
View%nder special: twenty-%ve years of the Dance Umbrella
festival

From modest beginnings, the annual celebration of contemporary dance has become
pivotal to our cultural identity. Ismene Brown looks back on a quarter-century of dance
history

Ismene Brown
20 September 2003 • 12:01am

Twenty-@ve years ago, you would have been hard pushed to @nd any person in the
street familiar with the term "contemporary dance", and it's fair to assume they would
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have felt deeply alienated by it. Now, contemporary dance holds a con@dent place in
Britain's cultural identity, more sure of itself even than our native @lm industry. And it
is Dance Umbrella, the annual festival of international modern dance, that wrought this
change.

On Sunday September 28 a Sadler's Wells gala of major world dance @gures launches
the 25th Dance Umbrella, and the photographs on these pages – covering the quarter-
century – show some of the vast array of modern dance that the enthusiasm of one
woman, the founder and curator Val Bourne, has brought to London since 1978.

Bourne was a former Royal Ballet dancer and Rambert press oUcer, who was inspired
to set up Dance Umbrella by the radical modernism of American choreographer Merce
Cunningham and his leading dancer Carolyn Brown. From its modest start, her festival
has shaped cultural taste today, managing – despite @nancial crises – to bring to London
the @gures making dance history: Cunningham, Trisha Brown, Mark Morris, Pina
Bausch, William Forsythe.

Morris's L'Allegro, Il Penseroso ed il Moderato at the London Coliseum in 1997 was one
of the great art events of the decade – opera-sized modern dance, raking in full houses.
Thanks to Dance Umbrella, Bausch's Tanztheater Wuppertal and Forsythe's Ballett
Frankfurt have become instant public attractions in a city that now sees a more proli@c
and eclectic range of dance than any other in the world.

Since 1978, the waves [owing and ebbing through world modern dance have been
diligently brought to Britain by Dance Umbrella – the rise of modern dance-theatre, a
drop in complex pure choreography; the European craze for "philosophy" and
"concept", the burgeoning of Asian classical techniques and stunning lighting
technology, the powerful emotional surge of gay choreographers.

And there has been room for oddities and amusements, such as the Martha Graham

impersonator Richard Move, 1996's small but avid rediscovery of clog-dancing,
haunting transformations by dance of the Natural History Museum and the British
Library.

Always, though, Bourne has fostered young British choreographers. Michael Clark was
the Royal Ballet School bad boy, a crazily creative mis@t, when Bourne @rst watched
him 20 years ago – now world-famous, his company is the 25th festival's opening public
attraction (Sept 30, Sadler's Wells).

"I wouldn't be where I am today without Dance Umbrella," he says. Jonathan Burrows,
Russell Maliphant, Lloyd Newson, Akram Khan, Siobhan Davies, Richard Alston,
Matthew Hawkins, Javier de Frutos, Mark Baldwin – the list of provoking, enriching,
surprising creative individuals in British dance is long, and Dance Umbrella has
sheltered all of them, commissioned them, put work on the stage.

At the @rst Dance Umbrella, there were 12 companies and four soloists; last year there
were 59 performances in two months, 92 per cent full. Promenade performances at
Sadler's Wells for a @ver, and nationwide tours that now regularly spin og, have shown
how the umbrella's function has moved on from proving that the talent exists to
broadening a now ready public.
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The public is no longer menaced by the idea of modern dance: Bourne, for all her
bewilderingly catholic taste, has been clever in leading the audience. Certainly there
have been Dance Umbrella horrors, productions raining pretentiousness on physical
incompetence and pretending to be cutting-edge modern dance, but there have been
too many joys to be fooled that this is the whole story.

For imaginative spectacle, physicality, musicality, abstract reverie, and emotional
drama too, modern dance – at its best – is the pinnacle of modern human expression.

More stories

Dance Umbrella, Sept 302Nov 8; at Sadler's Wells (020 7863 8000), Barbican (020 7638

8891), Queen Elizabeth Hall (020 7960 4242), The Place (020 7387 0031), Tate Modern (020

7887 8888), Greenwich Dance Agency (020 8293 9741). Website www.danceumbrella.co.uk
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