
Stella Mann

Stella Mann, who has died aged 100, established one of Britain’s best-known
professional dance schools after escaping Nazi persecution in her native Austria.
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She was already a successful modern dance soloist and teacher in Vienna when, in
March 1938, Adolf Hitler declared the Anschluss, the annexation of Austria. Stella Jed
to Belgium, where she spent most of the war as a fugitive. Her Jewish parents,
meanwhile, were sent to a concentration camp and shot.

Born Stella Tuttman in Vienna on January 24 1912, she was the younger daughter of the
Singer sewing machine company’s legal adviser. She took dancing classes at 10 from
her uncle, a professional teacher, and at 15 joined the studio of the celebrated dancer
Gertrud Kraus, who was then a prominent and outspoken radical in the style of German
expressionist modern dance.

At 17 Stella was herself teaching modern dance, and in the 1930s (using the surname
Mann) she combined this with solo performing. By 1938 she had her own dance and
gymnastics school in Vienna with 500 pupils .
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After escaping to Belgium, she was at Vrst able to work freely. When that country was
occupied, she and Vve compatriots attempted to cross into France, but were arrested by
the Germans. Stella Mann was fortunate. Because she had married a Yugoslav called
Brunov (a marriage of convenience), she was able to claim his nationality, and the
Germans released her after a few days; her Vve fellow Austrians simply disappeared.

Evading the Nazis for two years with the help of friends and former pupils, Stella Mann
also helped out in a centre covertly sheltering orphaned Jewish children. When the
British Army arrived in Belgium in 1944, she met Sgt Derrick Ashby-Mott, who
happened to be a talented ballroom dancer. Following the annulment of her earlier
marriage, they married in 1946 and moved to England.

Stella Mann set up her eponymous Dance School in Hampstead, at Vrst teaching the
children of Viennese and Jewish refugees but broadening her clientele as her
reputation grew. She o^ered an unusually eclectic range (for that time) of lessons in
modern dance, with classical ballet and tap from visiting teachers.

Her approach to dance, which insisted on musicality and expressiveness as the motive
force of technique, reJected her culturally rich Viennese upbringing. She was also a
good pianist, and painted and wrote poetry — she considered England her salvation,
and one of her couplets paid tribute to her adopted country: “And still they joke, they
laugh, are funny and kind. / Long live England and its open mind.”

Alongside her school, Stella Mann established a leotard business called Tunics, which
grew into a leading dance-wear manufacturer that still operates after 60 years at its
Finchley Road address.

Many of today’s dance teachers in Britain and abroad were trained by Stella Mann or at
her school, and she was an active supporter of the Imperial Society of Teachers of
Dancing (ISTD), a 108-year-old body which sets accredited examinations in various

branches from ballet to (more recently) disco dancing.

In 1985 she sold her school, retiring with her husband to Majorca; but she maintained a
keen interest in ballet education, setting up via the ISTD the Stella Mann Bursary for
girls to help them Vnance full-time classical ballet training. The Royal Ballet’s
Francesca Filpi and Claire Cunningham of Wayne McGregor’s Random Dance were two
youngsters helped into professional training by winning the bursary.

The Stella Mann College of Performing Arts continued successfully under new
management, and is now located in Bedford, o^ering three-year dance diplomas and
teaching courses.

After her husband’s death in 1991, Stella Mann returned to London, where she
developed her talent as an amateur painter, exhibiting and selling many of her works.

In 2009 she revisited Vienna to be presented with Austria’s Decoration of Merit in Gold.

She had no children.
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