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For our final end-of-year show, we were informed that our class’s production would be entitled 12. We were also told that we would have the opportunity to work with a range of choreographers throughout the rehearsal period. This immediately generated excitement amongst the cohort, as such an experience had not previously been offered during my training. The prospect of collaborating with multiple industry professionals to obtain a more authentic insight into professional dance practice encouraged me to approach this project with enthusiasm and an open mindset. Following this initial introduction of the production’s concept and narrative, I was eager to begin rehearsals and explore the creative ideas that would ultimately shape the final performance. 

This essay highlights the process of creating and performing 12, and how this has contributed to both my artistic and personal development. I will analyse each step of the process, from initial briefing through rehearsals to the final ‘live’ performances. I aim to explore the positives and negatives I experienced throughout, as well as any adjustments both the class and I made to achieve the best possible results in the final production.

Initial Brief & Beginning Rehearsals

At our initial briefing, Lee McCallion (Co-Director) outlined the thematic scope and choreographic framework of the production. The title, 12, was explained as representing twelve hours of ‘a single night’, with the narrative centred on a transgender member of the class as the principal muse, and focusing on his diverse experiences throughout this time period. While this concept provided a clear narrative focus, I was initially unsure of how the other performers and I would be integrated into, and represented within, the overarching storyline. 

Lee further explained that the production would be divided into timed sections, with each being choreographed by a different choreographer. To support this structure, we were also provided with a schedule detailing which choreographers we would be working with each week.

During our initial discussions on the format and themes of 12, we also examined a range of reference materials to establish the desired aesthetic. Lee identified a ‘vampire’ style as a key source of inspiration, drawing particularly on visual and thematic elements from ‘Sinners’ (Coogler, 2025) and the music video for ‘Freak Like Me’ by Sugababes (SugababesVEVO, 2010). These references helped to inform and prepare us for the creative direction and stylistic development of the work. 

The first week of rehearsals involved working with external choreographer Courtney Michaels, who was a new choreographer for our group to work with. This experience was particularly significant as it offered an insight into the expectations and working practices that may be encountered within the professional dance industry. I.e. working with new people, with different methods and styles. The choreography that Courtney taught us presented several challenges for me, particularly because it was heavily influenced by hip-hop, a style in which I have limited training and experience. Consequently, I initially lacked confidence when learning the movement material and found it difficult to embody the dynamics, rhythm, and performance qualities required by the hip-hop genre of dance performance.

However, Courtney’s teaching approach significantly supported my development. By breaking down the individual steps of the movement and adjusting the pace of learning, she created an environment in which I felt increasingly able to engage with the style. Through consistent repetition, I gradually became more confident and developed a greater understanding of the technical demands of hip-hop. This experience reinforced the importance of versatility and adaptability when working with different choreographers and movement styles (Buckroyd, 2000). This aligns with Buckroyd’s argument that successful dance performers must develop both technical and emotional adaptability throughout their training.

Rehearsals: Solo Piece

Shortly upon commencing rehearsals, I was informed by Yazmin Harcourt (Creative Director) that I would be one of five selected dancers whose ‘individual storyline’ would be explored throughout the production. During discussions with Yazmin regarding potential narratives for my two-minute solo piece, we chose to examine societal perceptions of masculinity and my own experiences as a gay man who has often felt a stronger connection to femininity. I wanted my storyline to demonstrate how dance has provided a platform through which I am able to confidently express this aspect of my identity and my strengths as a performer. Dance can function as a powerful medium for communicating identity and challenging social expectations surrounding gender and sexuality (Hanna, 1988).
 
This piece would need to be created and rehearsed alongside our ensemble routines’ rehearsals. Yazmin selected the song I Like Boys by Todrick Hall, a track whose energetic and celebratory nature aligned strongly with my ‘commercial femme’ dance style (Todrick Hall - Topic, 2024). Upon reflection, the song complemented the narrative effectively and provided an opportunity for me to fully embody the character and message behind my storyline.

Initially, I was concerned that focusing on my sexuality might overshadow my abilities as a performer. However, as rehearsals progressed and I observed the narratives of other cast members, I recognised that the production aimed to explore a range of personal experiences. This understanding enabled me to approach my storyline with greater confidence and authenticity.

The creative process of choreographing my solo was both exciting and challenging. I wanted the movement material to feel authentic to my identity while remaining engaging for the audience. To achieve this, I incorporated bold feminine movement qualities, ensured dynamic and flowing steps, and moments focusing on confidence that reflected themes of individuality and self-expression. Through this process, I became increasingly confident in my own choreographic voice and movement style. Furthermore, I enjoyed the process of developing the themes of individuality within my performance. Upon reflection, this section of the production became one of the most meaningful aspects of the entire process to me, as it enabled me to combine my own personal identity with artistic expression and to develop my choreographing skills.

Critical self-reflection also played an important role in my development throughout rehearsals. After reviewing my rehearsal footage, I identified a recurring issue within my performance practice. While I was fully committed to delivering strong performance quality and emotional engagement, I often sacrificed technical precision and clarity of my movements. Recognising this imbalance allowed me to ‘reflect-in-action’ and make conscious adjustments to my approach in further rehearsals (Schon, 1991). I worked towards maintaining both performance quality and technical accuracy simultaneously, ensuring that my movements remained sharp and controlled, without diminishing my stage presence. As a result of this process of ongoing self-analysis and fine-tuning in rehearsals, I felt that I was positively contributing to my growth as a performer and further enhancing my understanding of the balance required between artistic expression and technical accuracy.

Rehearsals: Ensemble Pieces

For our ensemble routines, challenges arose from the relatively limited creation period available to the choreographers. Several pieces exceeded ten minutes in length, yet were required to be prepared within short timeframes. Consequently, we needed to retain substantial amounts of choreography whilst also taking responsibility for cleaning and refining the material independently. To support this process, ‘Dance Captains’ were appointed to assist with rehearsal management and maintain consistency across the cast. I was appointed captain of the ‘Tick’ routine. This experience highlighted the importance of personal responsibility, time management, teamwork, and self-directed learning.

The production’s ensemble pieces incorporated large moving mirrors as a central scenic element. Integrating these props into the choreography presented additional challenges, as performers were required to maintain spatial awareness while simultaneously focusing on technical execution and performance quality. Safety considerations were therefore needed, and careful coordination was necessary to ensure the successful integration of the mirrors into the performance.

During group rehearsals, we worked closely with guest choreographers and our Creative Director, Yazmin. One routine, ‘Tick’, which was choreographed by Justin Sparks, I found to be particularly challenging, as it featured complex lifts and canon sequences that were initially too expansive for our space. As the ‘Dance Captain’ of the piece, I made the decision to alter choreography and adjust the canons, ensuring the routine remained safe whilst still visually appealing. Our group drilled the sequence repeatedly to avoid collisions and keep the performance clean.

Another routine, ‘Heads Will Roll’, choreographed by Yazmin, was also a complex routine which required numerous mirror transitions and sharp, precise movements. Furthermore, I initially struggled with my comfort level in portraying a ‘flirtatious’ character amongst my classmates. However, by working closely with my peers to develop a clear storyline and pre-existing strong friendships, I gradually overcame this hesitation. Since I was one of the focal points of the ‘Heads Will Roll’ routine, I felt added pressure to retain the intricate choreography and perform it to the highest standard. Reflecting on the process of developing this piece, drilling these sequences repeatedly to achieve flawless synchronicity became incredibly mentally draining. The sheer volume of repetition required to perfect our timing led to significant cognitive fatigue and stress. However, by working closely with my peers to communicate our individual limits and to pace our energy, I was able to push through the exhaustion to develop and maintain the routine's demanding execution.

Balancing my responsibilities as Dance Captain for ‘Tick’ with the artistic demands of the various other routines took a significant physical and mental toll. As rehearsals intensified, including on occasion additional pressure from some of the external choreographers, muscle fatigue threatened the sharpness of our mirror transitions and the safety of our complex lifts. Mentally, the dual pressure of leading the ensemble and serving as a focal point occasionally caused cognitive overload, making it difficult to maintain the hyper-focus and confident persona that the routines demanded.

One of the most significant challenges faced by the cohort was the inconsistent attendance of personnel during rehearsals. Although perhaps these circumstances were beyond individual control, they had a considerable impact on the creative process for the wider group. Frequent absences required substantial amounts of re-spacing, re-blocking, and re-teaching of the choreography, often at short notice. This created additional pressure due to the limited rehearsal schedule and increased the need for adaptability among the cast. During these moments, Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action became particularly relevant. We were required to think critically and respond immediately to evolving circumstances. This ability to adapt in real time became essential in ensuring the continued progression of the production despite ongoing challenges. 

Rehearsals: ‘Technical’ 

Following several weeks of studio rehearsals, we then moved to the venue the day prior to our live shows in order to go through ‘Technical’ rehearsals. The venue was ‘Dance House’ in Cardiff, with a capacity of approximately 100. The technical rehearsal at the venue provided valuable insight into the practical challenges of staging the production and highlighted several areas that impacted my preparations and confidence. I gained my first realistic impression of how the performance would feel in front of a live audience, and it was immediately clear that the environment differed significantly from our studio rehearsals. This was particularly due to the heat generated by the stage lighting and the overall temperature of the venue, which I found physically unsettling and challenging when going through the routines. 

Much of the rehearsal time was spent waiting in position while lighting cues were programmed and adjusted, which then limited our group’s opportunities to rehearse key elements such as mirror transitions and prop movements. Although we were able to make spatial adjustments, including repositioning ourselves to not block the booms, which maximised our on-stage visibility, the venue limited our time in which we were able to access the performance space. This meant that only the first act of the show could be fully technically rehearsed on the penultimate day, which created considerable stress for both performers and the creative team, as many aspects of the production remained unresolved. Consequently, preparations continued on the morning of the performance, contributing to fatigue and mental burnout. 

Further difficulties arose when all lighting cues from the previous day were lost and had to be recreated, reducing the time available for a complete run-through of the show. We only managed to run through approximately three-quarters of the show’s routines before having to quickly prepare for the live show. Again, this contributed to feelings of being rushed and underprepared. Additionally, a choreographed ‘bow’ was introduced by Yazmin a couple of days before the performance; however, another classmate and I were not present at the rehearsals in which it had been developed due to us creating sets for use in the live shows. This resulted in confusion and heightened apprehension within the group before the first performance. 

Reflecting on these experiences of the Technical Rehearsals, I further understand the crucial importance of effective time management, contingency planning, and clear communication in ensuring performers feel adequately prepared and confident before a live production.

Live Performances

The first public performance did not meet the standards that we all had hoped to achieve, largely due to limited rehearsal time within the performance space, as highlighted above. The technical demands of the production, combined with unfamiliar staging conditions, created challenges that impacted my confidence and performance quality. However, this experience of the first show proved valuable as a learning opportunity in advance of our second performance later that day. Following the first performance, we reflected on areas requiring improvement and made necessary adjustments. As a result, our second performance demonstrated a significant improvement in confidence, cohesion, and overall execution.

The process of transitioning from studio rehearsals to the live shows tested my preparation. For ‘Tick’, my spatial adjustments succeeded, as the routines flowed seamlessly, and I felt that the canons looked striking under the stage lights. In ‘Heads Will Roll’, the presence of a live crowd and the visual impact of the lights completely transformed the atmosphere when compared to our rehearsal runs. The audience's immediate reaction fed our adrenaline, dissolving my previous hesitations and allowing me to confidently bring the routine’s dynamic to life.

Navigating the two performances presented a valuable learning experience. During the first show, the audience's vocal reactions were thrilling but required intense focus from the cast to maintain our cleanliness and technical accuracy. By the second show, my initial nerves had settled. Knowing what to expect from the stage environment allowed me to fully immerse myself, refine my accuracy, and truly enjoy the second performance. Furthermore, upon reflection of the live performances, this project highlighted the importance of collaboration, adaptability, and the tangible energy a live audience can give to performers.

Conclusion

Overall, the creation and performance of 12 has had a profound impact on my development as a performer. The process was a rewarding experience that facilitated substantial artistic, technical, and personal growth. The process challenged me both physically and emotionally while providing valuable insight into the realities of the professional dance industry. Working with a range of choreographers expanded my knowledge and reinforced the importance of versatility. Furthermore, the personal narrative elements of the production encouraged ongoing self-reflection throughout the process. Most importantly, it enabled me to showcase my individual artistic identity while contributing to a wider collective and meaningful performance narrative.

Given the physically demanding nature of the choreography, maintaining stamina was essential. The process required me to prepare for each step effectively, and so I ensured that I attended all rehearsals, arrived early to review choreography, and consistently completed warm-up and stretching routines to reduce the risk of injury. Upon reflection, I believe that this contributed positively to both my physical and mental preparation and overall performance quality.

Reviewing the wider process of creating ‘12’, there were numerous instances that could have been improved, both personally and across the various contributors to the show. As highlighted above, the rehearsal stage involved a significant volume of independent work in addition to the daily group sessions to ensure that I was able to retain the choreography of the routines. Furthermore, upon reflection on the ‘Technical’ rehearsals stage, I would have liked an additional day to better prepare for performing the routines in the venue and making the required adjustments. 

Despite the challenges encountered throughout the rehearsal and performance process, I feel that the production enhanced my resilience, adaptability, and professionalism. It has also given me further valuable experience of being involved in all stages of a finalised production, from the very beginning of its creation through to live performances.
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