uwe 

Flick, The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis (London: SAGE Publications, 2013), 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282243. 11. 

83 Thornberg and Charmaz, “Grounded Theory and Theoretical Coding.” 

84 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282243
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
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viable for collecting information from a large group of dancers.85 Further, 

biographical analysis was required to gain insight into their agency and dance 

practice, where the agency of the OED is to remain visible by continuing to perform, 

thus resisting and altering the expectations of a dance-by-date. Responses from 

thirty-eight OEDs were obtained either by face to face interview or via e-mail from 

2014-2018. However, in order to limit the parameters of the data for the benefit of 

the exegesis, responses from only eight select dancers are analysed and presented 

here.86 These dancers are Anca Frankenhaeuser, Patrick Harding-Irmer, Susan 

Barling, Ross Philip, Jennifer Jackson, Susie Crow, Ann Dickie and Nicholas 

Minns, and they all responded via email.87 These particular dancers were invited to 

participate because they were either known to me personally or through ‘snowball 

sampling’,88 where dancers recommended colleagues, or because their reputation 

and long careers in dance positions them as leaders in the field. The survey was 

comprised of ten specific questions that aimed to find out how these OEDs kept 

dancing, their thoughts on ageism, corporeality, physical and mental wellbeing, 

ageing, fitness regimes, maturity, injuries, prejudice, their process, and how they are 

perceived as older performers by other dancers and audiences.89 Ethical clearance 

was applied for and approved to enable the dancers to take part in the survey and 

the results to be analysed and published.90 

 I felt it was key that the identities of the dancers responding to the survey be known, 

because their long careers and high reputations would provide informed feedback. 

This selection also ensured that their feedback held industry weight, demonstrating 

that the results could be important and beneficial in affecting change in attitudes 

 
85 Heidi Julien, “Survey Research,” in The Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitaitve Research Methods, 

ed. Lisa M. Given (Thousand Oaks: The SAGE Publications, Inc., 2012). 

86 Thornberg and Charmaz, “Grounded Theory and Theoretical Coding.” 

87 They later collaborated with me by each performing a solo dance that I filmed. These dance 

films will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

88 Snowball sampling is where participants enlist different members for a test or analysis. 

Noy Chaim, “Sampling Knowledge: The Hermeneutics of Snowball Sampling in Qualitative 

Research”. International Journal of Social Research Methodology 11, no. 4 (October 2008): 327–

44. 

89 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts. 

90 QCA/14/14/HREC NR: “Ageism and the Mature Dancer.” In Appendices. 
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towards ageism in western dance culture. In using this methodology, my research 

supports these dancers’ embodied history, continued performance, and corporeal 

value, which places new importance and acceptance of the OED.  

The interview approach I took was influenced by the work of dance critic Barbara 

Newman, who in her publication Striking a Balance: Dancers Talk about Dancing, 

interviewed twenty-four principal ballet dancers, some retired, regarding a specific 

role they had danced in their career.  Not wanting to rely on reviews or photographs 

she states, “you must go straight to the dancer and ask. No one else can tell you, 

because no one else knows.”91 This approach offered the dancers an opportunity to 

verbally communicate, as opposed to their usual way of expressing themselves 

physically through dance, though Newman mentioned that some offered to dance 

for her rather than express verbally.92 The interviews I conducted commenced as 

soon as the audio equipment was turned on, with informal conversations held and 

observations made beforehand. The interviews were informative, very relaxed, and 

produced engaging dialogue.93 Sometimes, the dancers provided information I had 

not anticipated, because the conversational format allowed for a more personable 

and authentic interaction between myself and the OED.94 After audio recording, all 

the interviews were transcribed and coded. Wainwright and Turner used similar 

face-to-face interviews to investigate ‘ballet memoirs,’ looking at embodiment, 

injury, careers, habitus and ageing, through the participation of both company and 

former members, critiquing other researchers for drawing on secondary sources.95 

Although some of their interviewees (who were anonymous) were still dancing over 

the age of forty, most were retirees. My research differs because my focus 

exclusively involves still-performing OEDs. Further, it was important for my 

research to disclose the surveyed dancer’s identity to reveal their industry reputation 

and uncover their comments regarding ageing and how ageism has impacted their 

practice. Like Janet Millar, I found interviewing the subjects face to face was a more 

 
91 Newman, introduction to Striking a Balance: Dancers Talk about Dancing (London: Elm Tree 

Books, 1982).  

92 Ibid.  

93 Svend Brinkmann, “Interviewing,” in The Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods, 

ed. Lisa M. Given (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2012). 

94 Brinkmann, “Interviewing.” 

95 Wainwright and Turner, “Just Crumbling to Bits?’, 238.  
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successful method for gathering detailed data, as the email responses tended to be 

too brief. 96  

In 2017, I started the transcription and analysis, followed by organising the data to 

make comparisons and note variations and similarities between the responses. This 

information provided insight into each dancer’s identity and bodily experience as a 

performer. Their habitus signifies their bodily difference from the conventional 

dancer depicting an autonomy that does not receive the same value.97  Their agency 

indicates they have continued performing regardless of age, identify as an older 

dancer, and are distinguished by being corporeally different from the stereotypical, 

younger dancer.98  

 

1.6 Studio Methods 

Through practice-led research I focused on producing dance films and photography 

that feature the corporeality of the OED, so as to illuminate the issue of ageism in 

dance through digital technology. This project was concerned with producing dance 

for the screen. I intended to produce an emotional connection with the viewer 

through film, with performances which exhibited the dancers’ corporeal 

individuality and artistry.99 Though their performances were recorded live, my 

intention was to make work specifically with OEDs for the screendance genre.  

Artist and scholar Douglas Rosenberg suggested that screendance is the hybrid of 

dance and film, it “codifies a particular space of representation and, by extension, 

meaning,” between the dancer in motion, the camera and the viewer.100 Dance 
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films101 are the literal products of dance visually recorded on film that are created 

specifically for the camera, while screendance is the genre that dance films sit 

within. Australian dance scholar Erin Brannigan asks, “what can notions of 

cinematic presence offer to a discussion of corporeal presence in dance film, and 

what new ideas about the dancing body are involved?”102 With Brannigan’s quote 

in mind, I explored how best to visually represent these ageing dancers through 

dance films and through this process the goal was to find out how their subjectivity 

was received through screenings at exhibitions and dance conferences. 

Douglas Rosenberg states that, “screendance progresses from preproduction to 

production,”103 thus I filmed myself improvising as the starting point to discover 

how film shaped the project. This process was lengthy and included production 

processes previously untrialed such as finding a suitable space for the performance, 

the camera position, the light, how the dancer is filmed, the editing and the screening 

decisions.104 I followed experimental film and photography techniques to reach 

conclusions that related to my research statement as I investigated OEDs who have 

continued to dance despite the western industry expectations in relation to age. 

Through the studio process, I examined the creation of the ‘motif’ dance film and 

how this operated as a dance-map for future collaborations with the dancers. 

Technical and dance processes were explored, which helped support an innovative 

pathway to visually frame the corporeality of these OEDs. Collaboration was at the 

core of this practice-led research project, which documented the relevance of the 

OED through film and the accompanying exegesis. Using myself as primary subject 

was intrinsic to supporting this research in collaboration with the eight OEDs.  

The collaborative process with the eight invited dancers was initiated in 2014, with 

the first film shoots in January 2015 in London with British dancers, Jennifer 

 
101 The dance film “muddles the paradigms that would position film as an order of production 

controlling all cinematic motion (including camera movement, film speed, editing etc.), and dance 

as motion, liberated and encompassing any-movement-whatever.” Erin Brannigan and Cleo Mees, 

“Breaths, Falls, and Eddies in All This Can Happen: A Dialogue,” The International Journal of 
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Jackson, Susie Crow, Nicholas Minns, and Ann Dickie. The second session with the 

Australian Dance Artists (ADA), Anca Frankenhaeuser, Patrick Harding-Irmer, 

Susan Barling and Ross Philip was filmed in Sydney later in 2015. After pre- and 

postproduction of these works, I intended to screen the films in an art gallery, 

bringing OEDs to perform in a different setting. Brannigan discusses the interface 

between dance and the visual arts, and through this connection, I aimed to bring new 

connectivity to viewing dancers and ageing in an art gallery context.105 Dancers 

performing live in a gallery is nothing new; however, by using a film installation, 

screendance aims to narrativise the OEDs’ movements, bodies, and corporeal 

autonomy. It can be a lens through which the viewer sees the OED contextualised 

through the passage of dance “via its mediated image to any and all screens,”106 

including gallery projections, lap-tops and mobile phones that I have used within 

this research. Rosenberg explains screendance gives the work a different 

prominence, allowing dance to move away from the theatre, stating “scores of 

museums, galleries, and other venues have recognised the value of such work, and 

it has become a part of the twentieth-century (and beyond) canon.”107 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
105 Erin Brannigan, “Dance and the Gallery: Curation as Revision,” Dance Research Journal 47, 

no. 1 (2015):10, www.cambridge.org/core/journals/dance-research-journal#.  

106 Rosenberg, “Inscribing Hybridity,” 4. 

107 Rosenberg, “Inscribing Hybridity,” 9. 



23 

 

 

Chapter 2: The Landscape of Dance 

 

Dance has traditionally privileged the able body.  

⎯Ann Cooper Albright108 

 

2.1 The Historical Context 

To understand the ageist dilemma that dancers face, it is pertinent to briefly discuss 

the historical context of western dance culture as it has shaped the ideals and age 

limitations that continue today. This chapter also discusses historical examples of 

dancers who continued to dance regardless of ageist parameters: American modern 

dancers Martha Graham and Merce Cunningham, both artistic directors of their own 

dance companies; English ballerina Margot Fonteyn, who performed with the Royal 

Ballet Company in London; and Alessandra Ferri, an Italian prima ballerina who 

retired only to return to performance in her fifties. The chapter concludes with a 

brief discussion of the Dutch dance company NDT3 (1991–2006), which was 

specifically formed for dancers over the age of forty. 

In 1932 dancers Tamara Toumanova, Tatiana Riabouchinska, and Irina Baronova, 

all under the age of sixteen, were given roles beyond their age and experience. They 

became known as the ‘baby ballerinas.109 They had gone straight from ballet school 

to perform leading roles with the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo,110 a company formed 

after the 1929 death of ballet empresario Diaghilev. The company’s first resident 

choreographer George Balanchine introduced them to the public, where they 

became overnight sensations and part of ballet history.111 Balanchine’s choice could 
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109 Ferdinand Reyna, The Concise Encyclopedia of Ballet, trans. André Gãteau (London and 

Glasgow: Collins, 1974), 15. 

110 Irina Baronova Tennant, Irina: Ballet, Life and Love (Camberwell: Viking/Penguin Group, 
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have been viewed as ageist or at least cavalier by bringing such young dancers to 

the fore but he considered them “phenomenally talented teenagers.”112  

At the time dance critic Arnold Haskell noted that these young dancers were a 

revelation but felt, “it was too early to discuss conscious artistry,” that was yet to 

develop as they matured.113  Ninette de Valois, artistic director of the Vic-Wells 

company in 1934, was also observing this phase of elevating young dancers into 

roles way beyond their maturity. She compared the young dancer to a child actor 

and the issues they faced, stating “that stage between childhood and womanhood 

when the artist has lost the supreme but unconscious confidence of the infant 

without yet attaining any of the maturity and understanding of the adult.”114 Fifty 

years later, Balanchine had garnered a different appreciation of the life experience 

and artistry of OEDs stating 

the great dancers of the past—Pavlova, Karsavina, Spessivtzeva—we 

remember not as young girls, but as mature women, beautiful and gracious. 

Karsavina danced in public for the last time when she was forty-seven … they 

can dance only occasionally when they grow older and only gradually will 

audiences detect a change in them.115  

In the 1930s, de Valois had acknowledged the extraordinary chances these baby 

ballerinas were given but erroneously believed the idea of youth versus experience 

would be short lived. Instead, Balanchine’s baby ballerinas established a youth 

aesthetic for ballet by shaping age limitations, and this “ideology that western dance 

culture favours the young body” remains to this day.116 
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2.2 Three Older Experienced Dancers: Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and 

Margot Fonteyn  

This section outlines three key examples of OEDs who continued performing well 

beyond their forties: Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and Margot Fonteyn. 

Each of these dancers refused to retire and upheld their significance and identity by 

continuing to dance when many others adhered to the western convention of retiring 

in their thirties or forties. Dance critic Marcia Siegal observed “they didn’t have to 

stop dancing early, because their dance was about whatever age or condition they 

were in.”117 These dancers were mavericks; they “provided the distinctiveness of 

the art form” through their individual dance styles, techniques, choreography and 

longevity.118  

 

2.2.1 Martha Graham (1894–1991), American Contemporary Dancer and 

Choreographer 

Dancer/choreographer Martha Graham, who was known as the face of dance in 

1926, created her own company in New York, and formed a distinctive dance 

technique in direct opposition to classical ballet that expanded the aesthetic 

expectations of dance. The Martha Graham technique established a unique style of 

modern dance and as stated by dance critic Jean Morrison Brown, it “set the pace 

for the establishment of modern dance as a valid  independent art form.”119 Graham 

choreographed and performed her own work well into her eighties, dancing at a high 

level but carefully adapting the choreography to suit her ageing body.120 Her 

prolonged dance presence did not go without condemnation; as American dance 

critic Richard Kraus observed, “while she has continued to dance in a limited 

number of roles – even in the later 1960s – it is apparent Martha Graham can no 
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longer do so without risk of damaging her own reputation.”121 Graham continued to 

flout convention by dancing for as long as possible, despite acknowledging the 

mental anguish of knowing her body struggled to support her passion.122 Graham 

was adamant she was going to dance until she died, but she did finally succumb to 

just creating and not performing.123  

 

2.2.2 Merce Cunningham (1919–2009), American Contemporary Dancer and 

Choreographer 

Dancer/choreographer and former member and acolyte of the Martha Graham 

company, Merce Cunningham set a precedent with his own company formed in 

1953. He created a distinctive choreographic style preferring to “eliminate 

dependence on music by allowing the dance to coexist with the sound.”124 His 

minimal style was influenced by chance procedures; a method he continued to use 

throughout his career. Cunningham made notable collaborations with composer 

John Cage and visual artist Robert Rauschenberg. He continued to perform well into 

his seventies, believing ageing was neither a handicap nor reduced his ability to 

perform or choreograph. In an interview with American photographer James Klosty, 

he explained his physical process of dance experimentation, considering little reason 

to cease his choreographic formula simply because he was getting older. He was 

realistic that maturing had obvious limitations but suggested that he was adapting 

accordingly.125 Dance historian Mark Franko describes an ageing Cunningham 

performing a cameo in his work Loops as follows: “he’d perform, be a tremendous 

presence, get a fantastic response from the audience – and yet actually you couldn’t 

see what he was doing.”126 Admittedly, Cunningham was moving less as an older 
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dancer, but he embodied a specific way of moving that was unique to him. Marcia 

Siegal noted the change in older Cunningham’s performance,  

No more is he trying to remind us that he was once buoyant, fast, engaging. 

These dances admit that he is an older man, and that what he can do now is not 

less than what he could do before, but of a different variety of genius. 127 

His style of choreography was not always easy to understand, but the works of the 

Cunningham Company led to a greater appreciation of movement for movement’s 

sake over the years.  

 

2.2.3 Margot Fonteyn (1919–1991), English Prima Ballerina 

Margot Fonteyn’s career spanned from 1934 to 1979, and she retired at sixty. She 

began performing at the age of fifteen with the Vic Wells Ballet, later the RBC, 

London. It was here that the young Fonteyn undertook leading roles similar to the 

baby ballerinas. Dance critic Arnold Haskell noted that eighteen year old Fonteyn 

when dancing the role of Giselle for the first time, “stressed the tenderness of the 

character and more nearly resembles [Anna] Pavlova than any other dancer I have 

seen in making one forget the mechanics of the ballerina.”128 To be compared to one 

of the pre-eminent ballerinas of the time was a great compliment considering her 

age. However, Fonteyn was aware of her immaturity and lack of dance experience 

for the role, stating her fears in her autobiography she wrote “I can’t possibly dance 

Giselle. I’m not nearly ready.”129 Ten years later, Fonteyn, having become a dancer 

of significant repute, discussed her fears regarding her age and physicality after 

sustaining a serious ankle injury. It was the first time her career seemed in jeopardy. 

Unable to perform, she was conscious that other dancers were eager to take her 

place.130  
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There was adulation for Fonteyn as she continued to dance into her forties, when 

the New York Times dance critic, Jack Anderson discussed her new ballet 

partnership with Rudolf Nureyev, some twenty years younger. He noted, “it was 

widely assumed that Fonteyn was approaching the end of her performing career, but 

it was just as obvious that her new partner had revitalized her.”131 Indeed she 

continued to dance well into her sixties. In Meredith Daneman’s biography of 

Margot Fonteyn she describes Fonteyn’s performance with the much younger 

Mikhail Baryshnikov as 

a miracle of deception: even through the lens of an ungovernable camera, she 

remains utterly in control of where she wants our eye to be – not on her lax, 

decrepit feet, but on the still-taut glory of her upper body, her speaking ports 

de bras, and lovely face.132  

This description exemplified Fonteyn’s artistry and her unique agency but also 

acknowledged the value of seeing an OED perform. Dance critic Jan Murray 

referred to the unique subjectivity of Fonteyn, remarking, “popular opinion would 

have it that ballerinas reach a peak in their dewy twenties.”133 Murray inferred that 

Fonteyn had radically changed those opinions and defied the stereotyped aesthetics 

enforced in western dance culture. 

Each of these dancers maintained visibility over the years, were highly valued, and 

demonstrated that performing does not have an ‘inappropriate age.’ They carved a 

path that signified dance and ageing were not to be ignored, that they were mutually 

exclusive to one another, and that the OED had a worthy place in western dance 

culture. However, many dancers have continued to retire because of personal 

circumstances, injury, financial issues, having children, or no longer being able to 

secure suitable positions within their dance company. One such dancer, Alessandra 

Ferri, retired in her early forties, deeming it time to withdraw and concentrate on 

her family, only to return to the stage at age fifty. 
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2.3 Returning from Retirement: Alessandra Ferri (1963–) 

 Italian prima ballerina Alessandra Ferri’s return to dance after retiring was an 

unusual occurrence.134 In 2013, fifty-year-old Ferri chose to come out of retirement 

to dance in The Piano Upstairs and then in Chéri. In 2016, Ferri reprised the role of 

Juliet, from the ballet Romeo and Juliet at the Metropolitan Opera House with the 

American Ballet Theatre company. As an OED, she brought her embodied 

knowledge of dance, and her embellished life experience to the role of Juliet, which 

is usually performed by a dancer half her age. (Also surpassing Fonteyn who 

performed Juliet aged forty-seven). New York Times dance critic Alastair Macaulay 

remarked, “Alessandra Ferri returning to the role of Juliet at fifty-three, on 

Thursday, was recognisably the same dancer she was ten, twenty, thirty years ago 

and unmistakably different.”135  

Macaulay, aware of the dancer’s age and vulnerability at performing such a dramatic 

role, acknowledged her life experience as an asset. He continued, 

I realise having watched her dance with the Royal Ballet School in 1980 and 

having seen the world premieres of one-act ballets MacMillan made for her in 

1983 and 1984 that there is no artist I have watched longer or through so many 

stages. And yet greedily, I ask for more. May she return as Juliet and in other 

roles.136  

Notorious for his acerbic tongue, Macaulay highlighted how important this moment 

was within a western dance context, where he viewed Ferri’s maturity as a quality 

partnered with great artistry.137 (There are comparisons to Margot Fonteyn here). 

Ferri, aware of this opportunity to return to the stage, was mindful of the pressure 

to continue. She stressed, “I have a new freedom, I am not going through ‘the 
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change’ … I have changed.”138 The embodied corporeality of these specific dancers 

is validated through their craft because these virtues have taken decades to form and 

master.139  

Ferri is an example of a dancer who retired because of the taboo of performing into 

‘old age,’ but later recognised she still had the capacity to give strong performances, 

acknowledging her corporeal autonomy. She was fortunate that choreographers such 

as Wayne MacGregor, Martha Clarke and Luca Veggetti were eager to make work 

with her.140 Ferri’s visibility in this artform contests set ideals that ageing dancers 

can co-exist with the normal aesthetics.  

 

2.4 NDT3 (1991–2006): A Turning Point in the Ageism Conversation 

In 1991, a group of dancers over the age of forty were given a unique opportunity 

to have a company created for them. Jiří Kylián, William Forsythe, Hans van Manen 

and Mats Ek— four eminent European choreographers known collectively as the 

European Quartet—were all interested in addressing the prejudice of ageism from 

the dance world. These choreographers challenged the fate of OEDs and emphasised 

the waste of artistic and embodied knowledge their retirement signified. They 

recognised the importance of creating a company that prized the artistry of OEDs, 

giving them ‘a place’ to be seen.141 Encouraged by OED and former NDT Gérard 

Lemaitre’s142 idea, and implemented by Jiří Kylián, this concept of a company for 

older dancers brought ageing to the forefront of contemporary dance culture, 

providing the opportunity for them to continue performing.143  
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NDT3 (1991–2006), the first dance company specifically formed for OEDs, was 

created by choreographer and artistic director of Holland’s Nederland’s Dans 

Theater, Jiří Kylián. He considered this new company gave a place to dancers, “aged 

between forty and death”.144 As a case study, NDT3 offers a prime example of 

honouring the agency and habitus of the OED. His approach motivated prominent 

choreographers to create a repertoire specifically for the dancers from this 

demographic.145 This concept examined how the OEDs’ corporeal difference could 

be visible through dance and Kylián was instrumental in creating ‘a place’ solely 

for them. Kylián stressed, 

there is this terrible unfairness that by the time you are around forty you have 

to stop. Having dedicated all your life to dance, because you are a good dancer, 

you have no time to prepare any other kind of career, and by the time you 

become a ripe personality you are heading for a difficult age, the midlife crisis 

maybe, and suddenly the director says to you, “Well, thank you very much.146  

As a former dancer, Kylián was familiar with these issues and lamented the waste 

of OEDs’ talents, stating, “this company is a gesture towards the dancers. It tells 

them they don’t have to give up, that there are ways of physical expression, endless 

possibilities that can go on until you die.”147  

The inaugural NDT3 started with four OEDs, Sabine Kupferberg, Gérard 

Lemaitre,148 Niklas Ek,149 and Martine van Hamel.150 Lemaitre was in his fifties, 

while the other three were in their forties. This company recognised their life 

experience as a redeeming feature; as Kylián stated, “it is a little history of dance 

that is inside them.”151 This was a ground-breaking experiment in which Kylián 

could see the endless possibilities that could be produced by this company. 
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This positive sentiment was not shared by all. In 1992, an article written by Janice 

Berman of the Los Angeles Times discussed ageism among the ranks of the Kirov 

Ballet, whose director, Oleg Vinogradov, expressed his vehement dislike of OEDs 

and why he had retrenched some of the company’s dancers and coaches. He stated,  

Do you want to see old dancers?! I don't like to look at old artists on stage. I 

have 15, 17, and 19-year-old dancers coming in. What am I supposed to do with 

them [older dancers]?152  

Vinogradov is not alone in this ageist opinion, which disregards the OEDs cultural 

capital,153 preferring youth, beauty and technique over maturity and artistry. In 2003 

the Scottish Ballet‘s artistic director sacked principal ballerina Linda Packer, “a 

dancer with a wealth of experience as well as years,” and six other older dancers,154 

simply because of their age. Also, the Paris Opera Ballet has a policy of retiring 

their dancers when they reach the age of forty-two.155 These instances of ageism in 

dance culture have not gone uncriticised. As Bytheway observed, “it is in this sense 

that ageism is an ideology upon which dominant groups ... justify and sustain not 

just the inequalities between age groups but also the belief that these age groups 

exist and are different.”156 

Nevertheless, NDT3 set a new boundary, establishing that ageing dancers could 

continue in an art form that Kylián felt would benefit from their inclusion. These 

dancers had symbolic capital as they were established and known.157 Dance critic 

Eva van Schaik applauded Kylián’s creation of NDT3, affirming its value and 

relevance to the dance world. She examined attitudes regarding ageing and 

retirement as issues that needed to be addressed, citing value, embodiment and 
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corporeality as qualities that need not be discarded. She highlighted this importance 

and claimed, “that mention for the elder dancer should be seen not as a justified 

cause for the involved dancer but also as an artistic need for dance in general.”158 

Sulcas also believed the need to address dancers and ageism in western dance 

culture. She acknowledged van Schaik’s sentiments, claiming the culture refused to 

change:  

In the 1990s, dance—particularly ballet—is still identified with youth, 

implicitly linked to its energy, adolescent body, and physical prowess. 

Recently, however, there has been a growing awareness that while technical 

prowess may diminish as the body ages, mature dancers possess a number of 

skills and, literally, a body of knowledge that their younger counterparts have 

not fully acquired.159  

Sulcas observed that older dancers were becoming more visible and felt it was 

important for companies to nurture, rather than curtail, careers of great dancers.160 

Again, she emphasised the qualities that maturity brings as being underused, and 

that they should be appreciated as positive elements to the choreography. Even with 

Kylián’s NDT3 leading the way, the rest of the dance world was slow to follow.  

The demise of NDT3 in 2006 was sudden and unpredicted, precipitated by financial 

issues, after which the Board of Nederland’s Dans Theater decided to discontinue 

the company. The termination of NDT3 after sixteen years came as a terrible shock 

to the dancers. Suffering from ill health, Lemaitre realised that continuing dancing 

was probably no longer possible.161 Kupferberg was more aware of the situation 

through her relationship with Kylián as his muse and partner. She stated, “I knew it, 

for quite a while it would happen, and I was already very, very sad. … I should say, 

everyone was very depressed. I mean, I think so. It was very unpleasant.”162 
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2.5 Pina Bausch (1940–2009) 

German choreographer Pina Bausch has a strong reputation for encouraging an 

intergenerational mix in her company Tanztheater Wuppertal. Her work Kontakthof 

created in 1978 was re-imagined in 2000, where the entire cast was made up with 

amateurs and dancers aged in their sixties.163 Ever one to experiment with sensitive 

material, Bausch was eager to enter the discourse regarding perceptions of the older 

body, stating “in old age too, there is beauty.”164 Bausch’s reworking brought 

ageism to the fore, debating the discrimination issue by giving these older dancers 

a place and visibility. Audiences saw themselves represented in a performance that 

was provocative, confronting, and full of humour, performed by non-stereotypical 

bodies. Bausch was fascinated by the human condition and this rendering of 

Kontakthof confronted ageism in dance and society. UK dance critic Judith Mackrell 

observed, “Bausch had nothing to do with political correctness, but in this one 

brilliantly inventive act of casting she exposed the poverty of our ageist culture—

particularly when applied to dance.”165  

Mark Edward states, “Kontakthof demonstrates that the aged dancing body should 

and can be culturally visible with no ill effects: dance can accommodate age, and 

this accommodation need not be matched by the pain, shock and effrontery of its 

spectators.”166 

 

2.6 Chapter Summary 

As discussed in the introduction, my desire to investigate prejudice within western 

dance culture stems from my own experiences as a dancer which places me in a 

position to understand the dilemma of ageing for the OED. In this chapter, the 

 
163 Hall of People, “Kontakthof, Pina Bausch,” YouTube video, 2:52, posted 24 April 2015,  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=5Iv_G3MASIk. 

164 Ann Daly, Critical Gestures: Writing on Dance and Culture (Middletown: Wesleyan 

University Press, 2002), 33. 

165 Judith Mackrell, “Judith Mackrell on Pina Bausch's Kontakthof - Give Me an over 65 Dancer 

Any Day,” The Guardian, 8 April 2010. 

166 Mark Edward and Helen Newell, Temporality of the Dancing Body: Tears, Fears and Ageing 

Dears. (Warsaw: IDP, 2011), 6. 
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research indicated the centrality of the historical context in the formation of the 

aesthetics of ballet and contemporary dance, which set a standard of youth over 

maturity extending to the present-day western dance world. Pioneer ballet and 

modern dancers Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and Margot Fonteyn 

challenged this paradigm. They continued performing beyond the age of forty, Pina 

Bausch’s 1978 Kontakthof, where ageing was placed centre stage and celebrated. 

The creation of NDT 3 in 1991, a company formed for professional dancers over 

forty, and ballerina Alessandra Ferri’s triumphant return to the stage in 2013 after 

retirement in her early forties, have gone some way towards redressing the 

imbalance. By creating opportunities and roles for OEDs, these advancements have 

brought them into a more prominent position in the world of dance, albeit a 

traditional one situated in live performance. Their performances successfully 

demonstrate the corporeal value their maturity brings to their craft, an added element 

which can only be achieved through age and experience. It is their age that permits 

the development of unique expression and creativity. 

In order to more fully understand the current issues faced by OEDs, Chapter 3 will 

present and analyse the data received from a cohort of eight established dance artists 

working in the field today. This chapter provides the OED with a voice where they 

discuss their agency and perceptions regarding ageing. 
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Chapter 3: The Survey  

 

The one that hits dance hardest is ageism, and it is the last to be explicitly 

addressed. 

—Jacky Lansley and Fergus Early167 

Collaborating with thirty-eight OEDs practicing today, I have gained insight into 

their experiences at a challenging point in their professional life. I developed a 

survey consisting of ten open-ended questions and the responses can be found in the 

website that contains the full Appendices of this project.168 The survey aimed to 

discover  OED’s perspectives on ageism and their own corporeality, physical and 

mental wellbeing, ageing, fitness regimes, maturity, injuries, prejudice, their 

process, and how they are perceived as older performers by other dancers and 

audiences. The primary subjects of this research are dancers over forty who are still 

performing and who perceive society does not recognise or value their contribution. 

The questions were designed to gather detailed accounts of how age has defined the 

OED as well as their ability to perform. Organising their narratives by coding 

responses provides the means to determine similarities or variances of opinions, 

which in turn offers an opportunity to understand the artistry and life experiences of 

the OED.  

Responses were collected by email or through face-to-face interviews that were 

recorded and later transcribed. Occasionally, participants expressed great 

enthusiasm for sharing their experiences, noting they had not been asked their 

opinions on this area of their life before. Due to the volume of information collected 

from the thirty-eight dancers, it was practical to use only eight key dancers for the 

purposes of this exegesis. Therefore, the following analysis focuses on their 

responses. This does not detract from the importance of the remaining responses to 

the research, but these eight dancers represent the broader vision and perspectives 

of the initial thirty-eight. They comprise four British dancers (Jennifer Jackson, 

Susie Crow, Ann Dickie, and Nicholas Minns) and four Sydney-based dancers from 

the group Australian Dance Artists (Anca Frankenhaeuser, Susan Barling, Ross 

 
167 Lansley and Early, The Wise Body, 12. 

168 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
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Philip and Patrick Harding-Irmer). After responding to the survey in 2014 at the 

project’s commencement, these eight dancers were later asked to collaborate with 

the creative project in 2015 and they feature in my dance films, the details of which 

are discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.  

I personally knew Jennifer Jackson, as we had both studied at Elmhurst Ballet 

School in the 1970s. Her choreographic project Dancing the Invisible regarding 

dancers, ageing and visibility has been creatively researching the perceptions of 

dance in the Third Age.169 Having attended one of Jackson’s performances, UK 

dance critic Hannah Jelliman observed the dancers were, “highlighting the 

sometimes-restricting qualities of a mature dancing body yet emphasising that older 

bodies have ability to not only perform beautiful movement but also explore the 

struggles and restrictions faced by the ageing body.”170 

Jackson was eager to collaborate with me and suggested I approach Susie Crow, a 

partner in the Dancing the Invisible project, as well as peers Ann Dickie and 

Nicholas Minns. Dickie had experimented with performing in both the community 

and professional dance sector, forming From Here To Maturity, a company that 

explores performing with dancers over the age of fifty. Minns had returned to the 

UK from Canada in 2009 and had previously worked with Dickie on Heather 

Etherington’s House on the Edge.171 All were eager to participate, as they believe 

OEDs need greater recognition and visibility in the dance world. In his blog, Minns 

has discussed the qualities that OEDs bring to a work, while recalling the past 

criticism handed out to veteran dancers Martha Graham and Margot Fonteyn: 

 
169 Jennifer Jackson, “Older Practitioners Exploring New Pathways,” Dancing the Invisible – Late 

Work (blog), hosted by University of Surrey, UK, posted 4 May 2012, 

https://blogs.surrey.ac.uk/dancingtheinvisible/2012/08/10/older-practitioners-exploring-new-

pathways/. 

170 Hannah Jelliman, “Dancing the Invisible – Late Work (02/05/12),” Arts at a Glance (blog), posted 

4 April 2012, https://artsataglance.wordpress.com/writing-portfolio/dance/reviews/dancing-the-

invisible-late-work-020512/. 

171 Please refer to https://vimeo.com/60687963. 

https://vimeo.com/60687963
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these are not older dancers strutting past their virtuosic prime—as some older 

dancers have been known to do—but offering us the rich territory of individual 

and shared dance experience.172 

I had met with the Australian Dance Artists (ADA) back in 2014 when they were in 

rehearsal for the production of The Arrangement, a collaboration with installation 

artist Ken Unsworth and I had invited them to participate in the survey and the dance 

film collaboration.173  

 

3.1 A Changing Mindset  

The eight dancers all noted the mindfulness that has come with ageing, and they are 

more thoughtful about their bodies and their movement, which has become a 

rewarding and welcomed mindset. They acknowledged that as younger dancers, 

they would give little thought to the repercussions of certain movements whereas 

now they are much more attuned to their bodies. Dickie’s response typifies the 

attitude of the focus group concerning ageing and movement. She expressed a desire 

to continue to dance by negotiating the limitations of her corporeality while 

choregraphing movement. Dickie described the need to “push the boundaries” of 

her body, stating “less athletic, more creative, and I feel freer. Even with physical 

limitations [both hips replaced] I still try to push myself beyond what I think capable 

[of] without compromising my safety.”174 She did not see her limitations as being 

negative; instead, she sees them as qualities acquired through age that she may not 

have considered when she was a younger dancer.  

A key member of the focus group, Jackson stressed that as an older dancer she feels 

her mindset has changed with ageing but sees this as an attribute that accompanies 

the creative. She stated that her dancing is “more thoughtful—as the energy 

 
172 Nicholas Minns, “Dancing the Invisible,” Writing about Dance: Personal Musings about 

Dance and Other Related Topics (blog), posted 5 May 2012, 

http://writingaboutdance.com/performance/dancing-the-invisible/. 
173 Please refer to http://australiandanceartists.com/the-arrangement. 

174 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Ann Dickie, 

qu.1). 

http://writingaboutdance.com/performance/dancing-the-invisible/
http://australiandanceartists.com/the-arrangement
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
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available diminishes so the reflective, thought aspects expand. I am interested in 

exploring the economy of a movement action, and how to dance and to develop 

material that is generative.”175 Jackson points out the benefits she has accrued with 

age and how performing with an older body brings different challenges. Her 

audiences appreciate this difference, and some see themselves represented. She 

thinks of her form as a ‘lived body’ and feels unconfined to perform her own dance, 

spiritually, technically, and artistically free, which is enlightening.176 

The irony is, in spite of ageing these eight dancers continue to push the boundaries 

to keep their bodies in shape, to keep performing despite injuries, to continue to take 

risks. Nicholas Minns states, “I have never stopped thinking about it [dance], nor 

have I ever stopped pushing the boundaries because they appear so close.”177 

Wainwright and Turner write, “the meaning of an ageing body is context dependent, 

or in in a dancer’s case, occupationally dependent.”178 For OEDs to continue 

performing, they need work that is choreographed to suit their bodies, or move on 

to different roles that require maturity but do not demand virtuosity and agility. 

Dance company Dance On Ensemble, formed in 2015 is funded by the German 

Federal Government and features six dancers over the age of forty.179 Dance On 

forms part of DOPODO,180 a group of nine dance companies that are bringing 

change to the usual face of western dance, through their focused choreography on 

the mature dancer demonstrating that work can be made successfully for older 

bodies allowing for age, grace and integrity. There is still a bias and perhaps a fear 

by some choreographers to include OEDs in their work. Artistic director Madeline 

Ritter of Dance On Ensemble noted that when she invited choreographers to make 

 
175 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Jennifer 

Jackson. qu. 1). 

176 Jennifer Jackson, "My Dance and the Ideal Body: Looking at Ballet Practice from the Inside 

Out," Research in Dance Education 6, no. 1–2 (2005): 25–40. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14617890500373089. 

177 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Nicholas 

Minns, qu. 1). 

178 Wainwright and Turner, “Aging and the Dancing Body,” 260. 

179 Please refer to https://dance-on.net/en/ensemble/. 

180 Creative Europe, “Dance on, Pass on, Dream On,” Creative Europe Desk UK, 

http://www.creativeeuropeuk.eu/funded-projects/dance-pass-dream. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14617890500373089.
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://dance-on.net/en/ensemble/
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work for the new company there was a reticence until they saw the ability of the 

dancers.181 

 

3.2 Audience Perceptions 

As a group, the ADA has collaborated with artist Ken Unsworth for over twenty 

years and usually perform for an invited audience.182 Their site-specific 

performances are shared with a limited but encouraging network of supporters. 

Susan Barling found the feedback positive from their audiences: 

I don’t think they [the audience] are more interested, but I do think they feel it 

is a wonderful thing that I am still performing. I think we are educating the 

audience, though they are mostly people of our age there are younger as well, 

who seem to be bowled over by the experience. I feel it is empowering—the 

idea that as we age our movement statements become deeper and more 

powerful.183  

Both Ross Philip and Patrick Harding-Irmer felt the audience perceptions were good 

but noticed an even greater curiosity from younger dancers who had found their way 

to see the group perform, many unaware of the stellar careers of those in the 

company. Harding-Irmer stated, “the work we do is in a special category and it is 

created to be viewed by a special invited audience who do not pay for the 

privilege.”184 Unfortunately, the broader sector of the Australian dance world does 

not get an opportunity to see these dancers perform outside of Sydney.  

British dancer Dickie also felt “there is definitely an interest from and appreciation 

of mature dancers among the younger people,”185 but she has also encountered 

 
181 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Madeline 

Ritter). 

182 Australian Dance Artists: Anca Frankenhaeuser, Patrick Harding-Irmer, Susan Barling, Ross 

Philip. 

183 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Susie Barling, 

qu. 2). 

184 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Patrick 

Harding-Irmer, qu. 2). 

185 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Ann Dickie, 

qu. 2). 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
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negative comments, such as “why is she doing this at her age?” and so is aware of 

the aesthetic stereotypes associated with the usual dancer.186 This perception of 

ageing permeates both the dance world and society. Minns felt perceptions could go 

either way, sensing that “younger audiences are a little incredulous and 

unforgiving,” while the opposite is shown by expert audiences who appreciate the 

qualities that ageing brings to the performer’s craft.187 

Japanese dance scholar Nanako Nakajima observes that ‘age appropriate’ dance is 

still in its infancy within western dance culture and a lack of acknowledgment and 

respect towards OEDs persists, indicating the “cultural politics of dance can be 

reconsidered with regard to ageing.”188 Dance critic Wendy Perron notes the 

renewed international interest in OEDs, particularly in Europe. America has a long 

tradition of OEDs predominantly from the modern dance era, now aged in their 

seventies and eighties, who continue to dance.189 In Australia, the lack of 

acknowledgment of older dancers remains, and was mentioned by some dancers in 

the survey. There are however some choreographers eager to work with OEDs, as 

confirmed by Minns:  

We are in a period of change and the old perception of seeing performers at 

forty as over the hill is being challenged by the longevity of a few remarkable 

performers (I am thinking of people like Mats Ek, Anna Laguna, Dominique 

Mercy and the NDT3 dancers) who by their example changed the rules of the 

game through choreography that celebrated their qualities. We are also living 

in an ageing society that realises maturity is an asset rather than a ticket to early 

obsolescence.190  

 

 
186 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Ann Dickie, 

qu. 3). 

187 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Nicholas 

Minns). 

188 Nakajima, “Overview,” 22. 

189 Wendy Perron, “Aging Dancers: An Alternate Vision,” blogpost, 23 June 2015, 

http://wendyperron.com/aging-dancers-an-alternate-vision/. 
190 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Nicholas 

Minns qu. 4).  
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3.3 Public Image 

A dancer’s identity is pivotal to locating them in the world of dance, but for an OED, 

ageism and ageing creates cultural displacement.  Sociologist Kathryn Woodward 

states that ageing changes society’s perception of identity, so as a dancer, they are 

“changed by difference” for the sole reason of being older.191 Naturally, for some 

OEDs who are not acknowledged or are judged from performances of their past, this 

becomes an identity crisis whereas for others, a reconstruction of their identity offers 

“multiplicities of possibilities”192 as Mark Edward says, or a reinvention of self. As 

expressed previously, OEDs need to be visible and included in dance performances, 

and to achieve this they need a community or place, an acceptance that being older 

does not diminish the standard of performativity but rather enhances qualities that 

can only come with age. The usual aesthetics surrounding dancers and ageing is 

contentious but by giving them an ‘age-cultured’ place adds respect, identity and 

worth within the dance world. Harding-Irmer offered his view: 

In general, the mature dancer is not highly regarded. Their past might very well 

be respected but they sometimes try to go on past their use-by date and that is 

painful for the viewer. When it is a specific role of course the mature dancer is 

an invaluable asset, provided he dances with integrity.193 

His response regarding the ‘use-by date’ of dancers refers to the negative critiques 

of veteran dancers Merce Cunningham, Martha Graham, and Margot Fonteyn.194 

Harding-Irmer witnessed Cunningham perform in his seventies and found his 

performance riveting because Cunningham was not trying to be a younger dancer, 

but rather, staying true to himself as an OED.195  

Based on her experiences, Susie Crow reported she has seen an increased awareness 

of the worth of the OED, although she would like to see further advances in this 

 
191 Kathryn Woodward, ed., Identity and Difference (London: Thousand Oaks, Calif. Sage in 

Association with the Open University, 1997), 10. 

192 Edward, Mesearch and the Performing Body, 15. 

193 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Patrick 

Harding-Irmer, qu. 3). 

194 Mark Edward and Helen Newell, “Dying Swans and Dragged up Dames: A Photographic 

Exploration of the Ageing Dancer,” Animated, 2013. 

195 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Patrick 

Harding-Irmer). 
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regard, claiming there seems to be more consideration for older people in the 

community dance sector. She confirmed the quandary facing the place of the OED 

in the western dance world, stating “[I am] not sure that the establishment knows 

yet where to place mature professionals.”196 

Interestingly, an OED mentioned to me in conversation that if they were over 

seventy, perhaps they would receive more attention.197 Indeed, dancers over seventy 

are gaining greater or renewed interest, such as Australians Eileen Kramer198 (aged 

104) and Elizabeth Cameron-Dalman199 (aged 85), and Swedish dancer Siv 

Anders200 (aged 79), because of their longevity. It seems that dancers between forty 

and seventy still have to struggle to gain recognition.  

 

3.4 Ageism 

I grew up in a dance world that believed that dancers have a limited timeline for 

performing, and many confirm this stance continues. Despite this assumption, 

Jennifer Jackson found that during performances of Dancing the Invisible, she did 

not experience ageism but felt a deeper relationship and connection with her 

audience, who could see themselves mirrored through the dancers’ bodies, 

observing the apparent signs of ageing displayed by the two women over fifty, 

including grey hair and other bodily changes. This demonstration allowed the older 

body to be seen and to show its histories. Jackson stated, “many comments [from 

the audience confirmed] that age is irrelevant—what they see is dancing.”201  

 
196 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Susie Crow). 

197 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Ty 

Boomershine qu. 1). 

198 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Eileen 

Kramer). 

199 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Elizabeth 

Cameron-Dalman). 

200 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Siv Anders). 

201 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Jennifer 

Jackson, qu. 4). 
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Barling cited the French ballerina Sylvie Guillem as a great source of inspiration, as 

she continued to dance despite the stigma of ageing.202 Guillem changed the face of 

dance and ageing, creating a unique habitus. Her collaboration with eminent 

choreographers demonstrated there were many who wished to create work with her, 

and their choreography illuminated the possibilities and qualities an older dancer 

can bring to a work.203 In terms of community dance, Dickie found “extremes of 

ageism at one end of the spectrum and a growing interest in and support in the work 

of older dancers at the other”.204 The latter is often in the position of working within 

the community dance sector but does not receive the appropriate recognition 

deserved for an OED.  

Crow noted her awareness that there is a need to choreograph parts for the OED 

other than character roles in ballet, but that this is more likely to happen in the 

Independent dance sector.205  

 

3.5 The Body  

Dance scholar Helen Thomas thinks of the dancer’s body as their tool of trade, “it 

is an athletic, highly tuned instrument through which the dancer’s inner expression 

is given an outward form”.206 It is evident that once dancers reach their forties, the 

corporeal difference is visible between them and younger dancers. Indeed, 

American dance scholar Justine Coupland stresses that the perceived 

‘unwatchability’ of the older body contrasts with the ‘watchability’ of younger ones, 

 
202 Sarah Crompton, “Sylvie Guillem Interview: Raising the Barre,” The Telegraph, 3 July 2011. 

203 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Susan Barling, 

qu. 4). 

204 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Ann Dickie, 

qu. 4). 

205 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Susie Crow, 

qu. 4). 

206 Helen Thomas, The Body, Dance and Cultural Theory (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2003), 109. 
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and this is evidenced through the media—we do not see many older bodies on 

screen, a stance that is continued through to dance.207  

All the OED respondents expressed that their life experience has given them a 

realistic understanding of what their bodies can achieve. They trust their discipline 

learnt through decades of training to maintain their practice, listen to their bodies, 

and are present in the moment. These dancers are redefining what the older trained 

body can achieve by exhibiting that dancing can continue despite the discrimination 

they face within the western dance world. They noted that performing work that 

suits their individual physique is helpful remembering virtuosity and ‘tricks’ as 

dance from their past, preferring to concentrate on how ‘their dance’ can be 

portrayed in the present.  

The physical limitation of her ageing body has increased Dickie’s creativity. 

Jackson noted her physicality has altered and her technique has accommodated these 

changes, which has enabled her to perform in a new way.208 Philip felt otherwise, 

stating his “body is a wreck.”209 During the data collection process, Philip was 

injured and awaiting hip surgery, which was carried out a few weeks before the 

filming began in 2015. He has made a full recovery and dances without pain.  

As discussed in Chapter 1 the accepted aesthetics,210 are being changed by the OED 

allowing a form that has been allowed to mature, so as to bring a different dimension 

to performing. A change of focus is suggested by sociologist Peter Öberg, 

particularly where the normative persists. He states, “the youthful body has become 

a focal point for people’s self-image.”211 This may suit a certain demographic, but 

it does not represent the whole, either in dance or society at large. By this token, the 

OED needs to be seen, so as to identify with their demographic, otherwise this is an 

 
207 Justine Coupland, “Dance, Ageing and the Mirror; Negotiating Watchability,” Discourse & 

Communication 7, no. 1 (2013): 5, https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481312466477.  

208 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Jennifer 

Jackson, qu. 4). 

209 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Ross Philip, qu. 

6). 

210 Joan Lawson. The Principles of Classical Dance (London: A & C Black Limited, 1979). 

211 Peter Öberg, “The Absent Body - A Social Gerontological Paradox,” Ageing and Society 16, no. 

6 (1996): 103. 
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unrealistic reading of the body in dance and society. Swedish dance scholar Efva 

Lilja states that a change of direction is required in the dance world,  

I can see beauty in the body on which time and life have set their stamp. I can 

see an expressiveness that is markedly different from that of the young person’s 

body, since it has a different story to tell.212 

Lilja appreciates the life experience and knowledge embodied by an OED and this 

emerges in the way they interpret the choreography. These OEDs are redefining 

what their bodies are achieving by performing work that is choreographed to 

embody their danced life experience. Dickie and three other dancers out of the eight 

featured in my dance films have kept dancing by gaining new prosthetic hips and 

knees and now move without pain. Feminist theorist Elizabeth Grosz states, “if it is 

a social object, the body can be redefined, its forms and functions can be contested 

and its place in culture re-evaluated or transformed.”213 Patrick Harding-Irmer, Ann 

Dickie and Ross Philip, not only have bionic parts, new knees and hips that keep 

them dancing but, because of this, they are redefining what an OED can achieve.  

 

3.6 Maturity 

OED’s performativity is displayed through a body that has developed a richness of 

technique and artistry that can only be attributed to age and maturity (the concept of 

dancer maturity was addressed in section 1.4).214 Artistic director of NDT3, Jiří 

Kylián prized maturity very highly.215 Similarly, the eight dancers in this research 

each expressed that maturity was a positive and liberating attitude that helps them 

to cope, providing mental strength and freedom to navigate each performance on its 

own merits. There was a general feeling of being kinder to their bodies and having 

a realistic expectancy of what they can accomplish. Harding-Irmer asserted that the 

 
212 Efva Lilja, Movement as the Memory of the Body: New Choreographic Work for the Stage, 

trans. Frank Perry (Stockholm: University of Dance, Committee for Artistic Research and 

Development 2006), 94. 

213 Elizabeth Grosz, “Body Images: Neurophysiology and Corporeal Mappings,” in Volatile 

Bodies, 3. 

214 Sheets-Johnstone, The Phenomenology of Dance, 4. 

215 Sulcas, “Bodies of Knowledge,” 59. 
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OED should have a place in the western dance world because their maturity is an 

asset, stating, “somebody who can articulately express ideas in a non-verbal sense 

should be highly regarded and respected.”216 Dickie felt that “maturity helps my 

performance being more knowing now than when [I was] young.”217 Barling was 

adamant that maturity is an asset that assists in rehearsal and performance, 

explaining, “I am not trying to pull off a triple turn—I’m aware of the infinite 

possibilities I have to express myself within the dance.”218  

Jackson mentioned that maturity has become a productive asset for her, helping her 

to avoid self-criticism and allowing for more creative flow.219 Frankenhaeuser 

expressed the rewards of ageing include the benefits that maturity affords, whether 

in training or in performance.220 

 

3.7 The Performance 

Each of the eight dancers felt that performing was still the pinnacle of their craft and 

take every opportunity to perform where possible. They responded that all of the 

stresses of maintaining fitness and injuries are alleviated when performing, and the 

feedback they gave me was generally positive that they were still visible and 

performing on stage. Frankenhaeuser responded, 

My approach has only changed in that performing is not a necessity for my 

existence anymore. That said, practically it hasn’t changed. Throughout my 

career there are not many instances where I really have not enjoyed performing 

a piece. Actually, there probably are none because you instinctively make it 

your own, so you find the good in it.221 

 
216 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Patrick 

Harding-Irmer, qu. 10). 

217 Refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Ann Dickie, qu. 10). 

218 Refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Susan Barling, qu. 

10). 

219 Refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Jennifer Jackson, qu. 

10). 

220 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Anca 

Frankenhaeuser, qu. 10). 

221 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Anca 

Frankenhaeuser). 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
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Barling observed how her perceptions have altered from when she was a young 

dancer: “before I thought it [performance] was more about perfection, now I feel it 

is more about connection.”222 OEDs bring realism to a performance, where the 

audience can see a body that embodies the lived experience of dance, imperfections, 

or physically exposes signs of ageing. This research demonstrates that as dancers 

age, the margins of limitations become closer, they accept what can or cannot 

physically be achieved. Nevertheless, OEDs continue to push the boundaries. The 

need to maintain visibility is essential for them and providing more opportunities 

for them to perform for audiences will show that ageing is not a barrier to 

performing. This I hope will remove the stigma and provide them with a respected 

place in the dance world. 

 

3.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has analysed the data gathered from the eight OEDs’ responses to the 

survey I composed. Identifying these established dance artists was necessary to 

provide agency of those that can offer unique insights into how practicing OEDs 

navigate ageism. The survey was an essential tool to hear the dancer’s voice, to 

understand how they maintain their practice as the body ages, and address ageist 

discrimination. Moreover, it highlights what drives them, and why they continue to 

perform in spite of fewer opportunities, navigate serious injuries, and physical 

decline. Many OEDs see their practice as still evolving, understanding their integrity 

is intact and the joy of performing is still at the fore. They are pushing physical and 

ageist boundaries on their own terms. As Wainwright and Turner maintain, dance 

insists on young bodies, but the ageing dancer brings a unique context to dance and 

aesthetics.223 

In order for the wider dance community to address diversity and acknowledge these 

artists, change needs to occur from within. At a time where age-critical research is 

 
222 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Susan Barling, 

qu. 10). 

223 Wainwright, and Turner "Aging and the Dancing Body," 260. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview
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gaining impetus, these artists’ perspectives add critical mass and provide evidence 

of an ongoing yet unresolved issue. These dancers are still performing despite little 

assistance from dance programmers.  Many OEDs move to the independent sector 

which has a more diverse demographic. Justine Coupland’s conception of the 

‘unwatchability’ of the OEDs appears untrue from audience feedback gathered from 

ADA, NDT3 and Dance On Ensemble. Nakajima concedes the western dance 

culture still has a way to go before OEDs gain the respect and acknowledgment they 

deserve. Knowing why OEDs dance and how they maintain their physicality should 

be of interest to all dancers. This knowledge will contribute to the elimination of 

prejudice and show respect for all dancers irrespective of age. Following this 

thinking, in the following chapter, I will discuss the studio methods employed and 

the outcomes of my collaboration with the eight OEDs.
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Chapter 4: Studio Methodology  

 

Dance is obsessed with youth, like all the narcissistic enclaves of our society. 

Dance as sport, dance as glamour factory – a passion compounded of physical 

mastery and an idealisation of the human form. 

 ⎯Marcia Siegal, 1977224 

This practice-led research is centred on the production of dance films that address 

the physicality of the OED. As French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir stated, 

despite its inevitability, “old age arouses a biological repugnance.”225 This attitude 

is mirrored within the western dance world, irrespective of craft or ability and the 

aim of these films is to alter the ageist perspectives regarding the older dancing 

body. In Japan, however, performers Yoshito Ohno and Toshinami Hanayagi are 

revered in a culture where ageing in dance is viewed as an advance to a more 

elevated place of performativity rather than being a hindrance.226 Indeed, Japanese 

dance scholar Nanako Nakajima states regarding the attitudes of dance in the West, 

“discussing ageing in dance becomes a provocative act ...”227  

My intent to create a series of dance films that concentrate on the OED was to 

highlight their artistry, to provoke change by showing that older bodies can still 

perform and to bring attention to the lack of value, respect and visibility from within 

the western dance sector and beyond.228 Dancers and filmmakers Sue Healey (Icons, 

2015)229 and Heather Eddington (State of Flux: House on the Edge, 2013)230 have 

produced a number of works featuring older dancers, through a range of 

technological platforms (social media, galleries, smart phones, etc.). The 

opportunity to screen dance films provides a bigger platform to champion OEDs 

and raise dialogues on ageism in dance. My research outcomes possess a similar 

 
224  Siegal, Watching the Dance Go By, 233. 

225 De Beauvoir, Old Age, 244. 

226 Nakajima, “Overview,” 22. 

227 Nakajima, “Overview,” 18. 

228 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 46. 

229 Sue Healey, "On View: Icons." https://www.vimeo.com, 2015, accessed 29 January 2017, 

https://vimeo.com/121574559 (dance film). 

230 Heather Eddington, "State of Flux: House on the Edge." 2013, accessed 17 December 2017, 

https://vimeo.com/60687963 (dance film). 

https://www.vimeo.com,/
https://vimeo.com/121574559
https://vimeo.com/60687963
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aim; that is, for an audience to recognise that dance is not solely the domain of the 

young, thereby removing any inferiority and stigma brought about by ageing.231 

 

4.1 Overview of Studio Processes 

This creative process commenced by revisiting a dance ‘motif’ I had created in 1988 

when I was a student at LABAN. Philosopher Susanne Langer articulates that 

“motifs are organising devices that give the artist’s imagination a start, and so 

‘motivate’ the work in a perfectly naïve sense. They drive it forward, and so guide 

its progress.”232 Thus, I re-created, performed and filmed myself performing the 

movements of my ‘motif’. This method of returning to the ‘motif’ a movement-

memory piece was the catalyst for the creative process as it was at this point of the 

investigation that I decided to collaborate with the eight OEDs discussed in the 

previous chapter. As my research centres on discussing the OED from a European-

Australian standpoint, it made sense to approach these OEDs, half of whom are 

based in London and the other half in Sydney. I had invited the Australian Dance 

Artists to take part in the survey earlier in 2014 and then in July I met with them and 

artistic director, Norman Hall, at their base in Sydney.  

As this chapter will detail, the eight OEDs used my re-enactment of the ‘motif’ as 

inspiration for their own dances. I filmed on location and later edited their 

interpretations, leading to the creation of eight dance films,233 and later, a final work 

featuring all eight dancers titled Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour (2015). 

Through these works, I concentrate on each dancers’ embodied knowledge 

portrayed through their performance. Through the medium of dance film, I re-

introduce them to a wider audience (even though they have never stopped 

 
231 De Beauvoir, Old Age, 245. 

232 Susanne K. Langer, Feeling and Form, A Theory of Art Developed from Philosophy in a New 

Key (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Limited, 1967), 69. 

233 https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs. 

 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs
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performing) by holding screenings at dance conferences, screendance234 festivals, 

and via social media. Sharing the performances of OEDs on the stage opens more 

opportunities to view ageing dancers in a positive context. 

American sociologist Patricia Leavy has said that “dance has a transcendent, 

consciousness-raising potential.”235 These films produced for this practice-led 

research provide OEDs agency and opportunity for discovery by new audiences 

through exhibition of their artistry and age. The films symbolise a time of life 

rendered relatively invisible in western society. By showing older dancers through 

the medium of film, provides a platform for understanding of the habitus of the 

OED. The creative works produced encourage conversation regarding the existence 

of ageism in dance.236 Revealing this problem through positive, age-inclusive 

representation of OEDs challenges western dance culture to address issues of 

diversity and exclusion.  

 

 
234 “Since the start of the new millennium screendance has secured its place in the larger art world 

through festivals, museum and gallery exhibitions, and a significant body of scholarly research and 

it has become an international movement populated by artists who bring their unique geographical 

voice to this hybrid of dance and the moving image.” Douglas Rosenberg, The Oxford Handbook 

of Screendance Studies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 1. 

235 Patricia Leavy, Method Meets Art: Art Based Research Practice (New York: The Guildford 

Press, 2009), 180. 

236 Leavy, Method Meets Art, 185. 
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Figure 2 Ross Philip in rehearsal, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 

 

 

Figure 3 Projection of Anca Frankenhaeuser, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 
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Figure 4 Anca Frankenhaeuser, Patrick Harding-Irmer, Susan Barling, Ross Philip, 

Sonia York-Pryce 2014 
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4.2 Motif 

 

The practice-led research commenced with the production of two experimental 

films, Motif 1 and Motif 2 interprète, which I performed in, filmed, and then edited. 

These explorations provided footage for the final film Motif 3, the ‘dance map’ 

which was to be viewed online by the eight dancers. The idea behind the motif 

project was prompted by French artist Sophie Calle’s take care of yourself (2007).237 

Calle asked her 107 female participants from all walks of life to respond to a text 

message in various ways: “ to analyse it, comment on it, dance it, sing it. Dissect it. 

Exhaust it. Understand it for me. Answer for me.”238 This exhibition prompted me 

to adopt Calle’s collaborative approach as a starting point for the dance films. 

Asking the eight dancers to view my ‘motif’ online, I invited them to respond by re-

interpreting the movements in whatever way they chose. This method allowed for 

individual creativity and produced eight unique choreographed and performed 

interpretations.  

 
237 I received an email telling me it was over. 

I didn’t know how to respond. 

It was almost as if it hadn’t been meant for me. 

It ended with the words, “Take care of yourself.” 

And so I did. 

I asked 107 women (including two made from wood and one with feathers), 

chosen for their profession or skills, to interpret this letter. 

To analyse it, comment on it, dance it, sing it. 

Dissect it. Exhaust it. Understand it for me. 

Answer for me. 

It was a way of taking the time to break up. 

A way of taking care of myself.  

Paula Cooper Gallery, “Sophie Calle 'Take Care of Yourself',” press release, June 2009, 

https://www.paulacoopergallery.com/exhibitions/sophie-calle-take-care-of-yourself/press-release. 

238 Ibid.  
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4.2.1 Motif 1 

  

Figure 5 The Photographic studio, lighting, Gold Coast Campus, Sonia York-Pryce 

2014 

For Motif 1, I commenced with improvised movements to assist the creative flow, 

which Canadian phenomenologist Celeste Snowber describes as “the process of 

improvisation and creation in all the arts [which] is an embodied ritual which leads 

us into not-knowing, and ultimately into knowing”.239 This method helped me find 

my way as I moved in the space, gauging if I could dance and film simultaneously. 

As the sole filmmaker, experimentation was required to understand how the 

movements were to be made and captured by the camera. As a dancer, I own an 

embodied dance vocabulary, an unlimited source of movements from years of study 

and performance which inspire the mind–body process. Snowber says, “the art of 

dance improvisation as performative inquiry explores knowledge through the 

body.”240 This process assisted my choreographic and spatial decision making ‘a 

doing and sensing’ to achieve a result. As described by phenomenologist Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty, “it is never our objective body that we move but our 

 
239 Celeste Snowber, “Bodydance: Enfleshing Soulful Inquiry through Improvisation,” in Dancing 

the Data, ed. Carl Bagley and Mary B. Cancienne (New York, USA:Peter Lang, 2002), 28. 

240 Ibid. 
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phenomenological body”;241 dancing is a mind–body action, it is not just moving 

for movements sake. Through improvisation, I remembered, rediscovered, and 

recorded the movements I needed.  

My technical experimentation to capture the movements began by using a video242 

and DSLR243 cameras on tripods. I explored taking photographic images which 

illustrated my movements via a timer setting set on slow or rapid shutter speed, and 

this gave an idea of how my form appeared (Figure 6-9).244 Further experimentation 

with taking ‘selfies’ on my iPhone was an alternative form of documentation.245 

(figure 10).246  

For the first video work, Motif 1, please refer to the weblink that contains the full 

Appendices of this project.247 

 

Figure 6 Selfie, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 

 
241 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “The Spatiality of One's Own Body and Motility,” Chap. 3 in 

Phenomenology of Perception (Abingdon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962), 121. 

242 JVC video camera. 

243 Nikon SLR D500. 

244 To see footage please visit https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite. 

245 A ‘selfie’ is produced when you hold the camera (phone) when taking a picture. 

246 Please refer to p. 51. 

247 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/motif-2014. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/motif-2014
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Figure 7 Selfie 2, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 

 

 

 

Figure 8 Slow shutter speed selfie, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 

 

 



59 

 

 

 

Figure 9 Photographing myself on timer-setting Sonia York-Pryce 2014 

 

 

 

Figure 10 Selfie and JVC Camera, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 
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Figure 11 Screenshot Motif 1 experiment, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 Screenshots Motif 1 experiment Sonia York-Pryce 2014 
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4.2.2 Motif 2 interprète 

For my second experimental session, I filmed more of the ‘motif’, concentrating on 

specific hand and arm movements. This was influenced by American choreographer 

Yvonne Rainer’s Hand Movie (1966),  displaying documentation of a “dance of the 

hands” as it captures similar gestures to my hand motif.248 This film was produced 

when Rainer was recovering from surgery and features her “quotidian movements 

that characterize her pioneering minimalist choreography.”249 Her success showed 

me this was the style of movement I was seeking. French choreographer Odile 

Duboc’s Les Mains Secrètes (2002) provided another example of hands in motion 

as a guide to show what could be possible, but it was Rainer’s I chose to emulate.250 

I experimented lying on the floor with my head toward the camera and simulated 

my hands by rubbing my palms together (Fig. 13).251 I concentrated on the elbows 

downwards to the fingertips, with the palms of my hands moving across each other 

as in the original ‘motif’.252  

Phenomenologist Susan Kozel discusses the thinking and performing whilst 

filming, and being mindful of the connection between technology and the body, the 

“ethical relationships between ourselves and others, ourselves and our digital 

representations of ourselves, becomes relevant.”253 Dance is a body-based activity 

through which the dancer expresses themselves, but it can also be a corporeal place 

of unease. Many dancers, I included, have an inner critic regarding perceptions of 

their body. Elizabeth Cameron Dalman expresses, “I still have a very strong critic 

... and there is a part of me as the younger dancer that I am not reaching that, I can’t 

reach it because my body won’t do that anymore.”254  Some dancers may feel that 

 
248 Yvonne Rainer and William Davis, Hand Movie (1966), 6:02, posted on Vimeo 2014, 

https://vimeo.com/99280678. 

249 "Hand Film." IMDb, 1966, accessed 8 July, 2014, 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt5076254/plotsummary?ref_=tt_ov_pl. 

250 Odile Duboc, Les mains Secrètes/mains 16/9, YouTube video, 1:11, posted 26 March 2009, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46OUe66-HP0. 
251 Please refer to page 76. 

252 Please refer to https://vimeo.com/296575438. 

253 Susan Kozel, Closer: Performance. Technologies. Phenomenology (Cambridge, Massachusetts; 

London, England: MIT Press, 2007), xix. 

254 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts (Elizabeth 

Cameron Dalman, qu. 3). 

https://vimeo.com/99280678
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt5076254/plotsummary?ref_=tt_ov_pl.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46OUe66-HP0
https://vimeo.com/296575438
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interview-transcripts
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digital film can accentuate negative aspects of their form, leading to anxiety and 

seeing film as the mirror they judge themselves with. As noted by Kathleen White, 

“self-reflection of a looking-glass self becomes a reality for a dancer.”255 Even as 

older dancers, our body image can still consume us. 

Filming from atop a ladder, I created an aerial view that highlighted the movements 

my hands made as they moved down my face and body (Figs 14, 16).256 My method 

is influenced by American dancer/choreographer Trisha Brown as she documented 

her dance/film process “click on, dancer appears, dancer fails, dancer disappears, 

click off, click on…”, which I repeated endlessly.257  

The experiments of Motif 1 and 2 gave me a semblance of what was possible, but 

also revealed the importance of the editing process. These investigations provided 

enough material to compose the final film footage. For the second video work, Motif 

2, please refer to the weblink that contains the full Appendices of this project.258 

 

Figure 13 Screenshot of hand filming experiment, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 

 

 
255 White, “Mirrors and Dance,” 6.  

256 Please refer to pages 76, 77. 

257 Trisha Brown, “Three Pieces,” The Drama Review: TDR 19, no. 1, Post-Modern Dance Issue 

(1975): 29. 

258 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/motif-2014. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/motif-2014
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Figure 14 Screenshot Motif 2 Sonia York-Pryce 2014         

 

  

Figure 15 Story boarding the studio process 1, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 
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Figure 16 Story boarding the studio process 2, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 
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4.2.3 Motif 3 

For the final filming completed to produce Motif 3259, I experimented with three 

specific movement phrases that I demonstrated in varying positions within the 

space.260 I purposely enacted the moves very literally, so the dancers saw the 

movement as instructions. I continued with the hands and arm movements, bends 

and arching of the back, arm swings that wrapped around the body, moving right to 

left and so on. I changed my direction often, so the same movements were 

demonstrated from different angles.  

Filming from four different angles, I factually illustrated how the movement was 

performed from a 360-degree perspective. Three phrases of specific movements 

from the original 1988 ‘motif’ were filmed: facing and turned away from the 

camera, and then from left and right sides sequentially. This gave the dancers a 

visual diagram with which to interpret their responses to the ‘motif’.  

These three interpretations exhibited through dance films became the impetus for 

this project. The editing of the three films produced the final ‘motif’ which was 

uploaded to Vimeo, a video-hosting site so the eight dancers could view the film 

online. 

 

 

 
259 For the third video work Motif 3 please refer to the weblink https://soniayork-

pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/motif-2014. 
260 This refers to a sequence of movements; here it is three.  

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/motif-2014
https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/motif-2014
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Figure 17 Screenshot of Sonia York-Pryce demonstrating the Motif 1, 2014 

 

Figure 18 Screenshot of Sonia York-Pryce demonstrating the Motif, 2 2014 

 

Figure 19 Screenshot of Sonia York-Pryce demonstrating different angles for Motif 

3 2014 
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Figure 20 Journal Documentation of filming process, Sonia York-Pryce 2014 
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4.3 The making of Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour (2015)  

 

4.3.1 Film Session 1: British Dancers, Jackson, Crow & Minns, London (2015) 

Having discussed the project with the Australian Dance Artists in 2014, I introduced 

the British dancers to the collaboration in January 2015 and gathered their filmed 

interpretations of the ‘motif’. Although a live performance in a gallery context 

would have been preferable; however, geographically, this was not possible. 

Conversely, having been filmed, a performance is captured and continues to exist 

long after the event. This becomes the evidence of the original live performance, as 

observed by art historian Anne Marsh: “the video performance encapsulates time 

and does something different.”261 Here it denotes the passing of time in 

performance, the ephemeral quality of the dance, the length or lifetime of the 

dancers’ practice,  and the numerous times the films will be screened.  The aim to 

emphasise the craft of the OED was enabled by producing dance films to “see 

performance made exclusively for camera.”262  

The film-shoot at the Ivy Studios at the University of Surrey was arranged with the 

assistance of Jennifer Jackson. I had gained permission to use a melancholy cello 

composition by composer Bill Ryan for the soundtrack of the dance films.263  

The three dancers re-watched the ‘motif’ via my laptop before they performed. 

Ryan’s composition was played via a stereo system in the studio. The technical 

process was established quickly; I used one camera for close-ups and another to 

capture the dancer in the full space of the studio. Both were positioned on tripods 

close to each other, as I was conscious not to disturb the choreographic flow of each 

dancer’s performance by moving equipment around the studio. I filmed each dancer 

the same way, as I needed to capture this twofold documentation of them once. 

Giving them only one chance to perform was a risk, but the time allocated for 

filming was short. I sensed this boundary would ensure each interpretation remained 

raw and honest. Head, arms, and close-up torso shots were captured, with the 

 
261 Anne Marsh, Performance Ritual Document (Melbourne Macmillan Art Publishing, 2014), 10. 

262 Marsh, Performance, 10. 

263 Bill Ryan, http://www.billryanmusic.com/. 

http://www.billryanmusic.com/
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expectation of fusing the wide angle and close-up shots in the final cut to illuminate 

each performer’s solo. 

Film director Colin Nears has discussed the disparities of watching a live 

performance in a theatre as opposed to the small screen, pointing out the technical 

issues.264 His observations come from a professional standpoint; while I am an 

experimental filmmaker, I believe my ability as a dancer gave me confidence to treat 

the studio like a stage and to capture what he describes as ‘front to rear’ footage. He 

noted, 

That the dancing area of the camera is a triangle in depth, from the lens to the 

background, narrow at the front, wide to the rear … in the theatre you start with 

a rectangular stage, a shape encouraging movement from side to side; whereas 

for the camera, dance is better from rear to front (or vice versa) with the image 

growing in strength as it approaches the lens.265  

Each of the dancers disclosed that they did not have specific choreography to 

reproduce but are such professionals that they can ‘ad lib’ and interpret. The filming 

order commenced with Jackson, then Crow, and finally Minns. Each dancer brought 

something unique to the project through their use of the space and their movements. 

Their performances held elements of drama and emotion, alternating tempos, and 

intricate gestural movements. Langer describes this as, “to the one who performs it, 

known, very precisely as a kinetic experience.”266 These gestures are embodied 

moments and unique in the way each dancer performs them, a personal imprint 

inscribed through the body and shown through their interpretation. Langer 

continues, “as to what dancing is – what it expresses, what it creates and how it is 

related to other arts, to the artist, and to the actual world — has a philosophical 

significance of its own.”267 It is how each dancer performs their solo, their 

expressive qualities, gestures, pauses, each accompanied by the same sound score, 

that produce profoundly unique performances.  

 
264 Colin Nears, “Bridging a Distance,” Dance Research Journal 5, no. 2 (1986): 43–60. 

265 Nears, “Bridging a Distance,” 43–4. 

266 Langer, Feeling and Form, 174. 

267 Langer, Feeling and Form, 169. 
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I noted that as I filmed each dancer, I was unprepared for the effect their 

interpretations had on me. Each performance confirmed the dancer’s agency, 

demonstrating they are recognised as an older dancer, displaying decades of lived 

danced experience conveyed in their movements. Age has brought them a refined 

sensibility, and they carry a sense of confidence. 

Each finished dance film was the result of ‘choreographing with film’. The 

crescendos of Ryan’s soulful cello soundtrack gave me a rhythmic pulse to 

guide me choreographically through the edit.268  

 

Please refer to the weblink holding the Appendices to view the three works.269 

 

Nears describes how choreographers see their work from a theatre spatial aspect as 

opposed to the film director, who sees it through the lens of a camera. As I operated 

the cameras to produce a film for the small screen, I was conscious that it would be 

projected large-scale later on. Nears states, “the creator sees a piece of theatre; the 

interpreter views it with the restraints or advantages of an intimate presentation as a 

four-by-three ratio image on a relatively small screen.”270 In this case, when I edited 

the footage, there was a suggestion of how the work appeared before being screened 

in a gallery setting. Many viewers would only see the dance film online, which 

meant it needed to have the same intensity whether shown large-scale in a gallery 

or on a laptop or a mobile phone.  

 
268 Karen Pearlman, Cutting Rhythms: Shaping the Film Edit (Abingdon, Oxon: Focal Press, 

2009), 28. 

269 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs. 

270 Nears, “Bridging a Distance,” 43. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs
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Figure 21 Jackson, Crow and Minns warming up, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 

 

 

Figure 22 The Ivy Studio, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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Figure 23 Crow, Jackson and Minns, rehearsing, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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4.3.2 Film Session 2: British dancer Ann Dickie, the Siobhan Davies Studios, 

London (2015) 

 

A deconstruction of who you are – and a reconstruction of you 

 ⎯Ann Dickie, 2015271  

The film session with Dickie was quite different to the one with the other three 

dancers. She had been unable to join them on the day, and she had her own idea of 

how she wanted to perform her solo. The filming was set in a different, unfamiliar 

location – the Siobhan Davies Studios in London. Dickie had a tight schedule and 

had set a time to complete her interpretation which left little time for mistakes. She 

selected not to view the ‘motif’ again on the day of her performance, undertook a 

swift warm-up session, dismissed a rehearsal, and went straight into the 

performance. While she exercised, I photographed and set up the two cameras as I 

had in the Ivy Studio shoot. As there was no natural light, the studio lighting was 

retained.  

Dickie was opposed to my strict regime of only one performance per dancer and 

requested a few attempts with additional costume changes. I was happy to 

compromise in the spirit of collaboration, fascinated by the prospective results. She 

produced three versions of the same solo. She had also chosen a different soundtrack 

which she had rehearsed with prior. This was not a problem as all the interpretations 

in the final edit would use the same Bill Ryan soundtrack. Dickie’s interpretation 

can be found in the weblink that contains the full Appendices of this project.272 

Each dancer brought their life experience to the project, but how each conveyed 

these gestures in their interpretation was unique. While they may use similar 

movements, they are quite distinct in their physical outcome. Philosopher Carrie 

Noland describes this as “a type of transcription, a parsing of the body into 

signifying … gestures clearly belong to the domain of movement” and these dancers 

 
271 Spoken by Ann Dickie before commencement of the filming 2015 Siobhan Davies Studios 

London. 

272 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs Ann 

Dickie. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs
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embodied their individual style through the performance.273 Noland posits that 

gestural action “sculpts the moving body,” and the dancer’s embodied vocabulary 

added this resonance to their interpretations.274  

While a live performance would have been preferable, digital technology presents 

the opportunity to screen that filmed work such as this in a gallery, conference, 

screendance festival, or on social media. The digital medium of film has enabled 

accessibility for these OEDs to be seen, and to demonstrate their craft and gain an 

audience. Nevertheless, Chris Salter stresses there are always going to be issues 

regarding the representation of dance on film as opposed to a live performance, 

because 

technologies such as the video camera, monitor and projection screen also 

[play] a major role in remaking the performing body, particularly in the 

documentation of actions designed to dismantle live presence.275  

 

Dance films are literally moving dance from outside of its customary platform, as 

suggested by American dance scholar Harmony Bench, who contends that dance no 

longer sits in its usual familiar theatrical location.276 Many dancers are 

experimenting with producing films that are shot in unusual locations taking dance 

outside of the norm, and precipitated through screenings on line, conferences and 

screendance festivals are making dance more accessible. Using dance films is one 

way to highlight the OED; it facilitates screenings to educate society that there are 

dancers performing past the age of forty, and renders the OED visible, exposing an 

under-represented demographic.  

 
273 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 2. 

274 Ibid. 

275 Chris Salter, Entangled: Technology and the Transformation of Performance (Cambridge, MA: 

The MIT Press, 2010), 247. 

276 Harmony Bench, “Media and the No-Place of Dance,” Forum Modernes Theater Journal 23, 

no. 1 (2008): 37, www.periodicals.narr.de/index.php/forum_modernes_theater/article/.../864/842.  

file:///C:/Users/Admin/Dropbox/Sonia%20YP%20Thesis/www.periodicals.narr.de/index.php/forum_modernes_theater/article/.../864/842
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Figure 24 Ann Dickie warming up, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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Figure 25 Camera positioning in the Siobhan Davies Studio, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 

  

Figure 26 Ann Dickie warming up in the studio, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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4.3.3 Film Session 3: The Australian Dance Artists, Sydney, Australia  

 

Dancers Frankenhaeuser, Barling, Philip and Harding-Irmer were filmed at their 

base in Sydney that they share with installation artist Ken Unsworth. The studio was 

arranged like a stage, a rectangular space, which was familiar to the dancers. 

Following the same filming methods, I had employed in the UK, I positioned the 

cameras on tripods as before to capture wide-angle and close-up shots.  

Because of some issues with lighting, additional stage lighting was implemented for 

the filming. Like Dickie, Frankenhaeuser and Harding-Irmer had chosen different 

musical accompaniments. This was not an issue, as all the interpretations in the final 

cut would share the same soundtrack. 

The dancers did not view the ‘motif’, on the day they merely warmed up and readied 

themselves to perform their interpretation. The dancers performed in the following 

order: Harding-Irmer, Frankenhaeuser, Barling, and Philip. Each dancer rendered a 

performance I could not have anticipated. Their gestural movements both 

communicates and restricts the body simultaneously, adding distinct resonance to 

their interpretations.277 Harding-Irmer and Frankenhaeuser produced vastly 

different interpretations, their individual style etched into their movements, and each 

performance holding a nuance of the original ‘motif’. Harding-Irmer moved slowly 

and with precision, hardly moving from centre stage, whilst engaging the viewer 

with a beautiful gentle sequence of gestures. Frankenhaeuser’s movements are more 

direct, angular and forceful, moving around the stage with command. My analysis 

of their interpretations confirmed how each of the performers bring experience and 

professionalism to the project, and revealed their unique artistry honed from decades 

of training and performance.  

Barling’s interpretation was short but emotive. Commencing her solo horizontal on 

the ground, her sweeping gestures are accentuated by their strength as she weaves 

her way to the vertical. This solo used minimal space, keeping the spectator’s gaze 

fixed on the performer. Philip’s interpretation was complicated as he was in 

 
277 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 1. 
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recovery from hip surgery and was not as free moving as had been anticipated. 

Covered by a large swathe of fabric, he lay horizontal, almost corpse-like in a 

shroud, positioned centre stage, unable to move as freely as he wished, plus this was 

not working well cinematically. In discussion with artist Ken Unsworth, he 

suggested I film Philip from above the stage, and tethering me to the ceiling with a 

rope, I proceeded to film Philip from above as he moved. I focused the lens on him 

as he rolled left and right with the fabric billowing around him. This experiment 

produced quite different footage. Each of the ADA’s interpretations can be viewed 

on the weblink that contains the full Appendices of this project.278 

 

 

Figure 27 Journal documentation Sonia York-Pryce 2015 

 
278 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-8-individual-motifs
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Figure 28 Patrick Harding-Irmer in position, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 

 

 

Figure 29 Ross Philip preparing to perform, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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Figure 30 Anca Frankenhaeuser preparing to perform, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 

 

 

 

Figure 31 Susan Barling warming up, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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4.4 Inappropriate Behaviour Exhibition Queensland College of Art, White Box 

Gallery, Gold Coast Campus 2015 

 

For the first exhibition in July 2015, I exhibited the eight dance films in a gallery 

space, screened via data projectors onto three walls, which produced a ‘dance’ 

dialogue, a conversation through dance that connected the eight OEDs. The concept 

was to screen the films large-scale, magnifying the OEDs and creating a visceral 

two-dimensional performance to amplify their movements and engage the viewer. 

These OEDs conveyed a dancer’s physicality; what Salter calls “rigorous systems 

of conditioning and training ... the body as a technology itself – a sophisticated 

muscular-skeletal, mechanical-organic system.”279  

As an experiment, this exhibition found the most successful and effective way to 

screen the eight films. The large-scale format provided an intimate proximity to 

these OEDs; in feminist theorist Kathleen Woodward’s words, these projections 

gave them “hypervisibility”, as they emphasised their physicality and identified 

them as dancers with lived experience.280  

After the White Box gallery exhibition, I re-edited the dance films placing sections 

of the eight dancers’ interpretations into one dance film titled 

Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour.281 This title was a reference to French dance 

scholar Laurence Louppe, where she refers to a dancer/performer as a interprète.282 

In the second half of the title I am referring to the perceived age inappropriateness 

of the OED. This editing experiment illustrated certain sections of each of the 

dancers’ performances, and the overall outcome added stronger emotive affect to 

the film. As feminist epistemologist Alison Jaggar observes, “emotion directs, 

shapes and even partially defines observation.”283 This quote was the catalyst for 

 
279 Salter, Entangled, 221. 

280 Kathleen Woodward, “Performing age, performing gender,” NWSA Journal 18, no. 1 (2006): 

163.  

281 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-inappropriate-behaviour-. 

282 Laurence Louppe, Poetics of Contemporary Dance [Poetique de la Danse], trans. Sally Gardner 

(Alton: Dance Books Ltd, 2010), xiii. 

283 Alison M. Jaggar, “Love and Knowlege: Emotion in Feminist Epistemology,” Inquiry 32, no. 2 

(1989): 160, https://doi.org/10.1080/00201748908602185. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/interprete-inappropriate-behaviour-
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the films, an emotive stance to illuminate these dancers, to reveal them to an 

audience, and to acknowledge the agency and craft of the OED.  

 

 

 

Figure 32 Image courtesy of QCA Griffith University, Gold Coast Campus 
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Figure 33 Dance film Projection featuring Patrick Harding-Irmer, Sonia York-

Pryce 2015 

 

 

Figure 34 Dance film projection featuring Nicholas Minns, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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Figure 35 Dance film projections featuring Nicholas Minns, Ann Dickie, Sonia 

York-Pryce 2015 

 

 

Figure 36 Dance film projections Ross Philip, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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Figure 37 White Box projections of Susie Crow, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 

 

 

Figure 38 Dance film projections, Jennifer Jackson, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 
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4.5 Dance film Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour (2015) 

 

As I felt confident that the work had a strong resonance, I entered the film into a 

screendance competition where I anticipated the dialogue regarding ageism and the 

under-represented OED would be elevated. The film was submitted to the Pavilion 

Dance Southwest’s Joie de Vivre competition (UK), which invited submissions of 

dance films featuring older dancers.284 The aim was to celebrate dance and ageing, 

with the hope that the “works created could begin to change the perception of older 

bodies dancing and what it means to be old.”285 In September 2015, Interprète 

/Inappropriate Behaviour won the Gold Award.286 This honour gave this dance film 

great exposure and it was screened at other venues through Pavilion Dance South 

West’s networks. This confirmed that the subjectivity of this dance film was timely 

with age-critical conferences occurring in Europe.287  

 

 

4.6 Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has discussed the aims of the studio practice, beginning with revisiting 

a work from 1988, and experimenting with its reproduction through film. My 

process involved the creation of a filmed ‘dance map’ as a new ‘motif’ for 

interpretation by the eight OEDs, and the subsequent collaboration. Once edited, 

‘the motif’ was uploaded to Vimeo a video hosting site where the dancers accessed 

and viewed it and then began planning their experimentations. Following this, the 

collaboration commenced in 2015 with the dancers, Jackson, Crow, Dickie and 

Minns in the UK, and Harding-Irmer, Frankenhaeuser, Barling and Philip, whose 

 
284 Refer to https://www.pdsw.org.uk/dance-devs/joie-de-vivre-current-projects/. 

285 Refer to http://www.pdsw.org.uk/news/news-and-opportunities/winners-of-joie-de-vivre-dance-

film-competition/. 

286 Refer to 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/. 

287 Sadler’s Wells Theatre, “The Elixir Festival - Celebrating Lifelong Creativity,” YouTube 

video, 8:36, posted 13 November 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLAC0ZTI5pkuzG-

qqEgAcQFH2otaEp4-2a&v=itgXmbZrPJw; Charlotta Öfverholm, “Age on Stage Fucking Burn It 

– Festival,” http://start.jusdelavie.org/fucking-burn-it-2015/. 

 

https://www.pdsw.org.uk/dance-devs/joie-de-vivre-current-projects/
http://www.pdsw.org.uk/news/news-and-opportunities/winners-of-joie-de-vivre-dance-film-competition/
http://www.pdsw.org.uk/news/news-and-opportunities/winners-of-joie-de-vivre-dance-film-competition/
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/
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/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLAC0ZTI5pkuzG-qqEgAcQFH2otaEp4-2a&v=itgXmbZrPJw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLAC0ZTI5pkuzG-qqEgAcQFH2otaEp4-2a&v=itgXmbZrPJw
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professionalism came to the fore, as they produced their unique interpretation. The 

three film sessions showed the importance of being able to adapt to new concepts, 

listening to and acting on suggestions. The ‘motif’ produced eight diverse solos 

which are outlined throughout this chapter.  The eight resulting dance films were 

installed individually and screened in an exhibition Inappropriate Behaviour at the 

White Box gallery in 2015. Viewers responded positively, suggesting wider interest 

in dance and ageing.  

Following the strong results that emerged of the eight solo dance films, I decided to 

create a new compilation dance film using the four solos from British dancers. 

Finding this trial successful, I edited further, bringing all eight OEDs into the one 

dance film. Realising the impact of this new version, I submitted 

Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour to the inaugural Joie de Vivre screendance 

competition (2015) where it won the Gold Award.288 This success validated that 

screendance can be a valuable platform to promote OEDs in the field of western 

dance culture.  

In Chapter 5, I will discuss how these earlier practice-led dance film outcomes 

resulted in utterly (in)appropriate, which was produced as a response to 

Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour during an interdisciplinary residency in 2017. 

This is followed by an analysis of the experimentation and processes that led to the 

final exhibition, Corporeal Architecture. 

 
288 https://www.pdsw.org.uk/news/winners-of-joie-de-vivre-dance-film-competition/. 

 

https://www.pdsw.org.uk/news/winners-of-joie-de-vivre-dance-film-competition/
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Chapter 5: Residency and Final Works (2017-2019) 

 

Artistic research is based on individual expression and subjective experience. 

An artistic research project has to be documented and defended by the artist. 

No one else can do it.  

—Efva Lilja289 

This chapter discusses the practice-led research outcomes from my residency in 

March (2017) at Hospitalfield House, Arbroath, Scotland, which led to the dance 

film utterly (in)appropriate. The aim of this dance film was to represent an older 

female dancer’s physicality, and in this way continue to identify and embody this 

subject through film. The decision to return to using my body as the site of discovery 

was informed by the writing of feminist Elizabeth Grosz, who posits that 

“everybody is marked by the history and specificity of its existence.”290 My body is 

singularly marked by life experience and the “lived experience” of dance.291 

This dance film was primarily produced for the screendance genre, although it was 

a live performance at the time of its filming. After returning to Australia from 

Scotland, I screened utterly (in)appropriate at the White Box Gallery in July 2017 

to experiment with the presentation of the work and to resolve any technical issues 

encountered. This helped me to make decisions regarding the installation for the 

final exhibition, Corporeal Architecture, which consists of nine dance films and 

addresses the OED’s identity and physicality.  

 

5.1 Hospitalfield House Residency, Arbroath Scotland March (2017) 

The aim of this residency was to continue my investigation concerning the under-

representation of OEDs and to pose through film why OEDs continue to be under-

valued and disregarded within western dance culture.292 As previously discussed the 

 
289 Lilja, Movement As Memory of the Body, 32. 

290 Grosz, “The Body as Inscriptive Surface,” 142. 

291 Sheets-Johnstone, The Phenomenology of Dance, 4. 

292 Schwaiger, Ageing, Gender, 140. 
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identity of the OED is distinguishable through a connection to an ‘other’—the 

young, stereotypical dancer. The OED both opposes and ensures the other, marking 

the margin where they deviate from and join with the other.293 They may all be 

dancers, but youth versus ageing and bodily form versus physical decline 

differentiates one from the other. Here too visibility is inextricably entwined with 

identity, and my method of using film to frame myself and the eight dancers 

discussed in the previous chapter was an essential and provocative way to look at 

corporeal difference. By producing and screening dance films featuring OEDs, I aim 

to promote dialogue regarding OEDs, ageing, and embodied knowledge, and to 

contest the usual expectations of dance. By positioning my body in the dance film, 

I make a statement, that as an object—and as feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz 

states, “by my-being-to-the-world”—I can exhibit my older body shown through 

my lived experience of dance.294 The premise of exhibiting my ageing physicality 

as the subject of the dance film was a continuation from Interprète/Inappropriate 

Behaviour.295 The aim of that particular dance film was to reveal the community of 

OEDs and the need for their craft to be seen and acknowledged. Feminist Peggy 

Phelan argues that “under-represented communities can be empowered by an 

enhanced visibility.”296 This empowerment is the aim of my practice-led research. 

By visually documenting myself, I am entering into the conversation regarding the 

agency of these dancers—not only to add to the discourse on OEDs and their 

performative qualities within the current dance world but also to expose them to the 

general public.297  

The concept of this film was inspired by Nine Variations of a Dance Theme (1966), 

filmed by cinematographer Hilary Harris.298  His camera circumnavigated the 

dancer as she constantly repeated a set of movements, with Harris filming her from 

numerous angles and using extreme close-ups. This film was shot in a black-and-

white format in a studio with natural lighting. I also referenced the work of two 

 
293 Peggy Phelan, “Broken Symmetries: Memory, Sight, Love,” Chap. 1 in Unmarked: The 

Politics of Performance (London & New York: Routlege, 2001), 13. 

294 Grosz, “Lived Bodies,” 87. 

295 http://hospitalfield.org.uk/residencies/. 

296 Phelan, “Broken,” 7. 

297 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 57. 

298 Kinodanz, “Nine Variations on a Dance Theme Directed by Hilary Harris,” YouTube video, 

13:01, posted on 3 August 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=03Qa3KMxXWc. 

http://hospitalfield.org.uk/residencies/
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dancers/filmmakers—Sue Healey’s On View: Icons (2015),299 that features some of 

Australia’s prominent female dance elders (in particular, former ballerina Lucette 

Aldous, though only Elizabeth Cameron Dalman is still performing and is part of 

my research), and American avant-garde Maya Deren’s At Land (1944),300 that was 

shot in black-and-white and features Deren. Structured as “a semi-psychological 

reality,”301 Deren’s film employs subtle editing techniques while posing questions 

surrounding identity. Deren was known for her experimental work; her A Study in 

Choreography for Camera (1945) features a man of colour performing in a forest 

and in an interior setting, which was unique for the time.302 Her manipulations of 

time and space sit with the two other examples as guides for how a dancer/filmmaker 

both choreographs with film and then edits. 

To start the process to warm up my body, I simply removed my outer clothing, 

turned on the cameras, soundtrack, and began improvising. According to 

phenomenologist Celeste Snowber, improvisation is a form of moving ‘ad lib’ 

investigating through movement, discovering through the body, utilising its ability 

to let the creative energy flow and to see what will happen.303 This freed up my body 

and mind to a point where the movement and rhythm of the music allowed me to 

concentrate on being in the moment.  

As dancer and phenomenologist Susan Kozel posits,  

A dancer who interrogates her movement phenomenologically in the very 

moment of dancing attempts not to let reflection intervene and shape the flow 

of movement but knows that it will change the process, perhaps by making it 

more conscious, providing more depth.304 

 
299 Healey, “On View: Icons”  

300 Nicolas van Meirhaeghe, “At Land, Maya Deren,” YouTube video, 14:46, posted 1 December 

2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FYdf8xxDlIg.  

301 Maya Deren, “An Anagram of Ideas on Art, Form and Film,” in Maya Deren and the American 

Avante-Garde, ed. Bill Nicols (Berkerley and Los Angeles: University of California, 2001), 5. 

302 Film Kurgusu, “A Study in Choreography for the Camera, Maya Deren and Talley Beatty,” 

YouTube video 2:13, posted 11 December 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gy1ml9jSjPk. 

303 Snowber, “Bodydance: Enfleshing Soulful Inquiry through Improvisation,” 20–33. 

304 Kozel, Closer, 22. 
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With Kozel’s position in mind, I found it was often distracting to separate the doing 

and the thinking. Even though the cameras were filming, my concentration had to 

be fixed firmly on the movements and using the spatiality of the studio, deciding 

where to dance. The cameras were automatic, roaming in and out of focus. As 

Phelan suggests,  

the camera, modelled on the human eye, reproduces the (faulty) sight of the 

eye. Together, the eye and the camera, in mimetic correspondence, naturalise 

the visible real by turning it into something seen.305  

There were many instances when the camera’s eye/lens disputed Phelan’s claim, but 

as I had no other ‘eye’ to assist, I acknowledge that the useable footage the cameras 

captured was part of the creative process, irrespective of whether I or the cameras 

produced it. The process of technical discovery was accompanied by how I 

aesthetically judged how my movements were captured and/or performed. For 

example, through exploring numerous different camera angles, with the focus away 

from the sunrise, or faced directly into the light, or by concentrating on only half of 

my body or just an arm featured in the frame. This was always further complicated 

by remembering where the cameras were located as I danced in the space.  

I concentrated more on my head and torso movements, and the cameras, positioned 

off centre or half hidden in the corner, captured my face as the lens moved in and 

out suggestive of  breathing, as it tried to focus on my form. These results of shifting 

focus provide a metaphor for the lack of status that ageing brings of 

visibility/invisibility within society and the field of dance.306 The outcomes revealed 

in this footage proved a useful narrative device in the development of the project. It 

drew the focus to my bodily appearance, questioning as de Beauvoir did, “can I have 

become a different being while I still remain myself?”307 I take this to understand 

that whilst my corporeality depicts ageing, inside, I feel chronologically younger 

than I appear. 

 
305 Phelan, “Broken,” 14. 

306 Morris, "Bourdieu, the Body, and Graham's Post-War Dance," 54. 

307 De Beauvoir, Old Age, 315. 
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Occasionally, the camera captured the wrinkled skin on my hands, the clarity of the 

footage produced was positive and poignant, but I still had not captured the essential 

close-ups that the work needed to properly illuminate an older woman’s body. 

Therefore, I invited a fellow resident, Costa Rican–Canadian installation artist 

Fabiola Carranza, to assist with the filming. I danced while she shadowed me around 

the studio with her camera. Carranza captured intimate, controversial close-up 

imagery of my face, torso, legs and feet, which added vital material to the film. 

Markson suggests, “seeing the scantily attired aging female body on screen remains 

taboo.”308  

 

  

Figure 39 Fully clothed in the artist studio, Hospitalfield, Sonia York-Pryce 2015 

 
308 Elizabeth W. Markson, “The Female Aging Body through Film,” Chap. 3 in Aging Bodies: 

Images and Everyday Experience, ed. Christopher A. Faircloth (Oxford: Altamira Press, 2003), 98. 



93 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40 Screenshot Sonia York-Pryce in motion 2017 

 

 

Figure 41 Camera in situ Artist Studio Hospitalfield, Sonia York-Pryce 2017 
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Figure 42 Journal Documentation from the artist studio  
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Figure 43 Camera set in position Artist Studio Hospitalfield, Sonia York-Pryce 2017 

 

   

Figure 44 Screenshot of Sonia York-Pryce early morning, Artist Studio 

Hospitalfield 2017 
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Figure 45 Camera in situ to capture the sunrise, Artist Studio Hospitalfield 2017 

 

 

Figure 46 Falling out of the frame, Sonia York-Pryce 2017 



97 

 

 

  

Figure 47 Out of focus 

 

 

Figure 48 Out of focus but in the frame 
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Figure 49 Journal documentation for the Artist Studio, 2017 
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Figure 50 Screenshot of Carranza’s footage 

 

 

Figure 51 Screenshot of Carranza’s Close-up 
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Figure 52 Screenshot of Sonia York-Pryce 

 

 

Figure 53 Screenshot of Sonia York-Pryce 2017 
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5.2 Editing utterly (in)appropriate (2017) 

The choreographic approach to editing when embedded in the process of making a 

dance film is discussed by artist and scholar Pricilla Guy. She describes 

“choreographic editing” as segments of film being altered through the re-

ordering/editing of the movements.309 This process enhanced the dance narrative 

and the visual aesthetics and produced a more resolved film. In this way, the editing 

changed the original choreographic narrative from linear to non-linear, which I 

preferred. As observed by Guy, I could adjust the footage to suit the imagery I 

needed.310 Guy asked an important question: after the edit, “who actually is the 

choreographer?”311 I have concluded that I remain the choreographer. In this case, I 

have altered my choreography through the edit, but I have done so to highlight 

aspects of the older dancer in motion. This is part of the post-dance choreography 

that is dance film. The edit became the focus of utmost importance as it brought 

together the performance, physicality, sound, visuals, and affect to embrace the 

context and to bring an understanding to the issues of ageing dancers.312 

Returning to the solos from Interprète (2015), I was drawn to reflect on the eight 

individual dancers’ filmed responses and how their choreography became visually 

altered through the editing process. Guy questioned the difference between these 

two intersections, that of “the dance created in the studio and the dance inscribed on 

screen.”313 From my perspective, I was surveying the visual aesthetics through the 

editing process and this did change the dancers’ emphasis, but this method was 

intentional to enhance the final work. 

The blocks of film I had shot were each reviewed, with various clips selected and 

uploaded to iMovie for editing. As the dancer, director, and editor, I was aware that 

the editing should and did mirror the score; it added emotive accompaniment to 

complement the movements, and each had to flow. As dance scholars Lynne A. 

 
309 Priscilla Guy, “Where Is the Choreography? Who Is the Choreographer? Alternate Approaches 

to Choreography through Editing,” in The Oxford Handbook of Screendance Studies, ed. Douglas 

Rosenberg (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 591. 

310 Guy, “Where Is the Choreography?,” 593. 

311 Guy, “Where Is the Choreography?,” 597. 

312 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 43. 

313 Guy, “Where Is the Choreography?,” 594. 
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Blom and Tarin Chaplin confirm, “the ideal relationship is when dance and music 

appear as one, mutually supportive, enhancing one another”.314 For this dance film, 

I had gained permission to use an emotive composition by Icelandic composer 

Ólafur Arnalds, shortly before I left for Scotland.315 Arnalds’s poignant score has a 

melancholic theme which adds an impassioned sensibility to the film. The tempo 

interweaves with my movements and drives the emotions, particularly in the closing 

scenes where the music mirrors my expression. His score has brought a musical 

empathy to the film, which contributes to the overall effect of the production.  

The tacit contrast of close-up and movement is described by Erin Brannigan as a 

unique occurrence when “the performing body and the close-up have combined to 

create a new mode of filmic performance.”316 This is evident in the closing shots of 

the dance film where my facial expressions dominate the screen. Brannigan 

observes the close-up “as micro-choreography,”317 a concept that is illustrated when 

my enlarged lined face fills the screen. This adds emotion, as my gaze forges a 

connection with the viewer. I anticipate that the viewer is challenged by this 

vision.318 Film and editing bring together elements which would not be possible to 

see in a live performance; in particular, the sections of blurred imagery which 

seemed to have greater affect than the focused imagery. Through this dance film, I 

challenge the usual younger dancer’s body by framing the visceral form of the older 

body. In doing so, I offer a different ‘aesthetic vision.’319 As an OED, I reject the 

stereotypical aesthetics of youth and invite the viewer to embrace diversity within 

dance culture. I want the viewer to see and acknowledge the possibility of beauty, 

form, and expressed through the movement of the older female dancer’s body. The 

feedback generated from a screening at Hospitalfield House revealed that the 

context of the dance film had been understood by the audience and that they had 

gained new knowledge regarding the quandary surrounding dancers and ageing.320 

This experiment confirmed that this film was a worthy vehicle to represent, in a non-

 
314 Lynne A. Blom and Tarin L. Chaplin, The Intimate Act of Choreography (Pittsburgh: 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 1982), 162. 

315 Loftið Verður Skyndilega Kalt [The Air Suddenly Goes Cold]. 

316 Brannigan, Dancefilm: Choreography and the Moving Image, 46. 

317 Ibid.  

318 Ibid, 43. 

319 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 37. 

320 Barone and Eisner, Arts Based Research, 9. 
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verbal context, the embodiment and life experience observed through this non-

stereotypical dancer’s body. 

 

  

Figure 54 Screenshot of Sonia York-Pryce 2017 

 

 

Figure 55 Screenshot close-up of Sonia York-Pryce 2017           
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 5.3 Installing the dance film utterly (in)appropriate, Queensland College of Art, 

White Box Gallery, South Bank Campus. (2017) 

The exhibition in the White Box Gallery in July 2017 featured the dance film utterly 

(in)appropriate, where the focus was for the viewer to examine my ageing 

physicality.321 As discussed in Chapter 3, I had previously concentrated on other 

OEDs as my subjects,322 but for this installation, I positioned my physicality through 

film projections, and considered again that the “dancing beauty can be old.”323 Using 

myself as subject aimed to enlighten the viewer of the positive physical attributes 

ageing can bring, rather than its limitations. Gullette describes this form as the 

“default body,”324 which clearly was the current unmistakable indication of my 

selfhood, shown through film. This installation reflected an aesthetically different 

form, one that aimed at “bringing bodies in culture and culture in bodies”325through 

dance to the fore.  

However, the main intention of this installation was to see how the work was 

displayed and if my corporeal difference produced positive or emotive responses in 

the viewer. I sought to create an aesthetic break—a sort of disassociation between, 

as French theorist Jacques Rancière posits, “what is seen and what is thought, what 

is thought and what is seen.”326 I aimed to create new meanings and understanding 

for “age-on-the-body” how this attitude affects dancers and to educate those 

unaware of ageism in the dance world.327  

In the space, I used four data projectors, accompanied by media players, which 

screened the main film, utterly (in)appropriate; two new versions of the film in a 

black-and-white format titled utterly (1) and utterly (2); as well as a further film 

 
321 Gullette, “Acting Age on Stage,” 11. 

322 The eight dancers featured in the dance film Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour. 

323 Nakajima, “Overview,” 12. 

324 Gullette, “Acting Age on Stage,” 9. 

325 Gullette, “Acting Age on Stage,” 11. 

326 Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. Gregory Elliot (London, New York: 

Verso, 2009), 75. 

327 Gullette, “Acting Age on Stage,” 9. 
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titled inappropri_58, produced through a collaboration with documentary 

photographer Kelly McIlvenny.328  

The adjustment to black-and-white in utterly (1) and (2) gave these films added 

depth that complemented the details. Henri Cartier-Bresson felt the colour format 

“prejudiced the achievement of the life and movement caught by black-and-white,” 

and this change of format certainly highlighted the imagery in my work.329 utterly 

(1) concentrates solely on Carranza’s close-up footage, which accentuates my aged 

body, giving the work what Brannigan refers to as “a particular autonomy,”330 while 

utterly (2) comprises wide-angle footage captured by my camera. Both dance films 

were projected onto the same gallery wall, side by side and screened on a large-scale 

format. 

The screening of utterly (in)appropriate onto georgette fabric produced a skin-like 

texture and appearance. Installed in a corner of the gallery, this hanging fabric 

invited the viewer to walk behind into the interstitial space to view the projection. 

The size of this projection was considerably smaller than the two black and white 

versions, but this unusual setting proved that viewing is an action in itself. However, 

its positioning did not give the film the prominence it required. 

The screening of utterly (1) and (2) side by side on the one wall, large-scale as 

before, created a dialogue with each other. The scale of this imagery was intended 

to be provocative and emotive. I made the decision to continue projecting utterly (1) 

and (2) on a large scale positioned side by side. The work now had communicated 

with stronger affect for the viewer, and its intent was clear. 

The re-staging of utterly (1) and (2) immediately encouraged a strong visual 

dialogue between the three projections, taking the opportunity to film myself as I 

interacted with the dance films.331 

 
328 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/inappro-58-2016. 

329 Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Mind’s Eye (Millerton, NY: Aperture Foundation, Inc., 1999), 36. 

330 Brannigan, Dancefilm: Choreography and the Moving Image, 40. 

331 The images were photographed using my iPhone while viewing video footage from my Nikon 

D500 SLR digital camera.  

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/inappro-58-2016
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By experimenting with the scale of these projections the strongest result was the 

large scale as opposed to the small versions, as this larger than life version depicted 

in minute detail the visceral reality of the OEDs body and thus accentuated the 

corporeal effects of age.  

 

Figure 56 Illustration of the White Box Gallery, South Bank Campus, courtesy of 

QCA, Griffith University. 
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Figure 57 The White Box Gallery before installation commenced, 2017  
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Figure 58 utterly (1) and (2) projections White Box Gallery 2017 
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 Figure 59 utterly (1) & (2) screened side by side, White Box Gallery, 2017 
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Figure 60 utterly (in)appropriate projection screening on fabric 2017 

  

Figure 61 utterly (in)appropriate projection screening on fabric, Sonia York-Pryce 

2017 
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Figure 62 Kelly McIlvenny adjusting the projector, Sonia York-Pryce 2017  

 

Figure 63 Fabric hangs of inappropriate_58 and utterly (in)appropriate 2017 
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Figure 64 Fabric hang of inappropri_58 on a different wall, Sonia York-Pryce 2017 
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Figure 65 utterly (1) and (2) with un-straightened projections, Sonia York-Pryce 

2017 

 

 Figure 66 utterly (1) & (2) straightened projections, Sonia York-Pryce 2017 
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Figure 67 Sonia York-Pryce interacting with utterly (1) and (2) 2017  
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Figure 68 Sonia York-Pryce interacting with utterly (in)appropriate 2017 
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Figure 69 Three images of myself interacting with the projections, Sonia York-Pryce 

2017 
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5.4 Installation of Corporeal Architecture, Queensland College of Art, White Box 

Gallery, South Bank Campus, for the Final DVA Exhibition (2019) 

 

 

Figure 70 Corporeal Architecture invitation 2019 

 

The concept for the final exhibition of this doctoral research, Corporeal 

Architecture, is to illuminate and celebrate the corporeal difference of the OED. 

This exhibition includes the eight dancers’ solos from Interprète/Inappropriate 

Behaviour, initially screened in 2015, and utterly(in)appropriate. By revisiting the 

solos, I give credence to their individual interpretations, and include myself in ‘the 

frame’ with the dance film utterly (in)appropriate, to offer my respect to all 

contributing dancers. In essence, the work has come full circle. The screening in the 

White Box Gallery took on a theatrical bent where it became a performative 

installation, portraying nine OEDs responding to each other in a ‘danced’ dialogue. 

As in previous installations, the dance films are screened large-scale, magnifying 

the dancers’ movements. A ‘light trap’ was constructed, where the viewer entered 

via a concealed door, walked through a light-protected passageway, and then was 

delivered ‘centre stage’ through the black curtains in front of the projections. There 
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were moments where the dancers performed similar movements which amplified 

and connected the gestures throughout the film (Figs 74 & 78).332  

I decided to change the sound to all the dance films and used the Ólafur Arnalds’s 

soundtrack previously used for utterly (in)appropriate, which had a similar tempo, 

but was not as melancholic as composer Bill Ryan’s score used for the eight dance 

films of Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour. This change intensified an emotive 

connection between the dance films. This 3-channel video installation has created a 

powerfully synchronistic dialogue, in which all the dancers’ interpretations have 

merged together, making it difficult to ignore or un-see the OED. 

The aim of final dance film installation Corporeal Architecture is to give visibility 

to the OED, stimulating a dialogue through the genre of screendance.  This 

installation comprised of a 3-channel video work, housing the nine dance films. As 

described by Gullette, “our age narratives become our virtual realities,”333 and these 

films visualise the under-represented OED, highlighting the positive qualities that 

are brought to dance and movement through ageing. This practice-led research 

project has addressed the role of ageism with regard to how ageing dancers are 

viewed, and how their bodies can be shown positively through the medium of 

film.334 As posited by feminist philosopher Alison Jaggar, the “intentionality” was 

to provoke an affect, an emotional response to viewing ageing through the lens of 

film and dance. Through this method, I illuminate the position of these dancers, and 

the issues associated with age and discrimination that they face.335 Some viewers 

stated that age is not what they observed, but rather artistry—an embodiment of life 

experience transferred through movement.  

The exhibition enhances the visibility of the OED by featuring dancers who are 

known, or may have been forgotten, through film, and highlights that ageism has 

continued to be pervasive in dance. The goal was to recognise these dancers not 

because they are ageing, but for their ‘mastery of the craft’ of dance which has taken 

 
332 Please refer to pages 136, 138 of this exegesis. 

333 Gullette, Aged by Culture, 11. 

334 Mike Featherstone, “Body, Image and Affect in Consumer Culture,” Body & Society 16, no. 1 

(2010): 213. 

335 Jaggar, “Love and Knowledge,” 156. 
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a lifetime to achieve.336 As Gullette states, “decline is the truth of ageing,”337 but 

through this research, the OED is recognised for their ongoing contribution to dance. 

This objective is to highlight their value to dance and society, and finally, to see age 

restrictions imposed by western dance culture finally disappear. 

 

 

Figure 71 Journal notes depicting concept for curtains, Sonia York-Pryce 2017 

 

 
336 McFee, The Philosophical Aesthetics of Dance, 169. 

337 Gullette, Aged By Culture, 11. 
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Figure 72 White Box Gallery illustration with notes, Sonia York-Pryce 2019  

 

Figure 73 Journal documentation of White Box Gallery installation, Sonia York-

Pryce 2019 
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Figure 74 Corporeal Architecture installation plan 2019 

 

 

 

Figure 75 Corporeal Architecture installation section 2019 
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Figure 76 Ann Dickie and Sonia York-Pryce projections White Box Gallery 

 

 

Figure 77 Sonia York-Pryce & Susie Crow, White Box Gallery, Sonia York-Pryce 

2019 
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Figure 78 Panoramic view of projections featuring Patrick Harding-Irmer, Sonia 

York-Pryce, Ross Philip, Annique Goldenberg 2017, reproduced with her kind 

permission 

 

 

 

 

Figure 79 Projections featuring Sonia York-Pryce and Nicholas Minns White Box 

Gallery 
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Figure 80 Projections featuring Ann Dickie & Sonia York-Pryce, Sonia York-Pryce 

2019 

 

  

Figure 81 Projections featuring Nicholas Minns and Sonia York-Pryce 2019 
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Figure 82 Sonia York-Pryce & Patrick Harding-Irmer gestures, Sonia York-Pryce 

2019 

 

Figure 83 Colour format of utterly (in)appropriate screening with York-Pryce and 

Nicholas Minns 2019 
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Figure 84 Projections of Ann Dickie and York-Pryce 2019 

 

5.5 Chapter Summary  

This chapter has evaluated the outcomes achieved during a residency that produced 

the dance film utterly (in)appropriate. The subsequent installation in July 2017 of 

the dance films: utterly (in)appropriate, utterly (1) and utterly (2), and 

inappropri_58 in the White Box gallery allowed me to explore the best ways to 

screen the various films. Thus, the production of the final 3-channel doctoral 

exhibition installation of Corporeal Architecture in June 2019 was produced out of 

the knowledge gained from all of these past installations (2015) and (2017). I 

decided to re-screen the eight dance films of 2015 to illustrate the artistry of each 

OED, and this prompted my decision to include the dance film utterly 

(in)appropriate (2017), creating a joint danced dialogue where nine dancers interact 

together. Using large scale blackout curtains to create a long dark entrance into the 

White Box gallery created an intimate theatrical experience for the dance films. A 

fitting finale to the research, the narrative revels in nine dancers in performance, 

demonstrating artistry, expression, and celebrating the power and confidence of 

individuality that ageing brings. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

  

To be a dancer is to choose the body and its movement as one’s relational field, 

as one’s instrument of knowledge, thought and expression. 

 —Laurence Louppe 1997338 

 

This research has posed the question ‘Can the representation of practicing OEDs 

through screendance convey their value and challenge ageism within 

contemporary dance culture?’  

 

In this exegesis, I have investigated ageism and the lack of recognition afforded to 

the older, experienced dancer (OED) within the current western ballet and 

contemporary dance culture, as observed from an Australian-European standpoint. 

As an older dancer professionally trained in London and living in Brisbane, I am 

well positioned to conduct this investigation. The methodology of this practice-led 

research grounded as it was in discourses on ageism, included the qualitative 

methods of data collection through interview and survey and has provided unique 

insights into the position of the OED. Their voices offer the strategies used to keep 

performing, navigate injuries, bias, ageing and habitus.  By inviting the participants 

to discuss how they navigate bias and performing in the current western dance field, 

primary research was obtained on the changes that need to happen for a more diverse 

practice.  

The loss of ‘cultural capital’ through ageism, and lack of opportunity to perform is 

introduced in Chapter 1 which establishes the issue of ageism in dance as endemic 

to the field. In contrast, the ‘symbolic capital’ of the OED remains resolute.339 

Retaining visibility within a dance culture that privileges the younger dancer 

demonstrates the tenacity of the OED to keep performing, and signals that they have 

no wish to cut short their careers. What this research is challenging is lack of 

inclusivity and opportunities in today’s dance culture for the OED. Understanding 

why these dancers still perform is crucial to prompting further discussion and 

 
338 Louppe, Poetics, 37. 

339 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 118. 



128 

 

 

ultimately change within the culture of western dance and society. The training and 

performance skills of OEDs should not be dismissed simply because they are 

deemed past their dance-by-date. This research contends that a dancer’s artistry is 

honed over time, and their lived experience of dance is undervalued.340   

The dance film research outcomes acknowledge the value of the OED within 

western dance culture. Age-critical research is gaining impetus, adding momentum 

for the position of the OED; their opinions add credibility to this ongoing, yet 

uncertain issue. New Zealand choreographer Jan Bolwell is adamant that there is a 

need and a place for the OED, but recognition is still slow. Bolwell believes, 

however, that it cannot be achieved by them alone, stressing that “it requires a 

change of vision and attitudes by arts funding bodies, producers, and 

choreographers to realise the untapped potential of senior dancers”.341 For OEDs to 

keep performing, choreographers who are sympathetic to work with them are 

required. The field of dance must have choreographers, such as those within NDT3 

and Dance On Ensemble, who will create work for the OED body. The Independent 

dance sector is championing performances by the OED; helping them to maintain 

their integrity, remain visible, connect, and communicate with audiences that 

appreciate seeing age on stage. As part of this research, the dance film outcomes 

have been ‘choreographed’ by me, an OED, with precisely this purpose in mind. 

This research positively contributes to this shift and demonstrates a slow but sure 

change with the more recent creation of Dance On Ensemble (2015)342 and OED 

dance festivals in the UK, Sweden and Australia.343  

The historical context outlined in Chapter 2 of this research examined ageism as 

viewed within western classical ballet and contemporary dance across the twentieth 

century and into the twenty-first century. The careers of Martha Graham, Merce 

Cunningham and Margot Fonteyn—three veteran dancers who continued to dance 

 
340 Morris, "Bourdieu, the Body, and Graham's Post-War Dance," 54. 

341 Jan Bolwell, “Wellbeing and the Ageing Dancer,” in The Oxford Handbook of Dance and 

Wellbeing, ed. Vicky Karkou, Sue Oliver, and Sophia Lycouris (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2017), 315. 

342 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/interview transcripts. 

343 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/conferences. 
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regardless of their age—and prima ballerina Alessandra Ferri, who made a 

celebratory return to the stage after retiring, were profiled to establish a foundation 

for this change in attitudes toward the OED. Their continued presence in dance 

brought about the re-evaluation of the OED, inviting further discourse on the 

possibility that dancers can continue despite dancing past an industry-wide 

expected expiry date.344 NDT3 the company formed in 1991 for professional 

dancers over the age of forty in Holland by Jiří Kylián, started a paradigm shift to 

remove the bias regarding longevity in dance. This company aimed to remove 

prejudice and provided a group of OEDs with an opportunity to dance in a way that 

focused on the artistry of these exemplary performers. Further to this watershed 

moment, choreographer Pina Bausch’s intergenerational company Tanztheater 

Wuppertal re-imagined performances by adapting work with a cast of OEDs, 

drawing attention to ageism and the need for diversity in dance. Such examples 

provide the underpinnings for a growing presence of the OED on stage and have 

offered courage in my own practice, where I too resist the call to stop dancing. 

In Chapter 3 I presented the survey of 10 open ended questions composed for this 

research, to which thirty-eight OEDs responded. For the purpose of this research I 

chose eight significant, professional OEDs to analyse in more depth and to 

collaborate with on the making of the dance films. The survey’s purpose was to find 

out how these OEDs navigate ageism, and how it impacts their practice, fitness, 

performance, injuries, body, and opportunities. The answers revealed how they feel 

they are perceived by audiences, how they identify as a dancer. I wanted to hear 

them express how they keep going and why they keep going, what are the realities 

of being an OED?  

One discovery is that many OEDs feel their practice is still evolving with integrity 

and enjoyment in performance in their unique context as an OED. The collection 

and collation of this primary research has the potential to be of benefit and insight 

 
344 Williams, “How I Kept My Ballerina Body... Aged 54. By Dancer Alessandra Ferri.” The 

Telegraph (London), 20 May 2017. https://search-proquest-

com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/1900459526/citation/A93E5378E66349FCPQ/1?accoun

tid=14543. 

https://search-proquest-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/1900459526/citation/A93E5378E66349FCPQ/1?accountid=14543
https://search-proquest-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/1900459526/citation/A93E5378E66349FCPQ/1?accountid=14543
https://search-proquest-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/1900459526/citation/A93E5378E66349FCPQ/1?accountid=14543
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to dancers, choreographers, reviewers and audiences in the western dance culture. 

The knowledge holds direction for addressing diversity and encouraging change. 

In Chapter 4 I examined the creative methods employed to revisit and document 

my ‘motif’, developed from my professional dance past in order to frame the OED 

though dance film for this research. The ‘motif’ project was appropriated from 

French artist Sophie Calle’s invitation to others to participate in specific acts, here 

represented in the form of selected dancers who subjectively interpret my ‘motif’.345 

The resulting collaboration with the eight OEDs produced a series of dance films, 

the intent of which was to invite dialogue regarding dancers and ageing. The 

experimental exhibition Inappropriate Behaviour (2015), which screened the eight 

dance films together, indicated the importance of dance films as a viable medium 

to represent dancers and ageing in a positive way. Re-staging these dance films 

together, Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour (2015) proved a key turning point in 

this research, where the value and emphasis on collaboration grew in importance. 

The screening of this entry at the screendance competition, Joie de Vivre, where it 

was awarded top prize, validated this genre as a creative artform that enables further 

discussion regarding the OED. Through dance films the OED can see themselves 

represented in the dance world and beyond. This outcome demonstrates that the 

corporeal difference of the OED has a valued subjectivity when portrayed through 

film. 

Chapter 5 discusses the residency in Scotland 2017 and the final exhibition 

Corporeal Architecture in 2019. This Hospitalfield residency produced a new body 

of work titled utterly (in)appropriate, which focused on corporeality in close-up. 

This investigation emphasised my OED agency, continuing the exploration of how 

to exhibit ageing and make it visible through film. This dance film was later 

exhibited in the utterly (in)appropriate exhibition to address the ageing dancer’s 

body.346  

 
345 Paula Cooper Gallery, “Sophie Calle.” 

346 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/exhibition-1. 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/exhibition-1
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The final doctoral 3-channel installation of Corporeal Architecture (2019) 

combined the eight dance films from Interprète/Inappropriate Behaviour (2015) 

with utterly (in)appropriate (2017). The exhibition generated a ‘dialogue’ between 

nine OEDs who invited the audience to see beyond age and acknowledge the 

decades of training, craft, expression, and performance embodied within each 

dancer. The outcome of the 3-channel video work provided an opportunity for the 

viewer to see OEDs as digital giants, within a gallery context. As Laurence Louppe 

notes, to be a dance artist is to pick corporeality and its movement to shine in the 

field of dance, as the instrument of expression, wisdom and thought. 347 She goes 

on to say, “Dance ... can be considered the body’s poetry.”348 Together, the dance 

films capture Wainwright and Turner’s declaration as referenced in Chapter 1, that 

“being a dancer is not just something that you do, it is something that you are”.349 

The overall outcomes of this research emanate from investigations through the 

survey, interview, production of dance films, exhibition, and conference 

presentations. These various methods and gathering of knowledge have provided 

agency and visibility for the OED. Through screendance, my dance films have 

demonstrated that dance is not solely for the younger dancer, and justify 

acknowledgment of the OEDs’ “lived experience of the dance.”350 The positive 

reception of the practice-led outcomes shows there is interest in seeing more 

diversity in dance films, and the screendance genre has made this possible and 

accessible. While a reader may not know the featured dancers, this research 

introduces the invisible dancer—the OED. 

Scholarly interest within dance regarding age-critical research is growing and this 

is adding incentive to remove the bias. The data obtained from this research has 

been analysed for presentation at dance conferences nationally and internationally, 

both in the form of papers presented and dance film screenings.  In particular, the 

numerous invitations to screen the dance films at conferences has been an 

unexpected and validating outcome of the research. It demonstrates the possibilities 

 
347 Louppe, Poetics, 37. 

348 Louppe, Poetics, 5. 

349 Wainwright and Turner, “Aging and the Dancing Body,” 270.  

350 Sheets-Johnstone, The Phenomenology of Dance, 21. 
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of presenting data in this visual format as a valuable addition to the written and 

spoken word. Their inclusion has been beneficial to broadening the discussion 

regarding ageism in dance.351 It is hoped that value will be bestowed to all 

professional dancers, independent of age.352 My research has shown there are 

numerous OEDs in Europe and Australia who continue to make work and perform 

despite the slow recognition and embedded ageism. My aim from this point on is 

to continue to advocate for the OED. To continue to advocate for the ‘dancer.’ 

A full inventory of all dance films, exhibitions, screenings, conference papers, 

dance reviews and awards, both nationally and internationally can be found in the 

website appendix that accompanies this exegesis: 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite  

 

password SYPageismDVA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
351 Please refer to https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite/conferences. 

352 Please refer to http://www.creativeeuropeuk.eu/funded-projects/dance-pass-dream. 

 

https://soniayork-pryce.wixsite.com/mysite
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Appendix 1: Ethical Clearance Documentation 

 

Ethical clearance was obtained for purposes of this research from Rick Williams, Manager, 

Research Ethics, Office for Research Griffith University. Ethics clearance number 

QCA/14/14/HREC NR: “Ageism and the Mature Dancer.” 

The project dates were initially 11/04/2015 to 28/02/2017, extended once already to 31 

March 2018. 

 

 GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 

 15-Oct-2014 

 

Dear Dr Burton 

I write further to the additional information provided in relation to 

the provisional approval granted to your application for ethical 

clearance for your project "NR: Ageism and the Mature Dancer" (GU Ref 

No: QCA/14/14/HREC). 

The additional information was considered by Office for Research. 

This is to confirm that this response has largely addressed the 

comments and concerns of the HREC. 

This decision is subject to: 

 

Three conditions remain for full approval: 

Please ensure the Contact Officer signs Section F1 of the Expedited 

Ethical Review Checklist (in the case of Student Research, Section F1 

must be signed by the Student).  

Please ensure the Primary Supervisor signs Section F1A of the Expedited 

Ethical Review Checklist.  

Please ensure an appropriate authorising officer (i.e. the Head of 

School or Centre Director), who is not a member of the research team, 

signs Section F2 of the Expedited Ethical Review Checklist.  

If you did not generate a hard copy when you first submitted your 

application, we can email a PDF copy to you. Please scan the signed 

form and return to the Office for Research as an email attachment. 

However, you are authorised to immediately commence this research on 

the strict understanding that these matters are addressed and that you 

provide details of how they were addressed. 
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Please note that failure to provide a timely response to these matters 

may result in this authorisation being suspended or withdrawn. The 

standard conditions of approval attached to our previous correspondence 

about this protocol continue to apply. 

It would be appreciated if you could give your urgent attention to the 

issues raised by the Committee so that we can finalise the ethical 

clearance for your protocol promptly. 

Regards 

 

Rick Williams 

Manager, Research Ethics 

Office for Research 

Bray Centre,†N54 Room 0.15 Nathan Campus 

Griffith University 

ph: 07 3735 4375 

fax: 07 373 57994 

email: rick.williams@griffith.edu.au 

web:  

Cc:  

Researchers are reminded that the Griffith University Code for the 

Responsible Conduct of Research provides guidance to researchers in 

areas such as conflict of interest, authorship, storage of data, & the 

training of research students. 

You can find further information, resources and a link to the 

University's Code by visiting 

http://policies.griffith.edu.au/pdf/Code%20for%20the%20Responsible%20

Conduct%20of%20Research.pdf 

PRIVILEGED, PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 

This email and any files transmitted with it are intended solely for 

the use of the addressee(s) and may contain information which is 

confidential or privileged. If you receive this email and you are not 

the addressee(s) [or responsible for delivery of the email to the 

addressee(s)], please disregard the contents of the email, delete the 

email and notify the author immediately 
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Appendix 1: Ethical Extension Documentation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

rims@griffith.edu.au 
 12/19/16 

 

 

 

 Appendix 2 – ETHICS extension confirmation e-mail 
 
 
 
 
 
to L.Burton, h.faulkner, me, research-ethics, rick.williams 

 
 

GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY HUMAN 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
 
Dear Dr Laini Burton 
 
I write further to your application for a variation to your 
approved protocol "NR: Ageism and the Mature Dancer" 
(2014/413).  This request has been considered by the Office 
for Research 
 
The OR resolved to approve the requested variation: 
 
Extension of ethics approval end date until 31 March, 2018 
 
This decision is subject to ratification at the next meeting of the 
HREC.  However, you are authorised to immediately 
commence the revised project on this basis.  I will only contact 
you again about this matter if the HREC raises any additional 
questions or comments about this variation. 
 
Regards 
 
Mr Rick Williams 
Manager Research Ethics and Integrity 
Office for Researchâ?¨ 
Bray Centre, Nathan Campusâ?¨ 
Griffith Universityâ?¨ 
Tel: +61 (0)7 373 54375 
fax: +61 (07) 373 57994â?¨ 
Email: Rick.Williams@Griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix: Survey Document 

 

     

 

Ageism & the Mature Dancer 

Student Researcher: Sonia York-Pryce, Master of Visual 

Arts, Queensland College of Art, Gold Coast,  

Griffith University, Qld, Australia.        

 

Questions for participants: 

 

1.Do you find your dancing/moving is now more thoughtful, perhaps more careful 

or do you still push the boundaries to achieve more as always? 

 

2.Do you find the public is more interested in your career now as a mature dancer 

because you are still performing or have you generated a new  

‘young’ audience who have heard about your earlier career and are interested in 

new works? 

 

3.How do you find audiences perceive a mature dancer? 

 

4. How do you feel as mature dancers that you fare in a profession that views 

performers past the age of 40 as over the hill – I know this is more prevalent in 

classical ballet but how do you see this with modern contemporary dance? 

 

5.I was fortunate to see Merce Cunningham perform in 1987 in the UK and 

naturally the audience were ecstatic to see him on stage, albeit gesturing but 

moving and in his own space – do you think there is more adulation/prejudice for 

male performers than female when performing in their advanced years?  
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6. How has your fitness regime changed to accommodate an ageing body?  

Have different ideas of maintaining fitness and flexibility made you move more 

towards gym work, pilates and/or yoga? How does your body fare (considering old 

injuries) – being such physical dancers? 

 

 

7. Has your approach to performing changed and do you feel more confident with 

the choreography you are performing? I know the audience assume that ‘we’ as 

dancers must enjoy performing the choreographer’s work but that is not always the 

case and it can be very physically challenging as well as mentally – what are your 

thoughts? 

 

8. Being dancers foremost do you feel the pull to revert to creating dance, 

choreographing, or is the urge to continue performing still the pinnacle of your 

craft? 

 

9. How difficult is it to keep going?  

 

10. How do you cope mentally with the effort to push your body to its extreme on 

a daily basis and does maturity help or hinder your performance? 

 

 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration to this project. 

 

Sonia York-Pryce 

sonia.york-pryce@griffithuni.edu.au 

+61 426 282 100 

 

 

 

  

mailto:sonia.york-pryce@griffithuni.edu.au
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