
As in many walks of  life, photography has 
its own specialist niches.  One of  these 
is the photography of  dance, a speciality 
of  Cheltenham photographer James 
Rowbotham. 

Despite the depth and breadth of  its many 
festivals and the current level 
of  interest in dance nationally, 
largely due to the success of  
“Strictly Come Dancing”, 
it is perhaps surprising 
that Cheltenham can only 
properly lay claim to hosting 
minor dance events. With 
few exceptions the county is a 
receiver of  dance productions 
and it is necessary to travel 
further afield to London, 
Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff  
or occasionally Malvern 
Theatres to either see or take 
part in the larger productions. 
There are however, across the 
county, a good number of  
opportunities to enjoy dance 
throughout the year whether 
through visiting incoming 
mid-size productions that 
local theatres such as the 
Everyman, the Roses or the 
Bacon receive, through Arts 
Council supported groups 
such as Gloucestershire Dance 
or in local dance schools and clubs. 

Whilst most people will be perhaps more 
familiar with enjoying dance as a form of  
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entertainment or exercise, James’s interest 
developed through still photography. In fact this 
interest started not in Cheltenham but whilst 
watching Tango on one of  many business trips 
to Buenos Aires. Over time this interest grew 
sufficiently to encourage him to go over to New 
York to join a workshop at the Lois Greenfield 

studios, working with members 
of  the Amy Marshall dance 
company. Lois, perhaps 
the most celebrated dance 
photographer of  the present 
time, has specialised in the 
freezing of  motion, essentially 
under studio conditions, and it 
is the techniques acquired in 
New York that James brought 
back to Gloucestershire. 

Since then James has built 
a diverse portfolio of  dance 
photography in a variety of  
locations: in large and small 
theatres, in dance studios, on 
location and in photographic 
studios… almost everywhere 
other perhaps than ballrooms. 
In virtually every case the 
work challenges the available 
technology to one degree or 
another: in studios special 
equipment is required to stop 
motion, normal studio flash 
equipment being typically ten 

times too slow to freeze fast action; in theatres 
highly sensitive sensors are required to conduct 
digital photography in the typically low levels 
of  ambient light. Whilst there is no absolutely 

“right” way there are for sure better ways and 
this in part is where the speciality arises. The 
key is to keep the capture duration as short 
as necessary to freeze the motion …unless of  
course motion blur is expressly desired in the 
resulting image. There is another skill and that 
is being able to capture “that” moment 
and in this respect James’s portfolio 
speaks for itself. 

Most dancers love to be 
photographed. They need 
images to promote themselves 
and though they are unlikely to be 
coming to Cheltenham simply for a 
head shot they do come to enjoy the 
spontaneity of  studio shoots; ad hoc 
shoots in which the emphasis 
can  change 

substantially 
throughout the day. 

Images might seek to capture dynamism 
even to the point of  instability, 
conversely they may emphasise 
physique, flexibility or 
structure, play on a character 
or be characteristic of  a 
particular genre. They are 
always a lot of  fun. 

Studio work is quite different 
to that in a theatre where it 
is the photographer’s job 
to capture what he sees on the 
stage, almost invariably during a 
rehearsal. The creative element that 
the photographer enjoys in the studio is to a 
large extent diminished in the theatre. He 
may then however have access to a star cast, 
with a rich choreography, wonderful costumes, 
theatre sets and lighting. Both environments 
are rewarding each in their own way.

In addition to working with a large number 
of  individual dancers James has also worked 
with several dance companies. In October 
2009, for example, he spent a week in Havana 
working with both the Ballet Nacional de 
Cuba and the extraordinarily energetic Danza 
Contemporanea and is very much looking 
forward to catching up with both of  them again 
when they visit the UK in the spring of  2010. 
Most recently he photographed members of  
the dance company Candoco at the Roses 
Theatre in Tewkesbury

James was invited to exhibit a selection of  work 
at the Point Theatre in Eastleigh over a long 
period between 2008/9 following on from Chris 
Nash, the London based dance photographer. 
The Point is well known as a major focal point 
for contemporary dance in Hampshire. James 
continues to work with dance companies such 
as the New English Contemporary Ballet, 

with theatres and with individual dancers. In 
addition, from time to time, 
he runs workshops in studio 

dance photography at the 
Cheltenham Film and 
Photographic studios.

If  the first few 
months are 

anything to 
go by, 2010 

promises 
    to be an 

interesting 
year, not only 
are the Cubans 

coming but the 
year kicks off  

with a ballet 
based dance 

photography 
workshop. 
That is 
soon to 

be followed by the 
major British Dance Edition 

2010 event in Birmingham, not 
long after which NECB2 will be 
coming to the Everyman, the 
contemporary dance company 
Motion House to the Roses and 
youth dance events to the Bacon. 
There is much to look forward  

   to.

Examples of  James  Rowbotham’s 
dance photography can be found          

    at:

 www.perfectlandscape.com 

James also works with talented 
gymnasts and aerialists.

    He can be contacted at:

 jim.rowbotham@gmail.com
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