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danceclasses

Left and above: The Laban’s ‘Pick 
up the pace’ dance project for 

boys and young men

It’s a great way 
to keep fit and is 
sociable, too. So get 
your dancing shoes on

 Who hasn’t 
dreamed of 
impressing 
their friends 
with a jaw-

dropping dance routine? 
With an explosion of dance 

shows such as the BBC’s Strictly 
Come Dancing and films such as 
Save the Last Dance, more people 
are making their dream a reality 
and donning their dancing shoes.

In addition to learning new steps 
and having fun while exercising, 
dance classes provide a great 
opportunity to meet new friends. 
For Mary Mollard, the social aspect 
of the Irish ceilidh dance classes at 
Lewisham Irish Community 
Centre is what has kept her going 
there for nine years: ‘It’s good 

exercise and much better than 
getting up at 6am to go to the gym. 
Plus you meet so many friends.’

Providing classes in everything 
from ceilidh to tea dances, the Irish 
Centre’s friendly, sociable vibe 
ensures classes are busy every 
week: ‘You don’t have to be able 
to dance to come,’ says Maggie 
Stapleton, a teacher at the centre. 
‘The emphasis is on fun and a bit 
of exercise.’ On a visit to Ireland, 
Maggie was struck by the range 
of ages of people who all danced 
together, and it’s this family 
atmosphere that the centre 
tries to follow.

Dancers in Lewisham also have 
the advantage of the world-famous 
Laban centre on their doorstep, a 
leading school of contemporary 

dance based in a landmark 
building in Deptford. As an 
educational training centre, a key 
aim of the Laban is to develop and 
encourage the area’s flourishing 
arts community. There are courses 
for children, youth groups and 
adults as well as ‘Dance Ability’, 
where families with disabled and 
non-disabled children can attend 
dance and movement sessions. 
One of the Laban’s current youth 
courses, ‘Pick up the Pace’, teaches 
street dance to boys and young 
men aged between eight and 22. 

Laban Projects Coordinator Niki 
Lavithis outlines the many positive 
benefits for students taking part: ‘It 
gives them confidence and 
improves physical fitness and 
coordination. There’s also the 
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‘It’s a great way of 
exercising but it 
also makes me feel 
in touch with my 
African ancestry. It’s 
absolutely wonderful!’

social aspect in that they can 
make friends and work as a team’. 
With public performances such 
as the Laban’s recent National 
Boys Youth Dance Platform, 
there’s a great incentive for the 
students to practise hard and 
come up with an amazing show 
for friends and family.

‘Pick up the Pace’ teaching 
assistant Ryan Neale has been 
dancing for about four years and, as 
well as attending the 16–22 year old 
class, has created a separate dance 
group. For Ryan, the programme is 
a vital opportunity to interest more 
boys in dancing: ‘There aren’t many 
boys dancing. When we hold 
auditions for our group, about 99 
per cent of the people who turn up 
are girls. I think when you’re at a 

certain age, and don’t see many 
other boys dancing, you wouldn’t 
think of it. But once they see what 
we’re doing they’re really interested.’

Dance can also be a way of 
continuing traditions and learning 
about other world cultures. Deanna 
Nzinga de Sousa, Course Director 
for Nzinga dance and drumming 
group, coordinates African and 
Caribbean traditional dances: 
‘We’re trying to bring the story of 

Africa to life in a creative way by 
sharing its history and traditions.’ 
It’s for this reason that Michelle 
Asantewa attends their African 
dance course at Forest Hill’s 
Horniman Museum. ‘It’s a great 
way of exercising but it also makes 
me feel in touch with my African 
ancestry. It’s absolutely 
wonderful!’ Meanwhile fellow 
student Cathy Danesin finds 
inspiration in the music: ‘It’s rare 
to find a dance class with live 
drumming. This means the 
classes are really lively.’

The variety of dance classes 
available in Lewisham is huge, 
ranging from jiving in the 
splendour of the Rivoli Ballroom 
to martial-arts inspired capoeira 
at the Kirkdale Centre. Whether 
you’re a beginner or an 
experienced dancer, there’s 
something to suit everyone.

WANT TO KNOW MORE?
For more information about dance 
classes, see the ‘Dance’ listings in our 
‘What’s on’ section, p21.

Dancing at the Lewisham Irish Community Centre

Nzinga Dance group
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