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Move Through Life is a project based dance company featuring adult dancers who may also have other careers.

Instead of viewing dance as the exclusive domain of children, teenagers and professional dancers, Move Through Life believes that if provided with the opportunity for continued growth, dancers will develop increasingly high skill levels, technique, artistry and kinaesthetic awareness.

In short, like other artforms, dance is a practice that can be honed throughout life.

Based in Marion, near the seaside suburb of Glenelg, Move Through Life began in 2004 with a vision to inspire and enable people to dance throughout life.

Dancer and choreographer Jo McDonald had reached the thirty-something stage of her life and found she regretted the potential dance career she had abandoned to study psychology ten years earlier – she realised that dance could still be a significant and fulfilling part of her life and in exploring opportunities to grow as a dancer, Jo founded the Move Through Life Dance Company.

Jo had previously studied a Bachelor of Arts (Dance) in Adelaide with Simi and David Roche in the late eighties and after a break of some years, returned to dance to achieve honours in the advanced 1 modern exam of the Imperial Society for Teachers of Dance (ISTD) and graduated with distinction from the Graduate Diploma in Creative Industries (Dance Teaching) at the Queensland University of Technology.

“Basically, I just didn’t want to stop dancing,” says Jo. “I didn’t want to stop growing.  I tried giving up dancing and exercising in different ways instead, but nothing quite beats the joy of dance. I also find that dance satisfies the need for a creative outlet, the opportunity to take an idea and develop it into something, which sometimes can be very much abstracted from the original context.”

Jo wanted to have a tangible reason for continuing with dance, she felt she needed a purpose, to feel that she could continue to develop as an artist – creatively, technically, expressively and physically.

Over the last five years, Move Through Life has mounted five major productions, most recently “Black Coffee”, a collaboration with the Charlie Horst Jazz Orchestra.  The show recreated a fictional 1950s jazz club called Black Coffee, the dancers mingling with the audience, using jazz and contemporary dance, music and drama to reveal a glimpse of their personal lives.  Black Coffee premiered to sold out audiences at the Adelaide Fringe Festival in March 2009 and, on the back of rave reviews, Move Through Life was invited to restage it at the Mt Barker Jazz Festival in May.

“The challenge that Move Through Life has set for itself is to provide ongoing growth opportunities for experienced dancers, and to simultaneously provide an entry point for ex-dancers and novices.  This was achieved most successfully in Black Coffee, where ex-professional and tertiary trained dancers performed alongside some who had just over a year’s training.”

Move Through Life is committed to collaborating with practitioners of other artforms such as filmmakers, photographers, musicians and visual artists and developing innovative choreography concerned with offering the audience the chance to experience the performance rather than observing it as an outsider.

“In bringing together dancers, choreographers, and other artists, Move Through Life provides an opportunity for creative expression and artistic growth – but more than that.  It creates a place where people feel welcome, valued and connected with like-minded people.”

“In a world where the pace of life is accelerating at incredible speeds and social isolation is growing, Move Through Life sets out to provide a sense of purpose and belonging.  It is also about being part of something.”

“I remember sitting outside the studio on a Sunday afternoon when we had an all day rehearsal for Black Coffee.  Some of the dancers were having a break, and we were sitting there eating some lunch in the sunshine on the steps.  I then got up and went inside.  A small group were rehearsing a dance from the show.  A few others were sitting around chatting while they sewed trimming onto some giant fans we were using for burlesque style fan dances.  I remember feeling content, and thinking I feel so privileged to be a part of it, and even more privileged to know that I’m the one who started it.  It’s being among those people who share the same passion, and having the strong connection to a group of people outside of family and work and friends.  It reminds me of the theme song from that old TV series Cheers – “I want to go where everyone knows my name” – nothing beats that feeling of belonging – expect maybe the absolute joy of being totally in the moment when you’re dancing – achieving flow!

In a way, those two things are fundamental to life, being perfectly in the moment, and feeling like you are part of something bigger than yourself.”

Jo says the big focus for 2010 is adapting the company’s approach to creating new work.  To this end, the Move Through Life Company is establishing a “choreographic club”, which s a bit like a book club.

The aim of the club is to foster an environment where choreographers can support each other, develop new ideas, and take risks.  Just as a book club would read select books and discuss them, the choreographic club will view the work of renowned choreographers and discuss and analyse.  It will also be a forum to talk about their ideas, to take the kernel of an idea and develop it into a concept and work out a path forward to realising it as a fully developed dance work.

“We will invite well respected, local, professional choreographers to come and talk to the group about how they approach their choreography and their choreographic process.”

In parallel with the choreographers’ club there will be a series of in-studio presentations. Choreographers will be encouraged to develop their work in four stages, with a presentation outcome at the end of each stage.

Stage one will be idea development, and at the end they will be able to talk about their concept and how they plan to fulfil it.

Stage two will be movement development, getting into the studio and experimenting with movement, generating material.

Stage three will be putting it together, thinking about the structure and form of the entire dance work.

Stage four will be getting it ready for public presentation, eg in a theatre – polishing it to a performance standard.  The idea is to have in-studio presentations every three months, and choreographers can present their work at whatever stage it is at.

A second big focus for 2010 is to expand the range of classes we have on offer.  At the moment, we only offer one class a week for the “company”, but what we want to do is to expand so classes are available every day of the week, at a range of levels and in different styles including contemporary, jazz, ballet and conditioning.

“I’d like to be able to offer a menu of classes, much like a gym, so people can have dance as their source of exercise, regardless of their experience.  We would also build in performance opportunities at each level.

Students could take part in those if they wish, but they wouldn’t have to.”

It hasn’t all been a bed of roses.  Jo has had plenty of low points in the formation of the company, times when she felt doubt about her ability to pull off the enormous challenge she had set herself.  “I know deep down that I’ve just got to keep putting one foot in front of the other, and keep believing.  I know that there are people involved with Move Through Life who are over the moon to be a part of it.”

“Once I was complaining to a friend about this and that and she said to me that maybe it was time to give it up.  I realised I wasn’t ready for that.  I had to either give it up or stop complaining.  I chose the latter”.

Jo feels that at the end of the day, it is all worth the stress, frustration and energy that is put in.  “Nothing will ever beat standing on stage at the curtain call at the end of the opening night of our first production – eMerge in 2004.  I remember standing there, as the audience applauded, and thinking this was the high point, I couldn’t believe what I’d managed to pull together.”

“Performing gives a purpose to what you do.  Of course, part of the wonderful thing about dance, particularly ballet or contemporary, is the sense of tuning into your body and just doing class because you love it, but the performance gives you something to work towards, it gives you a reason to continue to challenge yourself.  It’s about finding that moment of losing yourself.”

To find out more about Move Through Life’s classes or performances, visit their website: www.movethroughlife.org.au.
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