Marianka Swain meets
the founder of the Gay
Men’s Dance Company

A MAN’S WORLD

I

n September 2015, Alex Scurr
held his first Gay Men’s Dance
Company (GMDC) class, “just
wanting to get a few friends together
and dance for fun.” Over a year on,
it’s grown into eight London classes
with over 150 members. Scurr, who
trained at the Urdang Academy and
London Contemporary Dance School,
has always juggled performance
with teaching and choreography, but
grew frustrated with the constant
travelling and lack of control in his
career; this class began as outlet.
“I had no idea it would become
such a big part of my life.”
The aim of the classes is “to get
fit, not learn to dance professionally.
One thing that jumped out early on
is people really liked the stretching,
and there aren’t many exercise forms
that combine it with strengthening. So
we do that to begin with, then some
technique and a routine, covering the
same one for two weeks. It’s been
interesting for me to think back to
how I was taught, rediscover some
of that technique and find new ways
of communicating about dance.”
Above and overleaf: Members of the
Gay Men’s Dance Company.
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The GMDC classes attract 20- to
60-somethings, and complete novices to
those who danced as a child or are expros now in other fields, “coming back
to what they love. Lots have always
wished they could dance, so it’s great
having the opportunity now. I throw
in everything from jazz and hip hop to
musical theatre, disco and lyrical, make
classes as comfortable as possible and
get people talking to each other – we do
things like stretching in pairs. The guys
who’ve been with me a while see a real
progression. The most common one is ‘I
touched my toes for the first time today!’
It’s not about getting one dance perfect,

but finding rhythm, coordination
and confidence in how you move.”
It’s also very social. “We do theatre
trips together, parties, and after every
class there’s always a group going
for a drink. We’ve got a geographical
spread with our venues, from Arts
Ed in Chiswick to Husky Studios in
Kennington, Soho Gyms in Clapham
and a community building in Angel,
and it’s a very safe and supportive
family. A lot of LGBT people can
feel excluded, or they’re not fully
themselves with relatives or at
work, so that’s a hugely important
element. With social media and ➣
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dating apps, everything’s accessible
but we’re actually further away
from each other – not going out as
much or meeting face to face. It’s
harder to make real connections.”

GMDC: Pride Participants share their experiences

S

curr is proud that the GMDC
is part of a wider community.
“There’s a pub called The Two
Brewers in Clapham where we go
after class. We held our end-of-term
party there and made it a fundraiser
– buckets on the door, tombola and
auction, performances, and a Just
Dance game. We partnered with the
brilliant LGBT charity London Friend,
and wound up raising £3,300.”
Gay Pride also seemed “an obvious
fit. We signed up to be in the parade
and ended up performing on the
main stage as well; they were taking
quite a chance on us. I developed
a performance group of 38. Some
had done it before, some had never
stepped on a stage, but they all loved
the process of rehearsing and seeing
the dance progress. I explained no one
was expecting it to be professional,
and actually it’s really inspiring
to see a group of regular people
dancing and enjoying themselves.”
Scurr has plans to expand, with
classes in Brighton next and the
hopes of more events “showcasing
everything we do. We’re starting a
choir and we’ve now got male-only
pole-dancing classes. A lot of dance
classes are mainly women, and I think
the guys like having their space to
grow, plus I build work specifically
for the male body.” Guest teachers
have also proved popular, such as
Mbulelo Ndabeni, who danced with
Rambert and New Adventures,
offering a contemporary workshop,
or Ciarán Connolly teaching DDMIX
– an aerobics workout developed by
Darcey Bussell and Nathan Clarke.
“It’s amazing to think that what
started as a hobby is now my full-time
job. I love working with these guys,
and there’s been an amazing reception.
It would be great to eventually have
classes all round the UK, maybe even in
other countries, and big events bringing
everyone together. This is the most
rewarding experience I’ve ever had.” n
For more information about the
Gay Men’s Dance Company,
visit thegmdc.com.

“Joining the GMDC is one of the best things I’ve ever done! Moving
here recently from Australia, I not only have been able to pursue
my passion for dance, I’ve also made some amazing friends. It’s
more than a dance company – it’s a family.” TAS FILIPPOU
“The GMDC classes have become the highlight of my week. No matter
what else is going on I make sure I get there – every time I experience
new things and push myself further. My flexibility has improved so
much and various bodily aches that we all have from sitting in an office
have disappeared. I would encourage anyone, no matter what your
dancing ability, age or shyness, to give it a try.” STEVEN BRABENEC
“Without a shadow of doubt, the GMDC will be one of those definitive
parts of gay life in the UK of which we all can be proud, and by
which the larger community will judge us. Why stop at GMDC UK?
Every nation should have a company.” RODNEY MYLIUS
“When I joined the GMDC I knew two people, couldn’t touch my toes and
had never danced on stage in my life. Nearly a year down the line I’ve
made dozens of new friends, I’ve got fitter and I’ve performed in front
of thousands of people. I don’t think any organisation has had as much
of a positive impact on my life as this one.” GRAHAM WILKINS
“I dreaded making a complete fool of myself in front of strangers, so I was
very nervous when I stepped into my first class, but I was surprised at how
relaxed and friendly the atmosphere was. It was interactive, fun and probably
the best cardio session I’ve ever had. It’s refreshing to see such a diverse
group of people coming together to share an exciting new experience made
possible by Alex’s talent and hard work.” ALFREDO SCOGNAMIGLIO
“I joined the GMDC to do some fun exercise and make new friends. What
I didn’t expect is that I’m becoming more confident and finally beginning
to embrace who I am. Growing up in a conservative country where
homosexuality isn’t accepted, where people around you are filled with hatred
and discrimination, has been difficult and depressing. People tend to have
the impression of me being unconfident or shy. Only I know the reason: I’m
insecure and afraid what people might think of me when they know I’m gay.
I’m afraid what people might do to me when they know I’m gay. I can’t stop
thinking about the worst that could happen. That insecurity never goes away
– it grows like a tumour. So when Alex offered the chance of performing at
London Pride 2016, I said yes. Marching down the street and performing in
front of thousands of people cheering, yelling, clapping – nothing had given
me more joy. For the first time in my life, I felt proud that I’m gay.” JASON LI
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