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Introduction 

This article reconsiders women’s early contributions to training related to the work of Rudolf 

Laban in England. It focusses on the networks that supported and developed the practices of 

these female performers in modern dance and in movement for actors. Retrospective accounts 

of Laban’s work, especially biographical ones, mention the women who pioneered training 

deriving from his principles and practices, but largely in relation to him. There has been a 

tendency to regard the many women dancers and teachers developing modern dance, or 

Central European dance, in the 1930s as having set the scene for Laban’s eventual arrival.1 

By reconsidering women’s contributions in the 1930s as important on their own terms, we 

reframe Laban’s appearance on the scene, following his landing in England in February 1938. 

We argue that the first months of the Second World War saw a disruption in practices and 

organisation that had been established in the previous decade, thereby enabling a ready 

reception of Laban’s anglicized ideas and practices. We uncover histories hidden by 

canonical accounts that have assumed that these women were merely preparing the way for 

Laban.  

 

																																																								
1	This view occurs in a number of accounts, for instance in Patricia Vertinsky’s wide-ranging review of the 
development of movement education in British schools where she suggests that ‘Laban’s influence on the 
British educational scene had preceded him through the “missionary” work of a scattered group of women who 
had some experience of continental developments in modern dance’ (2004, p. 279). Susanne Franco’s Routledge 
Encyclopedia of Modernism entry on Laban (2016) seems to compound the analogy by describing Lisa Ullmann 
and later exponents as ‘disciples’.	
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Sources 

We take a historical approach to the 1930s and do not try to identify a single point of origin 

for the new practices in dance, theatre and movement. Our genealogical approach2 recognises 

the diversity and complexity of practices, their at times interrelated developments, and the 

need for a scrupulously detailed account. In this way we interrogate canonical narratives of 

this period. Although there has not yet been a comprehensive account of the development of 

theatre, dance, and performance training deriving from Central European dance and 

movement practices in Britain in the 1930s, there have been some partial analyses, primarily 

those concerned with dance. The most important of these is in two appendixes in Dance 

Education and Training in Britain (1990, pp.192–203). These give substantial detail of 

Central European and Modern Dance developments in the 1930s and 1940s within a wider 

context. An April 1941 Conference of the Ling Physical Education Association (LPEA) is 

identified as pivotal (1990, p.196). The most pertinent Laban-centred accounts are those by 

Valerie Preston-Dunlop and John Hodgson (Hodgson and Preston-Dunlop 1990, Preston-

Dunlop 1998). Larraine Nicholas’s (2007) book on Dartington Hall and its Dancers details 

not only those involved with Laban there, but others working within modern dance there, and 

the development of modern educational dance more generally. There is little here on the 

development of drama training, the notable exception being in Mark Evans’ Movement 

Training for the Modern Actor (2009) focussing on those trained by, or influenced by, Laban 

after 1942. The significance of women in the development of physical education has a 

substantial literature.  

 

																																																								
2	We	draw	on	a	range	of	historians	and	historical	methods.	Our	approach	here	is	informed	by	ideas	about	
genealogy	and	history	proposed	by	Michel	Foucault	(1977)	and	subsequently	adopted	and	developed	by	later	
scholars.	



	 3	

There is a wealth of primary published source material on dance and movement 

training. Our research for this article includes a survey of all issues of The Dancing Times 

and the Ling Association Leaflet between 1925 and 1945 and a reading of all dancers’ 

writings (see also Huxley 2015). British, German and American residents, and Austrian and 

German visitors all figure in the development of training in the 1930s. Indeed, the networking 

that we have alluded to, begins to be discerned in their relationships with each other, their 

schools, and the dance and physical education press. Those who directly promulgated 

Laban’s work through their teaching and schools— notably Anny Boalth, Sylvia Bodmer, 

Kate Eisenstaedt, Anny Fligg, Alice Gillette, Jenny Gertz, Ruth Hellmer, and Lisa 

Ullmann—did not publish anything in England before Laban’s arrival and we have to rely on 

archival sources and others’ accounts.3 We draw on unpublished interviews and 

correspondence to expand our account. There is a wealth of further such material available in 

some archives that would benefit from further research into non-canonical women in 

particular.  

 

‘The Central European Dance in England’ 

There was considerable discussion in The Dancing Times about the new dance practices that 

were being brought over from Central Europe and early European modern dance was at this 

time frequently referred to as ‘Central European Dance’. For the purposes of our analysis for 

this article, two accounts are of particular note: those by Jeannette Rutherston in 1934 and 

1935. It is worth considering them, and their author, in detail. Rutherston, according to Who’s 

Who in Dancing 1932, had qualified after a three–year course at Bedford Physical Training 

																																																								
3	There were many other Austrian, American, English and German dancers and 

teachers who did not see their ideas in magazines and journals—including Margaret Barr, 
Ernst and Lotte Berk, Trudl Dubsky, Lilian Harmel, Gertrud Falke-Heller and Sigurd Leeder 
and many of these are not detailed in the canonical accounts of the period.  
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College. She had studied for two years with Margaret Morris, for whom she had taught. She 

had done a one–year course at the Bodenwieser School of Dancing in Vienna, and had 

danced with Bodenwieser’s Ensemble. She was a member of the LPEA and the English Folk 

Dance and Song Society (EFDSS). She had opened the Rutherston Dubsky School of 

Rhythmic Movement in London in October 1930 with Trudl Dubsky, a Bodenwieser dancer. 

The two gave recitals together. Rutherston was one of a number of Bedford graduates and 

teachers who became involved in Central European Dance in the late 1920s and early 1930s 

thanks to the insightful leadership of the principal, Margaret Stansfield: the first of these 

being Freda Colwill. It is worth noting the complex network of connections that is already 

being established by Rutherston through her trainings and memberships: this was extended in 

1934 when she was appointed to the Dancing Times editorial board. 

 

Rutherston’s ‘The Central European Dance in England’ (1934) sets out a broad 

characterization, showing how individual dancers were related to each other by their training. 

‘The German Influence’ (1935) gives a chronology from 1928 to 1935 including 

performances, and detailing numerous German dancers who taught in both the colleges and 

private ballet and modern dance schools. Actor training is not mentioned. Rutherston’s 

(1934) ‘review’ is headed with a diagram showing exponents in four groups: pupils of Laban, 

Wigman, Bodenwieser, and Jooss. They are connected as in a family tree, and all relate back 

to Laban. Rutherston says: 

 

The briefest glance at the above diagram suffices to show that the chief teachers and 

exponents of the Central European dance in England today have the same origin, and 

therefore no matter in which direction they have branched each one of them shows to 

a great or lesser degree the influence of the master, Rudolf von Laban. (1934, p.313) 
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A historical approach that seeks a single linear origin ignores the links, shifts and 

interrelations between individuals and instances of non-linear cross-fertilization. Rutherston 

does acknowledge that Jooss has developed his own system. However, so had both 

Bodenwieser and Wigman. Indeed during the 1928 German Dancers Congress at Essen there 

was a marked division between those who supported Laban’s approach and those who 

supported Wigman’s. The model is further compromised because Rutherston herself 

acknowledges that the Jooss–Leeder School training was effectively led by Sigurd Leeder. 

Leeder does not figure in her diagram. He had not trained with Laban. 

 

So, as early as 1934 there is considerable evidence of the extent to which networks 

were being established for dance training to promulgate a variety of approaches. At the same 

time, the figure of Laban, not known directly to most in the UK, is introduced as a figure 

head.  

 

Three Laban dancers in England 

There were at least ten dancers resident in the UK operating during the 1930s who claimed to 

have a Laban qualification. These qualifications differ widely, depending on the Laban 

accredited school that awarded them. Three women merit special attention. The first two 

avowed Laban practitioners were Anny Fligg and Anny Boalth: they first appeared as dancers 

and teachers in London in 1929 and 1930 respectively and were active until the outbreak of 

the Second World War. Boalth, Danish by birth, undertook service during the war and on 

being stood down took up an appointment at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA). 

Fligg disappeared from the records, but is believed to have returned to her native Germany. 

Lisa Ullmann came to England in 1934 with Jooss and Leeder and taught in their School at 
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Dartington Hall until 1940. She was reacquainted with Laban there in 1938 and worked with 

him for the rest of his life.  

 

 Anny Fligg trained at the Hertha Feist Laban School where she gained a Laban 

Teaching Certificate, went on to teach at the school in 1925 and danced with Feist’s Chamber 

Dance Group: she performed in Laban’s Don Juan (1925). She came to London in 1929 and 

began teaching at the Cone (Ballet) School. In July 1930 she performed at the Tenth 

Sunshine Matinee on the same bill as Feist, who was visiting. The following November saw 

the opening in London of a school billed as the Boalth-Fligg (Laban Method) School. This 

venture only lasted until April 1931 when she opened a school in her own name—the Anny 

Fligg School of Central European Dancing—which functioned until June 1939. During these 

eight years Fligg performed in solo recitals at a number of theatres and undertook an 

Australian tour. She was engaged by RADA in October 1931 and it was here that Joan 

Littlewood was taught by her which gave her a ‘first taste of Rudolf Laban’s work which was 

to influence my whole life’ ( 1995, p.69). Fligg taught there until 1939 establishing Laban-

based movement training for actors in the UK for the first time. She also established links 

with Bedford Training College, where she taught in 1931. She maintained contact with Laban 

and other German dancers through the early thirties and then through the period when 

activities came under the aegis of the Third Reich’s cultural organisations. She attended 

Laban’s Rangsdorf summer dance camp in August 1935, the first camp with Laban as 

director where National Socialism was promulgated. She was clearly not discouraged 

because she arranged a trip for British teachers to the dance festival held in association with 

the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin. 
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 Anny Boalth was very different to Fligg and, in interview, dismissed their early 

school as a mere arrangement: indeed she was at pains to distance herself from Fligg and her 

German sympathies (Boalth 1978). Boalth was Danish but, after a brief spell in England as a 

child, was brought up in Germany. She was auditioned by Laban and trained with him, and 

then Albrecht Knust, at the Hamburg Laban School. She also danced in his production of 

Don Juan (1925). She taught at the Breslau (Wroclaw) Laban School and gained Laban’s 

personal diploma in Wurzburg; then teaching and dancing in Prague before joining Jooss for 

a year at the theatre in Münster where he worked before 1928. She performed in Laban’s epic 

Tannhauser at Bayreuth in 1930. Boalth, who already had a multi-national career, came to 

England for work in 1930. She made herself known by giving lectures on Laban’s work and 

demonstrations with another Laban and Wigman trained dancer, Ruth Hellmer. These 

included a lecture-demonstration in early 1930 for the Committee of the Imperial Society of 

Teachers of Dancing (ISTD). She premiered in the First Camargo Society Production, 

October 19 and 20 1930: Danse-Suite, three solos to music by Christian Damton. She began 

teaching under the title of the ‘Central European School of Dancing’ with Fligg, advertised in 

The Dancing Times as being ‘the only fully qualified representatives of Laban in England’ 

(1930, p.302). Provenance was most important for Laban-trained dancers. They parted 

company six months later. Her new School, the ‘Studio of Modern Dance’ where she taught 

dance and movement as a ‘Diplomée of the Laban-School’ (Boalth 1930) opened in May 

1931. 

 

< Figure 1 here > 

 

Boalth taught in a variety of situations: 
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When I first started teaching here in England I just tried to contact any person, or 

group or association or people who might conceivably be interested like Dancing 

Schools, P.T. Colleges, Education Authorities, and of course the theatre. Regarding 

the latter I found the first real interest in the British Drama League (now the British 

Theatre Association). I have done innumerable courses, lectures and demonstrations 

for them through the years. I also functioned at many Education Authority Summer-

Schools and others — until 1939 when the outbreak of War put a stop to everything. 

(Boalth 1978a).  

 

In interview, she made the point that she sought teaching opportunities in the professional 

sector, in addition to her work in her studio, where she ran classes and summer schools. 

These included for private schools, Dartington Hall, the EFDSS and the National Council of 

Social Service. She travelled to Sheffield where, in 1933, she had a choric movement group. 

She performed in recitals regularly, including with a small group at the Embassy Theatre in 

1935. She took classes in classical ballet to extend her range. Her most substantial 

contribution, and the one that saw ‘Laban method’ demonstrated from Scarborough to 

Liverpool was through the courses, weekend courses and summer schools for the British 

Drama League beginning as early as 1931 and continuing to a Bangor course in 1938. The 

outbreak of war saw her school close and she served as Entertainment Officer for the 

Ministry of Supply, for Preston and Manchester. She was appointed movement tutor at 

RADA in 1945 and taught there until retirement in 1961. 

 

 Both Boalth and Fligg taught predominantly in what we would now term the private 

sector. They both continued to perform as well as running their own studios. They both 

sought to extend their teaching through existing channels. Their profile was very similar: 
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being the only British-based Laban dancers to have entries in Who’s Who in Dancing 1932. 

However, neither made significant connections with education, nor with practitioners trained 

in other modern dance disciplines. The most significant contributions were in the area of 

actor training—at RADA and through the British Drama League (later British Theatre 

Association). However, they did contribute to practice and discourse that helped cross-

fertilise Laban’s ideas. 

 

 Lisa Ullmann’s contribution before 1939 was quite different. She began training at the 

age of seventeen at Lotte Wedekind’s Berlin Laban School. She performed with the Hertha 

Feist Movement Choir and graduated in 1927 with the Laban Teaching Certificate. She went 

on to train with Laban at his Berlin Choreographic Institute and gained his Diploma in 1929. 

She began teaching at the Wedekind Laban School and then at Hertha Meisenbach’s Laban 

School in Nuremberg, before moving to Essen in 1930 to join Leeder on the staff at the 

Folkwangschule under Jooss’s directorship. When Jooss took his teaching staff into exile in 

England she went with him, arriving at Dartington Hall in 1934. The newly re-formed Jooss-

Leeder School of Dance, which replaced the existing School of Dance-Mime there, ran until 

1940 and she was named, along with Jooss and Leeder as the third full time member of staff 

(further teachers included Marlise Bok and Gertrud Falke-Heller). The School trained 

dancers as performers and as teachers, and was connected to Ballets Jooss, whose company 

included a number of graduates. Leeder, who was not Laban trained, had developed the 

Jooss-Leeder method. There were elements of the curriculum, such as Eukinetics, that still 

retained a form similar to the one which Jooss had learned from Laban in Hamburg. Ann 

Hutchinson-Guest, who was a student at the school, recalled the teaching experience there: 

Lisa Ullmann was a solid teacher, well grounded in the Laban subjects in the 

curriculum and well suited to be in charge of the second-year students. When I 
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arrived, Marlise Bok took care of the first-year students, while Leeder was solely in 

charge of the third year. The different dance subjects—such as technique, Eukinetics, 

Choreutics, and improvisation—were each taught by the teacher of that year (2006, 

163). 

The school also provided for ‘Group Dancing for Amateurs’. Dartington Hall was renowned 

for its community involvement and this included responding to the Workers’ Educational 

Association (WEA) in nearby Plymouth: Ullmann was sent teach for this WEA and 

developed a movement choir there from 1935 to 1939. She made regular visits to Germany 

during the 1930s, the last being at Christmas 1938. She continued to teach along the lines she 

had learned in Berlin and then with Jooss and Leeder, closely following Laban. However, 

unlike the Boalth and Fligg schools, the Jooss-Leeder School did not market itself explicitly 

as deriving from Laban. Indeed, its ten–page 1938 Prospectus does not mention him. Laban 

himself arrived at Dartington in February 1938. 

 

 Ballets Jooss left for a North American tour in December 1939, without Jooss and 

Leeder. The Jooss-Leeder School continued in a reduced form for some months during these 

early war years and Ullmann continued to teach there. Jooss, Leeder, Laban and Ullmann 

continued to stay at Dartington as part of a group of over 50 enemy aliens. On June 18 1940 

Ullmann and Laban left Dartington to stay temporarily at the London home of Leonard and 

Dorothy Elmhirst in Upper Brook Street. A week later, on June 25, a general government 

order was issued to intern all enemy aliens, Jooss and Leeder were interned (see Huxley 

2012); Laban and Ullmann were not. The School at Dartington closed formally in October. 

 

 Thus in the first two years of the war the two main Laban studios and the major 

school that had developed his work all closed: one German Laban teacher seems to have 
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opted to return to her homeland, one became employed on the home front, and the third was 

in London, with Laban himself. (A further significant Laban-trained dancer, Sylvia Bodmer 

arrived in Manchester in 1938, but began teaching in 1942).  

 

It is here that the Dance Centre comes into the picture. But first, we will consider 

Burrowes and Soelberg, neither of whom was Laban–trained. 

 

 

 

New connections 

The work of Burrowes and Soelberg in the early 1930s has been explored in some detail by 

Nicholas including in her account of dance at Dartington (2007); her exploration of 

Burrowes’ time at the Wigman School in London and Dresden (2010) and the Dance Centre 

(2010). Indeed, it could be said that Nicholas’s detailed entry for Burrowes in the Routledge 

Encyclopedia of Modernism (2016) has placed her alongside canonical figures such as Laban.  

 

 Leslie Burrowes trained at the Margaret Morris School in London from 1924–1927 

and taught there before being appointed as the first dance teacher at Dartington Hall in 1928. 

She undertook training at the Wigman Dresden School from January 1930 to September 

1931. She returned to London and in 1932 opened a studio and taught and performed at the 

Buxton International Summer School as Wigman’s representative, where she was noticed by 

the American critic John Martin. She maintained a direct connection with the Wigman and 

her School, returning regularly. She promoted modern dance in print, in ‘The modern dance 

movement in England’ in The Dancing Times (1933), which involved her in an exchange 

with the critic Arnold Haskell. Three years later she articulated principles of ‘Modern Dance’ 
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for the Ling Association Leaflet (1936). She associated with a number of artists including 

Leon Goossens, whom she married in 1933. Her Studio developed into a London school, 

which she ran from 1935–1941. In 1938 she joined with Louise Soelberg in opening the 

Dance Centre. 

 

 Louise Soelberg was American. She trained at the Cornish School, Seattle, graduating 

in 1926. She gained a teaching certificate in 1928 from the Dalcroze Institute Geneva. On 

return to Seattle she led dance at the Cornish School before being sent on loan to Dartington 

in 1930 to help establish a dance school: she married Richard Elmhirst. Along with a second 

American dancer, Margaret Barr, she developed and co-directed the School of Dance-Mime, 

where she taught and performed until 1934 (see Nicholas 2007, pp.58-92). The re-

establishment of the Jooss-Leeder School in that year precipitated arguments that led to 

Barr’s departure for London and the closing of the School for Dance-Mime. Soelberg 

remained at Dartington and rehearsed with the newly reformed Ballets Jooss performing in 

their 1935/6 London season and their first full tours of North America in 1936. She left the 

company in 1937 and moved to London, where she opened her own school, and taught at the 

London School of Dalcroze Eurhythmics. She began to work with actors, including 

choreographing Busmen for Unity Theatre in 1937 (Chambers 1989, pp.140–146). In 1938 

she divorced Elmhirst and became the partner of the actor Basil Langton. At this point she 

teamed up with Burrowes to open the Dance Centre.  

 

 Both Burrowes and Soelberg were, like the Laban dancers described earlier, working 

in what we would now term the ‘private sector’, with schools related to their professional 

performance practice. Burrowes developed her practice as a performer and as a teaching 

representative of Wigman. Whilst others made the connection between Wigman and Laban, 
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Burrowes did not do so overtly in this period in her publicity or in her written statements. In 

London, Soelberg re-connected with the Dalcroze network and with the actor and political 

networks associated with Unity Theatre. However, there is nothing to suggest any meaningful 

attempt to connect with educational organisations until the opening of the Dance Centre. It 

was a very different matter with Burrowes, and this is the next area that we will explore.  

 

In considering Rutherston, we touched on the English physical training networks and 

the importance of Bedford Training College, whose staff and students had gone to study with 

Bodenwieser in Vienna. Another staff member Joan Goodrich attended the Buxton 

International Summer School in 1932 where she was taught by Burrowes, and where she saw 

her perform. This encouraged her to take classes at Burrowes’ London Studio and to gain 

leave from Bedford to the train at the Dresden Wigman School. She taught at Bedford 

throughout the period. A graduate, Diana Jordan, attended a summer school at the Wigman 

Leipzig School in 1935 and on her return spent two years taking class at the Leslie Burrowes 

School. She was appointed to teach dance at St Gabriel’s College in 1938. During the early 

1930s Bedford hosted a range of approaches to Central European Dance taught by staff and 

by visitors. Colwill, Rutherston and Goodrich had brought Bodenwieser’s and Wigman’s 

techniques to the curriculum. Laban’s work was introduced during a visit by Albrecht Knust 

in 1930. Fligg taught her Laban method in November 1931. By the mid–1930s the main 

teaching was based on Goodrich’s experience of Wigman and Burrowes. During the 1930s 

dance training was in a state of flux: this mirrored the changes underway in physical 

education as a whole. The LPEA had originated in 1899 to promote Ling’s approach. By the 

1930s it took a much broader view of physical education, and included dance within its remit.  
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The LPEA reported on members’ activities in its monthly journal, the Ling 

Association Leaflet. During the 1930s a range of approaches to dance in schools and colleges 

was referred to, including, increasingly, many types of Central European approaches to dance 

and movement. We find references to classes and courses in Bodenwieser, Dalcroze, Medau 

and Mensendieck. However, from the mid–1930s onwards there was an increasing number of 

references to the work of Goodrich and Burrowes on LPEA holiday courses in particular in 

1935, 1936, 1937, and 1938. In March 1935, Goodrich had a brief article on ‘Central 

European Dancing’ published, and here she traced its roots back to Laban (1935, 36). The 

following year saw Jordan writing on ‘Modern Dance’ (1936), introducing the new form in 

the first of a series of four short pieces by herself and Burrowes. In the first article she refers 

to Wigman and to Burrowes and to Joan Goodridge (sic), but not Laban (1936, p.294). 

Burrowes continued the series in July, beginning her article: ‘We believe that freedom is only 

attained when perfect harmony is achieved. Modern Dance is based on freedom—bodily 

freedom and expressive freedom….technique in Modern Dance is a means towards an end’ 

(1936 , p.331). Her statement, echoing what she had said elsewhere, was a considerable 

challenge to the physical education establishment. Three years later Jordan published her 

short book The Dance as Education (1938) and it received a positive review from Jeannette 

Rutherston[-Powell]: ‘This book should be of great value and interest to all teachers of 

dancing, but particularly so to trained gymnastic teachers who are also responsible for 

dancing classes’ (1939, p.96). Rutherston goes on to explain that ‘modern dance’ refers to 

what used to be known as ‘Central European Dancing’ and that Jordan’s background in 

gymnastics and dance allows her to write authoritatively. In August, Jordan wrote about the 

recently formed Dance Centre, implying a close interest, without making her part explicit: 

‘The Dance Centre was formed last autumn under the direction of Leslie Burrowes and 

Louise Soelberg. The former needs no introduction to Ling members, who will know here as 
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the originator of the Modern Dance Movement in England’ (1939, p.175). She continued by 

detailing its extensive activities. 

 

 By the outbreak of war (3 September 1939) there was a considerable profile for what 

was now becoming known as modern dance, centred on the LPEA and its networks of school 

and college teachers. The profile given to it had been managed over a period of years by 

Goodrich and Jordan, whose background was in state physical education training, and 

Burrowes, whose background, was in private modern dance schools. Whilst Laban is referred 

to in the discourse, the main thrust of their writing and practice was not concerned with 

promulgating his method. In this it was markedly different to the work of Boalth and Fligg, 

whose networking had been largely in the private sector, and focussed on Laban method. 

 

 The Burrowes / Soelberg Dance Centre opened in London on 3 October 1938. 

Advertisements had appeared in The Dancing Times monthly since April 1938. It had been 

intended to have its own premises but, in the event, its activities were shared between its two 

directors’ studios. Its publicity leaflet (1938) listed Jordan, Langton, Peggie Rowlands and 

Susan Small as its other staff.  

 

< Figure 2 here > 

 

It promised membership classes; a three–year training course; talks and performances; and its 

own Dance Group. The Centre had a short but eventful life during which all these and more 

emerged in the period of the months before World War Two through the Blitz and the Battle 

of Britain. Sadly, the end of the Blitz in London was followed in June 1941 by the end of the 

Dance Centre. 
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 The Dance Centre, during its first year’s operation, brought together many of the 

networks and collaborators that had been developing over the previous decades. It continued 

to directly link physical education and the LPEA with the dance profession through the work 

of Jordan, who took specific responsibility to develop the educational work. It began to bring 

dance and actor training together through Langton. It brought in a wide range of speakers and 

performers including Jooss and Douglas Kennedy of the EFDSS. It hosted performances by, 

for instance, Ernst and Lotte Berk, and by Alexander von Swaine, as well as by its own 

Dance Group. From August 14–19 1939, the Dance Centre ran its First Holiday Course in 

Creative Dance, run by Burrowes and Jordan, in Cooksbridge. The following month saw 

Jordan’s article on its activities for the Ling Association Leaflet. Thus, at the outbreak of war, 

the Dance Centre appears to have had a flourishing operation that was becoming well-known 

for a broad idea of modern dance along the lines explained by Burrowes, Soelberg and 

Jordan.  

 

   The majority of ‘Central European’ dance schools in London closed in 1939, 

especially those of Boalth and Fligg; followed by the Jooss-Leeder School in 1940. Many 

dancers and teachers were forced to leave. Boalth moved to Lancashire. The British Drama 

League and RADA movement networks were reduced for the duration of the war. Burrowes 

followed her husband Goossens to Worcestershire, whilst Jordan and Soelberg remained in 

London. This changed the way the Dance Centre operated in 1940.  

 

 Nicholas has written an account of the demise of the Dance Centre in 1941, based on 

letters between Burrowes, Soelberg and Jordan. She considers Burrowes and Soelberg as 

‘two women who had certainly done a great deal to develop modern dance in Britain and yet 
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their names in the historical record have been swamped by those of Laban and Ullmann’ 

(2010, 23). She suggests that the Dance Centre, in its original form had the potential to 

become an ‘organising body’ for modern dance, but that it ‘failed from the combined 

influences of wartime consequences and personality clashes’ (2010, p.24). Like others, she 

identifies the April 1941 LPEA conference as pivotal, and writes of Laban as both a ‘magnet’ 

and as one source of personality clashes.  

 

Significant Encounters 

As we have seen, Laban and Ullmann arrived on June 14 1940 into a situation where the 

Dance Centre studios were still operating. They remained until the autumn when they 

evacuated to Newtown, Montgomeryshire. In the intervening weeks, Ullmann taught at 

Burrowes’ Dance Centre studio. In September a notice in The Dancing Times told readers 

that ‘The Dance Centre…has invited Lisa Ullmann of Dartington Hall to be the guest teacher 

for their summer course…Rudolph de Laban (sic) the famous choreographer and the founder 

of dance-script, who is at present visiting London, has consented to give a series of lectures 

with practical demonstration….As the founder of the modern dance movement in the whole 

of Europe, Mr de Laban is one of the greatest figures in the dance world to-day’ (anon 1940a, 

p.703). It was here that Goodrich and Jordan, both Dance Centre members, met Laban for the 

first time. 

 

  Laban and Ullmann’s appearance in London coincided with further developments by 

the LPEA. The August-September issue of the Ling Leaflet reported on an ‘informal 

discussion on ‘Central European Dancing’ at the L.P.E.A. Offices in July’ (anon 1940b, 

p.125). The meeting brought together Goodrich and Jordan with ‘E Perry’ and ‘H Pollard’ 

(both His Majesty’s Inspectors–HMIs); Phyllis Spafford (secretary of the LPEA) and 
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Douglas Kennedy of the EFDSS. A three-day conference was suggested. The discussion led 

directly to three events during the next year. The first, organised by Jordan, was a course at 

Reading University, where Ullmann taught. The second, a conference at Bedford Training 

College in April, where Betty Meredith-Jones taught. The third, the LPEA Conference on 

Modern Dance, April 21 to 24, at St Margaret’s School, Bushey, that we mentioned in our 

introduction. It is this one that has been described as a ‘landmark’ (Preston-Dunlop 1998, 

p.215). The conference was reported in both the Dancing Times (Anon 1941, p.516) and the 

Ling Association Leaflet (B L-W 1941, 80-83). The latter, fuller, report, written by Bronwen 

Lloyd-Williams gives considerable detail and a particular view of the importance of Laban’s 

contribution.  

 

 The Bushey conference consolidated much of the networking that had been developed 

over the previous decade by teachers in the LPEA and dancers in the Dance Centre orbit. It 

brought together teachers, dancers, lecturers, the EFDSS, HMIs and PE organisers; the whole 

presided over by Miss Grant S Clark, the LPEA President. Soelberg and Jordan from the 

Dance Centre spoke and taught, but Burrowes was not able to attend. Ullmann spoke and 

taught. The opening talk on ‘The Present Position of Modern Dance in Education and 

Recreation in Great Britain’ was given by Goodrich. The conference introduced Laban, 

referred to now as Rudolph von, to this carefully and strategically organised gathering. This 

could be said to be his first major public contribution in the UK. The Ling Association Leaflet 

report makes much of his and Ullmann’s contributions, saying that ‘The real inspiration of 

the Conference lay undoubtedly in the contributions made to it by Mr von Laban and Miss 

Ullmann. Mr von Laban is responsible for much of the development of Modern 

Dance….Miss Ullmann is the living embodiment of what a teacher and dancer can be’ (B L-

W 1941, p.82).  
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From the point of view of the organisers, the conference was a great ‘propaganda’ 

success (anon 1941). The ‘decisions’ of the conference, drawn up by the LPEA President, 

pointed to the development of the facilitating networks that had been established as a way 

forward, and the Dance Centre was identified as a means of developing Modern Dance 

further in education (B L-W 1941, pp. 82-83). It closed in June. 

 

 Jordan’s contribution to the conference included an introduction where she 

‘mentioned a few of the pioneers of Modern Dance, including Mr. von Laban, Mary Wigman 

and Leslie Burrowes. She read a short summary of Mr. Laban’s work in the development of 

the dance and his contribution to it’ (B L-W 1941, p.81). She had composed her summary 

after writing to Laban, who responded with a letter containing a brief account of his life’s 

work.  

 

  Jordan had spent the previous five years working with Burrowes and developing her 

own idea of modern dance. Her book, The Dance as Education (1938) was written and 

published before she had any contact with Laban, although she knew of his work through 

Burrowes. Her book is clearly written by a practicing teacher, with children in mind. It 

contains none of the technical terms current in other accounts of ‘modern dance’ in the 

period: she addressed these in earlier articles (1936). It is concerned with dance in general, 

but identifies ‘modern dance’ as having the attributes to contribute strongly to education. It 

compares most favourably with anything else written on the subject in that period. When 

Jordan met Laban in July 1940 at the Dance Centre Summer School whenshe was 36 years 

old, a mature woman with a well-developed sense of what dance could do. In a reflection on 

her ‘Association with Rudolf Laban’ she recalled her meeting as follows: 
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It is a fact that all significant encounters seem in retrospect to occur at precisely the 

right time & that this assumes a readiness for the event — the preparation appears to 

be unconscious & unpremeditated. So it was with me. ( Jordan n.d., p.4) 

 

Jordan makes an important historical point. When those writing about Laban retrospectively 

comment on his first British encounters between 1938 and 1941, they do so with a sense that 

others had been preparing the way. Throughout this essay we have attempted to counter this 

canonical narrative. 

 

Conclusion 

A historical genealogical approach, in Foucault’s sense, shifts the focus from canonical 

individuals to the totality of the networks of support and ideas that developed to sustain 

practices, in this case modern approaches to dance and actor training. These networks were 

changeable, often partial, and occasionally self-contradictory. In many ways, the 1941 

Bushey conference demonstrates all these historical attributes. Moreover, it was at this 

conference that many of the women who had established the modern movements of the 

previous decade met Laban for the first time. There is no doubt that he had a significant 

effect and that the esteem that he was held in helped contribute to his ‘canonisation’ in 

subsequent years. Thus, as we said in our Introduction, the canonical view arises whereby his 

work is given prominence. For sure, his achievements in England, in many fields and 

publications, including in dance training, movement training and actor training from 1946 

onwards were significant. However, if the work of women dancers and teachers in the 1930s 

is seen on its own terms, as we have attempted to do in this article, it suggests that the person 

who benefited most from these encounters was Laban. He and Ullmann were able to build on 
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the substantial networking and collaborations that had previously been established, starting 

with the First Modern Dance Holiday Course in Newtown in summer 1941. 

 

< Figure 3 here > 

 

We would suggest that this helped him redefine himself in a manner better suited to his new 

home. You could say that he and Ullmann were included in the training world that Boalth, 

Burrowes, Fligg, Goodrich, Jordan, Soelberg and others had built: dancers and teachers 

working in both the private and public sectors.  The 1941 conference marked a turning point. 

The Dance Centre that was crucial to a future predicated on an example of the networks of 

the thirties was about to disband. The focus thus shifted irrevocably towards those centred 

around Laban. In this sense, the conference marked an end to the achievements of the 

previous decade as much as the beginnings of a new movement. Subsequent developments 

from these encounters saw dance training initiatives that were predominantly to do with 

dance and movement education in state schools, colleges and, eventually, universities. A 

binary developed between dance in state sector education and private sector training. This 

persisted until a fresh series of initiatives on dance education and professional training in the 

1970s that attempted to bring the two sides together. The rupture caused by the Second 

World War in effect erased from memory what had come before . Recent scholarship has 

begun to recover individual women in dance and actor training from the interwar years, this 

article contributes to this by looking beyond the canon. 
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Pamphlet for Anny Boalth Studio of Modern Dance, 1930. Author’s archive. 
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Publicity pamphlet for Dance Centre, 1938 (LB/E/6) From the Leslie Burrows Archive, 
University of Surrey 
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Photograph of (from l to r) Lisa Ullmann, Joan Goodrich, Rudolf Laban, Diana Jordan, 
Newtown 1941 ( L/F/3/51) From the Rudolf Laban Archive, University of Surrey, © 
University of Surrey. 


