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Alistair Spalding announces the first associate artists in 2005 (From left to right: Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui, Akram Khan, Jonzi D, Mark Baldwin, Alistair Spalding, Matthew Bourne, Wayne McGregor, Michael Nunn and William Trevitt)

New beginnings sometimes happen quietly, so no one really notices what is going on. But sometimes they are announced. On Monday March 7 2005, the new director of Sadler’s Wells, Alistair Spalding, decided the time had come to make a splash.

He had been formally appointed artistic director four months earlier: this was his first chance to describe his vision for the future of a theatre that had been in existence, in one form or another, since 1683. What he said to the journalists assembled in the foyer was quite simple: “You’ve got the National Theatre for drama, English National Opera for opera, and I want Sadler’s Wells to perform the same function for contemporary dance.”

It sounds innocuous but that hope has proved to be profoundly significant. People had been talking about a national dance house at least since Ninette de Valois first brought her fledgling ballet company to Sadler’s Wells

in 1931. But no one since those heady early days had tried to turn this north London theatre into a creative powerhouse – a place that would not only receive work, but commission and encourage it. Yet that was precisely Spalding’s intention. “It is time for us to start investing in the future of the form,” he said.

Sitting next to him were five new associate artists: Matthew Bourne, the BalletBoyz, Jonzi D, Wayne McGregor and Akram Khan, the choreographers who would shape that future. Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui was also there. Yoking together Jonzi D, a leading force in British hip hop culture with the cerebral experimentation of McGregor, the rising talent of Khan, the worldwide fame of Bourne and the popularising instincts of BalletBoyz Michael Nunn and William Trevitt, this list revealed a wide-ranging taste. As Nunn recalled: “He grabbed everyone he could think of who had talent and was successful at the time.” Debra Craine was duly impressed.

“It was like signing the entire England team in a single afternoon,” she wrote in The Times.[1]

Two commissions were announced: the BalletBoyz would produce a piece called Naked, and the theatre would fund a new duet made by Khan and his Belgian contemporary Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui in collaboration with the sculptor Antony Gormley and composer Nitin Sawhney. But even as Spalding confidently announced his ambitions The Sleeping Beauty on Ice was running in the main auditorium. “We teased Alistair about that,” remembered William Trevitt. “If you are presenting work that you are not totally comfortable with you don’t have the same integrity, the same respect from everyone. Once the theatre starts to become a producing house, there is a whole different feel.”

In fact Spalding had managed to plant some of the seeds of the developments to come. The Royal Ballet ballerina Sylvie Guillem and the BalletBoyz were due to return with an evening of choreography by Russell Maliphant. Pina Bausch had just presented Nelken, and the first Breakin’ Convention was about to be launched. In the four months between his appointment and his season announcement, ticket sales rose by 40 per cent on the same period in the previous year and audiences were at a healthy 78 per cent.
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Lilian Baylis, photographed by Carl Vandyk

As far as the BalletBoyz were concerned having office space in a theatre committed to creation was exactly what they were interested in. “We wanted somewhere we could call home that was about producing new work and encouraging collaborations which was what we had always been interested in,” said William Trevitt.

What Sadler’s Wells was doing was going back to the future. Spalding had instinctively recognised that the theatre had always been at its best when it was true to its origins. “There needed to be an artistic impetus for this thing to survive and when I looked back at the history that was always true. Sadler’s Wells needed to have a focus and it needed to have a brand. I knew in my bones that to make it a creative dance house was the right thing to do.”

The focus of London’s second oldest theatre took some time to arrive. It was the discovery of a mineral spring in 1683 rather than any artistic impulse that led to its foundation. Over the centuries, it has been rebuilt five times, found popularity as a music house where singers, dancers and acrobats performed and notoriety as a drinking den. It has hosted a very young Edmund Kean and the great clown Grimaldi, and suffered conversion into a skating rink and a cinema. It has been reputable and unruly, pilloried and praised.


When people cite the inspiring history of Sadler’s Wells, they are really talking about the period that begins in 1926 when a striking young Irish woman called Ninette de Valois went to see Lilian Baylis, the redoubtable manager of the Old Vic, and the woman who was ultimately responsible for the founding of the National Theatre, the English National Opera and, indirectly, The Royal Ballet. According to Kathrine Sorley Walker, Baylis was not at that point thinking of such grand plans. “She wanted a good, sensible (and cheap) dancing teacher who could help her actors and drama students to move rather better on stage and use their hands properly, someone who could arrange dances in plays and operas.”[2] She also, though, did have at the back of her mind the idea of acquiring and re-opening Sadler’s Wells. De Valois clearly impressed her. After their interview, her secretary Evelyn Williams recalled her saying: “That is all right. Miss de Valois is going to run her school with the Vic and when we have Sadler’s Wells she’ll run a wholetime ballet company for us.”[3] The fact that it all came to pass says much about the abilities of both women.

After extensive fundraising, a reconstructed Sadler’s Wells opened on January 6 1931 with a performance of Twelfth Night starring John Gielgud and Ralph Richardson. Thereafter drama productions, opera and ballet shuttled between the Old Vic and their new north London home. However, by 1935, the interchange ended; Sadler’s Wells was dedicated to opera and ballet for eight months of the year. The new season’s opening night on September 27, was remarkable for “‘the splendid dancing of the young newcomer Miss Margot Fonteyn, who has a compelling personality and exceptional gifts’, though only just 16.”[4]
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Flyer for Twelfth Night, signed by Lilian Baylis, John Gielgud and the cast
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The fifth Sadler’s Wells building in 1935


Although opera was always important at Sadler’s Wells (it was on its stage that Britten’s Peter Grimes premiered in 1945), for dance lovers it is this period that stamped it forever as a dance house. De Valois founded British ballet there, building not only a company of dancers, but a repertory too, commissioning new work from Frederick Ashton and her Australian leading man Robert Helpmann as well as creating her own still-performed works such as The Rake’s Progress. She also founded a school, which remained there throughout all but three months of the war, when the theatre itself was commandeered as a refuge for the homeless. “When I entered the theatre each morning on my way up to the school quarters, I would encounter strange black shapes emerging from its depths,” she wrote. “Large, fat, slow old women of Islington would seek the air they had breathed since birth.”[5] The image of a company working through privation and hardship to inspire Britain with a love of ballet is enduring. De Valois recorded it herself, writing of the relentless touring through the war: “How our public grew! Everyone on war work went to the theatre and a vast, young public was ours, for children, up and down the country, were brought to the ballet as a means of bringing some light and relief into their broken up lives.”[6]

In fact, although it is the pre-war and wartime period that attracts most attention, de Valois’ relationship with Sadler’s Wells persisted even after she had taken her fledgling company off to Covent Garden, where it became The Royal Ballet. The touring company, known as the Sadler’s Wells Theatre Ballet, then the Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet, retained its links with the theatre. It was based there until 1955, and returned from 1970 to 1990, when it moved to Birmingham and became the Birmingham Royal Ballet. “Overshadowed to some extent from the beginning, Sadler’s Wells Theatre Ballet was in fact to prove the hidden strength of de Valois’ two organisations,” judged Kathrine Sorley Walker. “From this smaller group came an army of dance talent, as well as two major choreographers, Kenneth MacMillan and John Cranko.”[7]

The problem was that by the 1970s, the ballet company was not the sole occupant of Sadler’s Wells. Rambert Dance Company and London Contemporary Dance were also briefly resident, which lent a sense of purpose, but the sheer variety of work booked to appear on its stage was confusing for everyone. For every great dance company such as Merce Cunningham, there was an indifferent show and through the 1980s, the diversity of attractions from Handel Opera to the Black Theatre of Prague, from Nederlands Dans Theater to Marcel Marceau began to baffle audiences. They started to stay away.

By the time Ian Albery took over as chief executive in 1994, it was clear that redefinition was needed. He came up with the visionary idea of applying to the newly-formed National Lottery for a grant to help him fulfil his dream of building a new theatre capable of housing world dance in the capital. The Arts Council agreed the plan and in 1998, after a two-year closure and a complete rebuilding, the current Sadler’s Wells – the sixth theatre on the site – opened its doors, displaying an interior designed by RHWL and an exterior by Nicholas Hare. The £54 million project, achieved with the help of £42 million from the National Lottery, incorporated the skeleton of Frank Matcham’s 1931 theatre (which itself contained bricks from the Victorian playhouse) behind its new transparent frontage. “The flesh was replaced but the bones beneath remain,” explained architectural writer Hugh Pearman.[8] As patron of the Appeal, de Valois, who had just celebrated her 100th birthday, wrote of her delight at the theatre’s re-opening, since “I am sure it will come as no surprise to you to learn that Sadler’s Wells holds a very special place in my heart.” She added that in 1931 “we had not only to train a company but also to develop an audience. As our skill and repertory expanded over the years, so did our following.”[9]
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Interior of the new Sadler’s Wells main house



These proved to be premonitory words. The opening season was thrilling: it brought the great dance pioneer Pina Bausch back to London and William Forsythe’s ground-breaking Ballett Frankfurt to the theatre for the first time, as well as establishing links with companies who would become popular regulars such as Rambert Dance Company. But thereafter, Sadler’s Wells struggled to find its voice and its audience. When Albery left in October 2002, he was replaced by Jean-Luc Choplin, whose background was an odd mixture of Disney and European art house. Choplin’s vision for Sadler’s Wells was ambitious in scale but financially flawed – a show from avant-garde theatre director Robert Wilson flopped; the great mezzo soprano Jessye Norman cancelled. Spalding, who arrived when he was appointed as director of programmes in 2000, found himself confronted by grim financial realities.
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Dame Ninette de Valois watching pupils at Sadler’s Wells Ballet School in April 1931
(Photo by Sasha/Stringer/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

By the time Spalding took over the artistic programme in 2004, the theatre was losing £50,000 a month and playing to audiences of 65 per cent. London’s paper, the Evening Standard, announced: “Stranded and unloved on a windy corner near the Angel, Islington, Sadler’s Wells seemed...to have lost its point. After decades of slow decline, not averted by a new theatre...it had no artistic imperative, no clear identity and dwindling audiences.”[10] Handed the top job (at first on a temporary basis) and charged with turning things around, Spalding concluded that Sadler’s Wells had been at its best when it had had resident companies and new work being made within its walls. “For me it is incredibly important that any arts organisation had artists working in it. It changes the feel of the place.”[11]

Alistair Spalding is an unlikely dance champion. He trained as a teacher and fell into arts administration because he thought he might be better at it than he was at teaching. He started his career in Crawley and in 1994 took on the task of dance programming at the Southbank Centre. He has the emollient demeanour of a civil servant or an accountant, yet this disguises both a fierce passion for dance – which he watches up to four times a week – and a willingness to back hunches, instincts and beliefs with long-term investment. His arrival changed the fortunes of the theatre, not least because of his pragmatic ability to balance the books. One of his first acts, when he arrived in 2000, was to schedule the RSC’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe to enable the theatre to make money over the Christmas period. Once in charge, he mixed the popular and the esoteric, and, remarkably, found audiences for both.
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The sixth Sadler’s Wells building


Finding an audience is important to Sadler’s Wells, since the proportion of its Arts Council England grant as related to revenue (approximately 10 per cent) has not changed over the years. However, because audience numbers have increased, revenue itself has soared. In 2001, the grant stood at £900,000 out of total revenue of around £9 million. By 2012, it represented about the same percentage, but stood at £2.3 million, out of total revenue of £23 million. An impressive 70 per cent of that income came from the box office, a reflection of the fact that between 1999 and 2011 ticket sales had risen by 72 per cent, with more than half a million tickets sold in 2011. The rest of the income came from fundraising, rentals and catering.

The 1990s rebuilding prepared the ground for such success. The new theatre had a sprung stage that was 15 metres square instead of 10. The economic necessity to preserve a main house with 1,500 seats produced an unexpected bonus: the seats are close enough together to give the audience a sense of community, a warmth noticed by the performers on stage. Sight lines are excellent; the décor of the house is both stylish and neutral so that nothing detracts from the action on stage. Furthermore, cultivated by the indefatigable John Ashford at The Place, and Val Bourne at Dance Umbrella, a new generation of choreographers were ready to emerge. What they needed was a stage – and an audience.

The viewers arrived on the back of a boom in interest in dance in Britain, a country always assumed to be keener on theatre than the more plastic arts. Yet by the mid 2000s, dance had imposed itself on the culture in a way that had not been seen since de Valois’ wartime tours. According to the Arts Council, more than 13 per cent of the British population was attending some form of dance performance.[12] In 2008/9, the art form with the most significant increase in the number of performances, exhibition days and film screenings was dance, with a 39 per cent increase on the previous year.[13]

The makers of television programmes began to reflect the rising popularity of dance in their schedules. By 2009, the BBC’s Strictly Come Dancing was regularly attracting 10.5 million viewers and the dance group Diversity had become the second dance act in succession to win Britain’s Got Talent. Suddenly the word dance did not seem so frightening and exclusive anymore.

All of this helped to create an environment in which Sadler’s Wells could thrive: between 2004 and 2012 its audience doubled. It has achieved such success partly thanks to commercial acumen. Its director of communications, Kingsley Jayasekera, arrived at the theatre just after Spalding, bringing with him a background in both dance (at Rambert) and in the commercial theatre (with the powerful Dewynters advertising agency).

He transformed the theatre’s marketing, inventing the “Sadler’s Wells is Dance” slogan, and helping its broad range of work to thrive by offering multibuy ticket offers, which encouraged audiences to try the new – and, crucially, to return over and over again to the theatre.

Such strategies enabled Sadler’s Wells to put originality ahead of playing it safe. Even in its more assertively “populist” venue, the Peacock Theatre, which it rents from the London School of Economics, it has backed original material including the musical extravaganza Shoes.
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“Somebody must always be doing something new,
o life would get very dull.”

Ninette de Valois
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