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Tell me about your dancing career.
I started off at Scapino Ballet dancing classics 
like Nutcracker and Coppélia but also a lot 
of contemporary work. Realising that pointe 
shoes weren’t really for me, I joined Ballet du 

Grand Théâtre de Genève where I came into contact with 
choreographers like Christopher Bruce, Mats Ek and Jiří Kylián. I 
was choreographing as well by then, so I left four years later and 
started my own company, Alias, with Guilherme Botelho in order 
to explore new things. I was only 26 so it was tough setting that 
up, getting funding, that sort of thing. After about six months I 
realised I couldn’t stay in shape, because we only had a studio 
for three months of the year and no amount of stretching while 
holding onto the fridge was going to help. Then Christopher 
Bruce offered me a job at Rambert and gave me the opportunity 
to dance and choreograph. After a while offers to choreograph 
started to come in from other companies; Northern Ballet 
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Theatre commissioned me to make a full-length 
Carmen in 1999 and that proved to be the 
beginning of the end of my dancing career.

What made you start choreographing?
As a kid I made a flower solo for myself; my 
Mum made this beautiful, blue papier mâché 
costume and I absolutely loved it. And once 
a week at ballet we were always allowed to 
improvise for ten minutes at the end and that 
was always my favourite bit. So maybe it was 
always there. The big breakthrough came at 
Scapino, where I joined a workshop for the 
dancers, made a piece and it won a prize. The 
company then wanted me to extend it and put it 
in the rep, so that was a great incentive to keep 
going.

Why do you find choreography such a good 
way of expressing yourself?
I’ve always related to life through my body, even 
as a kid. Moving to music was always a pleasure, 
so that got refined, I suppose. If I’d had a sense 
of writing or acting or something else, then 
maybe that would have been stimulated, but, 
yes, body movement is my way of trying to 
share stuff otherwise hidden.

In Spring this year you launched a new 
company, Umanoove. Why was that?
I’ve been a freelance choreographer for 16 
years now and it’s tough. In the beginning it 
was very exciting to go to all these countries 
and work with different companies, but, you 
know, I have a family with two kids and it’s really 
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Umanoove - Dane Hurst and Estela Merlos rehearsing The Happiness Project. Photo: Tom Rowland
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hard to be away for a long period of time. 
Also I’m at that stage where I want to 
develop my own work in a different way; 
you don’t always get a lot of time in rep 
companies to create work and you don’t 
always get the opportunities or the free 
choices you’d like. It’s difficult working 
with new dancers all the time, very hard 
to be original and push boundaries with 
them because there’s almost no time for 
that. So it’s always been a dream to build 
something where I could make my own 
decisions and explore things in the studio 
the way I wanted to.

How did you start it off?
I knocked on lots of doors when I came 
back to live in London and got lots of 
supportive guidance. One of the things I 
learned was, in terms of funding, I needed 
the Arts Council to know I existed. So I 
created a small research and development 
project at the end of last year. It was really 
interesting for me, actually, discovering 
which dancers I wanted to work with 
and also seeing how the collaboration 
with the composer Alexander Balanescu 
would evolve. That was the starting point 
for Umanoove – I’m not after anything 
massive, but I do want to have a company 
that delivers quality.

What’s the hardest part of running your 
own company?
It’s an eye-opening world for me where I 
sometimes wonder how people actually 
manage to survive. At the moment I’m 
living off excitement, but I look around and 
see that some companies get Arts Council 
funding for five or ten years and then 
suddenly nothing, so that worries me a 
little. On the other hand, it’s a good thing 
because it makes me question whether it’s 
worth it and I realise it absolutely is.

Tell me a bit about the company’s 
upcoming debut work, The Happiness 
Project.
Happiness is something very personal, 
so I began to wonder what happiness is, 
whether I felt happy, where it came from 
and how could I generate it. So it became 
an interesting point of research and that’s 
how the project began. I was living in 
Holland at the time, and there were lots of 
magazine articles and books being written 
on how to become happier, so I decided 
to dig deeper to figure out whether we all 
were.

Hannah Kidd, Dane Hurst, Estela Merlos, 
Mathieu Geffré - you’ve got a great cast 
for it. What do you look for in dancers?
There’s a certain level physically and 
technically that I really like to work 

with, but mainly it’s an openness and 
willingness to try things while still having 
enough zest to believe in my work even in 
the last hour of an exhausting day. There 
has to be a certain cohesion between 
them, too, especially in this case because 
there’s only four of them and, of course, 
I want to work with people who want to 
work with me.

What do you expect from your audience? 
I’d really like them to be surprised about 
all the different elements we tackle in The 
Happiness Project and to question what 
happiness means for them. But if someone 
watches it and is purely entertained, who 
am I to say on what level they should 
enjoy it? Ideally I want them to grasp 
what’s going on – it’s very important to 
me that what I do has clarity as well as 
ambiguity.

You do a lot of teaching. Why is that 
important to you?
It’s to pass on everything I’ve learned and 
experienced over the years. I love to reach 
out to younger generations; sometimes 
it’s students of the London School of 
Contemporary Dance, but I also teach at 
the Royal Ballet School and the Prix de 
Lausanne. I teach the Mercury Movers at 

Rambert, which I love; they’re aged 65 
and older and twice a week they come 
together to do class and workshops – 
they’re brilliant!

Where do you look for ideas and 
inspiration?
Everywhere. I’ve always been inspired by 
many different performances and I kind 
of carry them along within me. I also get 
inspired by reading, exhibitions, even 
buildings - I love the lines, dimensions and 
perspectives of architecture. It’s anything, 
really, but most of the time it’s the 
connection I have with people that gives 
me the spark.

What’s dance’s greatest strength?
It’s so fantastically vast, like life, I suppose. 
You have dance that’s storytelling-based 
- Nutcracker pleases millions of people 
because of its story - but dance can also 
be completely abstract and still touch 
you. That’s what I love about dance; it’s 
an expression of movement that’s very 
honest and accessible.

Are you a happy person?
Not, I think, by nature, I have to really 
work at it. I suppose that’s why I’m so 
interested in it!

Umanoove rehearsing The Happiness Project. Photo: Tom Rowland


