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What is your background in Dance?
I started dancing at three and was hooked. Ballet was my 
thing, but at the time you had to be under a certain height 
to go to the Royal Ballet School so disappointingly a career 
in Ballet was not for me! However, I continued to dance, 
changed my career path to acting and musical theatre 
and during my training I found my love of contemporary 
dance. I studied Graham and Cunningham under 
Christopher Bannerman who was Principal Dancer at 
London Contemporary Dance for several years.  

What’s your background in inclusive performance?
In my late 20s I trained as a teacher in the UK. I worked 
in a culturally diverse school and we had a large number 
of students with different abilities. I found that students 
that struggled in core subjects often excelled in drama or 
dance. Because these students were failing the core subjects 
they were often written off, and because of those different 
cognitive or physical abilities they weren’t given the 
opportunities that a non-disabled person might have been 
given. When my son Gabriel was born he was diagnosed 
with a chromosome disorder; I looked at what was out 
there for him and being an arts practitioner, the arts were 
my first port of call. I saw first-hand the enormous benefit 
that the arts had on his development and well-being and 
from then on, I made it my mission to promote inclusive 
practices in the arts. 

Regarding disability and the arts; how does it differ in 
New Zealand from your experience in the UK?
Performance is a huge part of Tikanga Māori in Aotearoa 
and this means that performance is in our blood. That’s 

not the case in the UK, but what the Brits do well, is 
diversity in the arts. Inclusive performance is an important 
part of the arts landscape and they have relatively 
good representation of performers with disabilities in 
mainstream television. The UK has extremely successful 
arts organisations that embrace different abilities, led 
by the Arts Council who are all about accessibility and 
diversity. I think that what Creative New Zealand are 
doing now will pave the way for us to have similar access 
to the arts in Aotearoa in future. I’ve just returned 
from London meeting with some key inclusive arts 
organisations and hope to bring some of their practices to 
Aotearoa.

What are some initiatives you’d like to see in New 
Zealand? 
I would like to see accessible performance as a must have 
for all arts organisations supported by Creative New 
Zealand; relaxed performance, audio described or sign 
interpreted performance or a touch tour. In doing so, this 
lays the foundation for equal access to the arts. Providing 
training to arts organisations to enable them to deliver 
their own accessible performances is critical, and I want 
organisations to consider casting more performers with 
disabilities and festival directors to consider programming 
work that has performers of all abilities in them. At a grass 
roots level, I would love inclusive performance to be part 
of the curriculum, working with the learning needs units 
in schools and looking at how they can integrate these 
students into workshops with their non-disabled peers. 

In conversation with
CHARLOTTE
In this article, DANZ Chief Executive Anton Carter, 
talks to Charlotte Nightingale, new General 
Manager for Touch Compass Dance Company

CHARLOTTE 
NIGHTINGALE

NIGHTINGALE

The appointment of Charlotte Nightingale sees the company move into a new phase, to explore different genres and 
to develop and grow a younger audience and performers. Combining her background and experience in dance and 
teaching in the UK, and using the skills, knowledge and resources of Touch Compass to inspire a new generation of 
dancers makes for an exciting time for Charlotte and Touch Compass.
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What has been your focus since joining Touch Compass?
This year our primary focus has been on fostering new 
talent. We are committed to developing and inspiring 
young people with different abilities to dance. Historically 
we have been a contemporary dance company but we 
are now diversifying and delivering workshops in hip 
hop, musical theatre, and drama and theatre. To achieve 
this, we need to go to the talent and show them what is 
possible and show that the skills they have can transfer to 
contemporary dance. 

How important is it for Touch Compass to exist and 
develop new work?
It is important that we, as arts practitioners, make work 
that reflects the society we live in; that audience members 
can see a bit of themselves in what we do and can connect 
to it. If all we see are non-disabled performers then I 
believe we simply can’t connect; that’s not how life is and 
that’s not how art should be reflected. The more we see 
performers with different abilities on stage and screen, the 
further we move towards creating a society where everyone 
is valued as equal. I love that this world is a melting pot of 
difference, it’s so cool so let’s celebrate it. Touch Compass 
must always push to develop new inclusive work and 
encourage others to follow suit. As a mother of a child with 
a disability, as an advocate for performers with disabilities 
and as an arts practitioner, our work needs to be out 
there not just in public spaces but in galleries, theatres, in 
cinemas; that’s how we create change. 

How do you see the role that Touch Compass can play 
in changing people’s attitudes towards what’s normal or 
what people are capable of? 
We play a really important role; Touch Compass can 
offer a huge insight into all aspects of accessibility in 
performance. We actively seek out different perspectives of 
disability. Having key individuals in our organisation with 
lived experience means that we have the capacity to talk to 
practitioners about working inclusively and influence them 
to change how they work. 

As an organisation with a long history, how hard is it to 
evolve and remain relevant?
In order to survive we need to be continually asking “what 
are the needs and wants of our communities?” and for 
them to see art that reflects themselves and their lives.

IF WE WANT PEOPLE TO COME AND SEE 
OUR WORK, WE NEED TO LISTEN TO 
WHAT FLOATS THEIR BOAT. WE HAVE TO 
INSPIRE A YOUNGER AUDIENCE AND TO 
SHOW YOUNG PEOPLE,  PARTICULARLY 
THOSE WITH DIFFERENT ABILITIES, 
THAT PERFORMING ARTS IS FOR THEM.

Collaborating is a must and influencing others to consider 
all abilities in their work. We must make work that spans 
generations, has longevity, is timeless, raw, new and has 
universal appeal.
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HARPER HETA (CENTRE), INMOTION MATARIKI 2018
DUNCAN ARMSTRONG AND RODNEY BELL, 
SOMATECHNICS, 2017

FEATURE

P
H

O
T

O
: T

H
IA

N
 B

E
N

T
O

N
-F

IE
U

L
A

IN
E



PAGE 9

Can you highlight some of the amazing talent you are 
working with at the moment?
Harper Heta is the next big thing; she’s 10 years old and has 
a raw talent that is rare and from the moment we met her, we 
knew she was a game changer. JDK are a fantastic hip hop 
crew from Wellington that we are mentoring and we have 
some really exciting opportunities on the horizon for them 
including working alongside their awesome talents to present 
their show at TEMPO. Chloe Loftus, an aerial choreographer 
from the UK, has been creating a new work with Rodney 
Bell, our principal dancer, that we are hoping to tour later 
this year. It is great to see some of our community class 
performers make the leap from community to professional 
and Sophie Wills is one to look out for in the future. 

What can we expect to see in the near future from Touch 
Compass?
We have gained exclusive rights to On Display, New York 
choreographer Heidi Latsky’s work that is a commentary on 
the body as a spectacle. It is a powerful piece of performance 
art that has become part of a global phenomenon. We are 
in preparation for a series of duets called I’m Paired at 
The Pumphouse in March, workshopping a new work in 
collaboration with Everybody Cool Lives Here in November, 
a collaboration with Frozen Light Theatre from the UK in 
2019, and we have a new work in the making with Sarah 
Foster-Sproull. We are hoping to bring an international 
inclusive contemporary dance syllabus to Aotearoa within 
the next three years to upskill our performers and tutors. 

What is your one wish to make the arts more accessible in 
New Zealand? 
My one wish is to remove ‘dis’ from the word ‘disability’. 
These three letters have so many negative connotations. 
To many it means ‘won’t’ or ‘can’t’ or ‘lesser’ or ‘broken’. If 
we removed the ‘dis’ and focused on the ‘ability’, we would 
make way for a society where everyone is treated equally. It 
would be great if we could do this Anton and hopefully it 
will be in our lifetime.  
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JDK, JUST DANCE KRAZY NZ DANCE WEEK 2018
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