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Interview with feature film choreographer Francesca Jaynes 

Claudia Kappenberg  

Introduction: 

Choreographer Francesca Jaynes works on medium and large commercial film productions, 
operating within a defined hierarchy alongside several creative departments as well as 
working on a film brief.1 She has over 25 years of experience working with high profile 
directors, such as Mike Leigh, Tim Burton, Steven Spielberg and Alonso Cuarón, on films Topsy 
Turvey (1999), Alice in Wonderland (2010), Gravity (2013) and many others. However, as her 
body of work is embedded within large-scale productions it is not always obvious what her 
contribution is to any of these blockbuster films. Furthermore, the credits for her work are 
not easily found, as IMDB only features choreographers under “other crew” and there is no 
category for best choreography at the Oscars! Given the specialist knowledge, extensive 
training and wide-ranging experience that this role requires, it is scandalous. In addition, it is 
still not that easy for women to break through into the upper echelons of this profession and 
much commercial screen choreography continues to be created by men.2  

In November 2023, Claudia Kappenberg took part in a two-day workshop with Fran Jaynes 
and her collaborator Dale Mercer in London, as an introduction to choreographing for the big 
screen. This interview took place in February 2024 and draws on some of the exercises and 
discussions of the workshop. Taking a feminist angle, the interview traces Fran’s background 
and professional journey, recounting anecdotes from different productions and reflecting on 
the challenges and politics of this professional role. This interview is also part of a wider 
attempt to acknowledge and honour the extraordinary diverse bodies of work in the field of 
screen-based dance, which are rarely represented as such due to the nature of the practice, 

1 A film brief is a concise document that acts as a roadmap for the production team and articulates the 
creative vision as well as wider parameters and logistics. The document outlines the purpose of a project with 
the film’s intentions and messages, who the target audience is, what the aesthetics of the production are, and 
lists any specific stand-out aspects, requirements or constraints. Budgets and timelines will also be included 
but a brief is always provisional and open to change. 
2 Official statistics with regards to male and female choreographers exist mainly in the field of ballet and 
classical dance, which indicate that globally in 2025 about 70% of creative leadership roles are held by men. 
Meanwhile 60% of head of school positions in the field are held by women, but the numbers have been 
declining over the last few years, down from 71% in 2023. With regards to classical dance companies a similar 
percentage of these leadership roles are held by men, while there is a slight improvement in numbers with 
regards to smaller dance companies. See: Global Leadership Report 2025 https://dancedataproject.com/ddp-
research/global-leadership-report-
2025/#:~:text=The%20report%20identifies%20that%20of,57.9%25%20of%20rehearsal%20director%20roles 
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its industries and reliance on film festivals, as well as the limited number of collections and 
institutional representations and their curatorial endeavours.3 

Claudia Kappenberg: Thanks so much for agreeing to this interview Fran. The workshop with 
yourself and Dale gave me wonderful insights into different aspects of your work and I am 
delighted that we can share some of this with readers of the journal who will be more familiar 
with small to medium size productions. It will be useful and potentially surprising to hear 
about the required skills and what it’s like “over there” on the big sets. Can we start at the 
beginning, that is, where did you grow up and how did you get into dance? 

Fran Jaynes: I was born in London, in Ilford. My mum had been a ballerina when she was 
younger, but she was hard of hearing and left in order to run a dance school and she also sent 
me to a ballet class as a child. When I was four, we moved to Manchester and I went to a 
ballet school there. I left home when I was 16 and went to a vocational school, Bush Davies, 
which sadly is no longer open. This was an incredible training, literally from nine o'clock in the 
morning to eight or nine o'clock at night, six days/ week, with ballet, tap dance and national 
dance. And it wasn’t just the dance steps, we learned about the history and the geography of 
each country like Spanish dance, Flamenco, and I used to be able to play the castanets. The 
training was amazing and for the kind of work I do absolutely invaluable. I realised that pretty 
quickly once I started to choreograph.   

CK: Did you have a vision at the time as to what you wanted to do later? 

FJ: If I'm honest, I've never had much of a vision, I just wanted to dance. But I had an accident 
with my back about a year after I started training, which led me to forming a group with four 
dancers and to start choreographing. 

CK: An all-female group? 

FJ: Yes, we wanted to work in television like everybody did, and we got close but never quite 
made it. We thought that working on cruise ships or pantomimes or going abroad was not for 
us, but we did end up going and we were glad that we did. We went to amazing countries, 
saw amazing things and worked and had a salary. 
I also started working on fashion shows in Manchester and met people at Granada Television 
who were in the casting department. But I can remember sitting on my bed and thinking, how 
do you break into film, how does that work? It seemed like a brick wall and I'm sure it still 
does. Eventually I met somebody who was working at the Liverpool Everyman Theatre, I 
choreographed some shows there and that is where I first found my home, I'm not sure why. 
You'd go to the pub on a Thursday night when you got paid and talk about the show, and that 
kind of work really opened my mind up to the possibilities of choreography and movement in 
shows. It was all about telling a story and not about the steps, which is sort of how I'd been 
trained. However, I'm glad I have all those steps in my head, and I probably worked in 
repertory for about ten years doing lots of different theatre shows, which later also secured 
me my first job in film. 

3 Analogue and digital archives of dance films are held, for example, by the Lincoln Centre for the Performing 
Arts, New York and by Deutsches Tanzfilminstitut Bremen [German Dancefilm Institut Bremen] as well as the 
Deutsches Tanzarchiv Köln [German Dance Archive Cologne] and the Cinémathèque de la danse in Paris. 
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CK: It sounds like you were in a supportive context? 

FJ: Yes, a very supportive atmosphere. Repertory theatres were better funded then 
and actors could get a contract for six months and do different shows. Sometimes I would 
find it hard to come up with stuff, but I was lucky with the directors I worked with. I remember 
phoning one director, who I'd collaborated with for years as I couldn’t work it out on my 
own. He said, “fine, we'll do it together, we'll just workshop it this morning.” I'd come from a 
world [of dance] where the choreographer does it all but this lifted something off me. I started 
to work with directors in a far more productive way because it wasn’t all down to me. 

CK: And how about the dancers and other people you are working with now in terms of what 
they can or can’t do? 

JF: People ask me that a lot. I often work with actors, but I never worry about that. I do what 
I think is right and if they're struggling with something I might adapt it, but I don't adapt it 
before I start. Also, most of the time I work with actors who are playing a character, and why 
would a character suddenly do extraordinary things? It wouldn't make sense. 

CK: I looked through your website and I was fascinated by the ad for Johnnie Walker, Blue 
Label, which has Jude Law in it., on which you worked in 2014. The ad is built around a 
Gentlemen’s wager, whereby Jude Law is on a boat and offers to buy the boat with a dance. 
This is a great teaser because the viewer gets drawn in and wonders how the actor is going to 
manage that. You then choreograph a scene, which echoes an iconic dance scene in Godard’s 
Bande à part (Band of Outsiders), a film from 1964 which many TV audiences would have 
been familiar with. 

FJ: Yes, the producers gave me this reference as they often do in the advertising world. They 
love references, which can be great, because it means that you're on the same page. 

CK: Jude Law performs it very well but also holds back the right amount. 

FJ: Yes, he doesn't push it at all but he's right on it. We'd worked together for a long time on 
a film called AI, Artificial Intelligence (2001), 4 in which he plays a robot and the robot is a 
gigolo. When his character meets somebody in the street, say a Spanish lady, his hair changes 
colour and he dances Spanish. We worked for a long time on all sorts of different styles 
and we also shot quite a lot of it, but there's not much of it in the film. 

CK:  I can see how your various experiences give you the means to pitch something in the right 
way. 

FJ: I think it's communication as well, it's about how you teach something, how you work with 
someone. Especially with actors, because they need to have an investment in it. They need to 
feel it, not that it's necessarily coming from them, but that they're a part of it. This is different 
to working with trained dancers, obviously. 

4 See: “A.I. Artificial Intelligence (2001) | Acting AI: A Portrait Of Gigolo Joe | Behind The Scenes”, including a 
clip of Francesca Jaynes and Jude Law on set: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AmXCoYwCNjE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AmXCoYwCNjE
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CK: You have also worked with the director Mike Leigh who uses a lot of improvisation; where 
are you in that process when you are working with him? 

FJ: Mike Leigh asks his actors to research separately for weeks and different families of actors 
don't meet. When they do meet, they improvise. After that Mike goes away and writes the 
script, so it's never improvised on camera. With ‘Topsy Turvy’5 there were three parts to my 
job. One was to research all the operators of the original opera, that is the actors and crew, 
as well as the character of the Mikado. Mike sent me to museums and archives, which had 
the stage direction of the original opera. They also had the original book with notes by the 
stage manager, which was amazing because it didn't always give you the steps, but it gave 
you a language like ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the chorus, would you retire to your opening 
attitudes?’ So, as well as an idea of how the chorus moved, I was able to feed in the language 
to Mike and the researchers, so that they could pass it on to the actors. We basically rebuilt 
the environment from 1885, which is what Mike wanted. 

I was also working with Andy Serkis who played the choreographer and he would ask me, for 
example, how to do the etiquette, which I'd never done before and which was terrifying. I 
worked with Andy independently from everybody else. We had a rehearsal room at Three 
Mills Studio and I took him to watch different choreographers as well as a rehearsal of the 
Royal Ballet and of Cats. Also, I taught him ballet every day unless he was doing something 
else, and he became fascinated by it.  

CK: So you were embedded in the whole process in this film, you didn't just come in in week 
25. 

FJ: Yes, and once we knew which sections Mike was going to film, like the “Three Little Maids,” 
I could teach that scene. Because of the way Mike works, you don't know what the scenes are 
going to be until about a couple of days before you go into rehearsal so it's not a slow pace, 
there's a lot of work to be done. Mike Leigh always runs out of time for his films, but he insists 
on a lot of research. For example, Andy's character, Doban, was a dance professor who would 
teach all the latest dances that high society would do at the time like quadrilles and things 
like that. So, we had an afternoon where the whole company learned a quadrille because 
Mike said, they need to know it even though it's not going to be in the film. 

CK: This is impressive and says something about how thorough his approach is. 

FJ: Also, Doban could play the violin and would accompany himself and Andy taught himself 
to play it. Later, in one session, Andy was playing the violin and he choreographed me. That 
was weird, but amazing. Also I'd always wanted to teach him a mazurka but we ran out of 
time. One day, we were in a cab going from our rehearsal room to Richmond Theatre to film 
an improvised scene, and just as we got to Richmond Theatre, Andy said, “we never did a 
mazurka, what's a mazurka?”  I replied that it was a dance by the military and used the sound 
of horses and heels clicking, like a gallop. Later that day, when we were filming he brought 
this into the improvisation; he looks at his watch and he says something like, “I've got to 
go, I'm arranging a mazurka at four o'clock,” and then he does the heel click! For me, that's 

5 Topsy-Turvy (1999) is a film by Mike Leigh about the creation of Gilbert and Sullivan's opera The Mikado. The 
Mikado is the title of the opera, the name of the fictional world of ‘The Mikado’ as well as the name of the 
fictional Emperor. 
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one of the best moments of the film. Nobody else will ever know of course but that doesn't 
matter.  

CK: This was your first feature film, how did you manage to get the contract? 

FJ:  When I went for the interview, I thought that I wouldn’t get it, because at that time I'd 
never worked on a film and I'd never worked on a Gilbert & Sullivan opera. But it turned out 
that Mike didn't want someone who had worked on a Gilbert & Sullivan, he was interested in 
creating theatre and he wanted someone who knew that tradition. 

CK: I would have thought that one starts out with smaller productions and gradually scales up 
the work but as your first film this would have been a big set? 

FJ: Indeed, Topsy-Turvy was pretty big and I would say that your first job might not necessarily 
be small. Your first job might be the biggest job you ever do. That is the nature of this 
business. A director might see a choreographer's work on stage and just bring them in. And if 
you get onto a big production, it's all about navigating all the departments, knowing where 
you should be, knowing what you could say to a director, whether you should say anything, 
whether you go through to the First [1st AD]6. And that can be quite terrifying. 

CK: You also worked on The Da Vinci Code (2006) which was directed by Ron Howard, another 
huge set?  

FJ: Yes, it was huge and it’s quite a funny story. I knew he wanted some kind of pagan-esque 
scene, I choreographed a fairly long routine and we showed it to Ron Howard on video who 
said “Yeah, that's great.” However, on the day we were filming, they started changing the 
music and the second time they changed it, they wanted the dancers to sing in Latin. So this 
AD [Assistant Director] comes up to me and says, “Oh God, they've got to learn this Latin.” He 
assumed that none of the dancers would be able to speak Latin but one dancer went, “I speak 
Latin.” So I looked at the AD and said, “it's fine, we'll sort it.”  Because that's what people 
think about dancers, assuming that nobody has studied Latin. Anyway, the dancers started to 
learn the words and ten minutes later, someone else came down and said that we couldn’t 
get clearance for that either. It was kind of chaos and eventually we performed it to yet 
another track on set, but dancers are brilliant, they can do it. 

CK: Now I’d be curious as to what you would say is in your toolkit, to manage all these different 
situations and demands? 

FJ: That's a really good question but I always work to a brief and it's kind of there in a way, it's 
on the page. I don't know if I have a toolkit really, I often have a plan, also because of time 
constraints.  

If I've got an actor for two hours and then that actor is going off to hair and make-up, I can't 
go over those two hours. Also, I can't expect an actor to come up with stuff, especially if I 
haven't worked with them before. So I often do have something prepared, but within that, it 
can be quite fluid If I feel that it’s not working. A lot of actors don’t have confidence when it 

6 The First on a film set is usually the First Assistant Director or 1st AD, responsible for managing both the set 
and the shooting schedule and working closely with the Director. 
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comes to movement and they want guidance, so in my toolkit I try and make them relaxed, 
because they can come in stiff as a board and nervous. 

CK: How do you make them relaxed? 

FJ: Maybe have a chat about it, let’s just try this, see how it goes, see how you feel about it. I 
don’t go “five, six, seven, eight….”, although I do that sometimes. 

CK: In the workshop with yourself and Dale we also did a role-play where we rehearsed a set 
of steps from Alice in Wonderland and two people took on the role of director and 
choreographer. The director had to tell the choreographer how they wanted to shoot the 
scene and the choreographer had to adjust the scene immediately to create a pathway for 
the camera. I imagine that this kind of situation is quite stressful with lots of people looking 
and waiting. What is your process in that situation? 

FJ: My process is that I focus on the director and the DOP [Director of Photography]. 
Sometimes Dale is one of the dancers as was the case for Alice in Wonderland which is great 
because he can see what is required and manage the dancers while I concentrate on the 
director. You have to glean whatever you can, it might be a word, maybe the dynamic is not 
quite right, or maybe he needs an actor to pull back a little bit, and I can’t do both. If you are 
on your own you just have to find a way and trust your dancers. We try and cast our own 
dancers and if I have one person I know, they can take over that role while I am concentrating 
on the director. 

CK: You are basically listening to the director and then translating that into directions for the 
performers? 

FJ: Exactly. Hopefully the director already trusts you and has seen what you have done, and 
they don’t mind when things fall apart. Often, they go away and then you clean it up. This is 
part of the process and it can happen with costume or with props etc. It depends on the 
personality of the director, some say “Sort that later”, others say “Can we do that now?”.     

CK: If we look at your trajectory over 20 years, including the transition from theatre to film 
and the many films you have worked on, what do you want your contribution to be in the film 
dance world? 

FJ: Oh, nobody has ever asked me that question before.  Actually, one of the things that's so 
important to me is the way dancers are treated. Dale and I have fought for dancers our whole 
career, to get the correct contracts, to get a rehearsal space, making sure it's warm and just 
looking after them. And I think we've helped dancers have a better time on set. That's all I 
need, really. 

CK: I am shocked to hear that because of what it says about the industry. 

FJ: Yes, as I mentioned earlier dancers are not thought of in the same way as, say, musicians. 
The independent dance sector has helped enormously to change that perception, but in terms 
of commercial dancers, no... We know their worth, how hard they've trained and what a 
tough job it is. 
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CK: Absolutely, I was a dancer once upon a time and I know it's hard labor. 

FJ: That's right. We've had people whose ribs were broken on set because the costume 
designer wanted the corsets to be so tight. The dancers didn't tell me until afterwards. In fact, 
they never told me, somebody else told me. Some designers don't care if the dancers have 
shoes on they can't move in, although it’s not everybody. We've also met some fantastic 
costume designers who are far more understanding and lovely. It's just that I've met too many 
who don't think like that and who don't think it's important. So, we will continue to fight for 
them. 

CK: This seems to be part of a wider systemic undervaluing of dance in the film industry; we 
talked in the workshop about the fact that there are no Oscars for Best Choreography. I 
looked it up and indeed, there was one briefly from 1937 to 1939 but that is all. This was an 
Oscar for Best Dance Productions which, according to Wikipedia, was discontinued due to 
pressure by the director's branch of the Academy. 

FJ: I knew it would be the director's branch, even though there were brilliant people like 
Hermes Pan and Fred Astaire. You also can't be called casting director just like you can't be 
called movement director, because of the Director's Guild. Even on IMDB we don't have a 
category, we're “other crew”. 

CK: We need a #metoo for Choreography. 

FJ: A #metoo for choreography, that's a good idea. I've been with Equity all my working life 
and the contracts for choreographers in theatre are pretty good, I think. But they don't really 
do film and television for choreographers or movement directors. 
Ellen Kane and Polly Bennett had the idea to unionise and they've got about 120 people who 
have signed up. But given Equity already exists, maybe the best thing would be for everybody 
to join Equity and then to see if Equity can help us. 
It's a bit tricky for me because I have personally not come across a lot of the grievances, but 
it’s important to hear everybody else's stories. I don't have a problem with people respecting 
me, I have a problem with people respecting my dancers. So it depends also on where you 
are in your career and what you come across. 

CK: Quite often you work with the same director like Mike Leigh or Tim Burton, where you 
have a working relationship and I would think mutual respect? 

FJ: Absolutely, yes. 

CK: Might you feel sometimes that you are being treated differently because you're a 
woman? 

FJ: I'm going to say no, in terms of face-to-face, in terms of being around a table with other 
heads of departments and such like. But am I paid less than a male choreographer? I don't 
know, that never gets discussed. Therefore, what goes on in the background, I'm not sure. 
Often, there are far more men than women heads of department, but Mike Leigh’s always 
had a female designer and he often has women as heads of department. Also, I'm not 
frightened of saying I need this and that, so it may also be personality. Of course, I wasn't like 
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that in the beginning and that's the other thing about experience, which gives you confidence 
because you do know what will work and what you need. 
For example, in order to choreograph let’s say 120 people in one parade, we can't just have 
six speakers to relay the instructions on set, we need them all the way down. And they'll go, 
oh, ok. Maybe 20 years ago I might not have said that or I would have assumed that somebody 
else would have known that. 

CK: During the workshop I also asked you what kind of things you have learned doing this 
work and you said something related, like it's understanding the system, the hierarchy and 
how to function within that hierarchy of the big set. 

FJ: Yes, it's navigating your way through that. The bigger the production, the harder it is. Did 
we mention the film we made in Denmark and Sweden? We absolutely loved it.  

CK: Could you say more about that film? 

JF: The backdrop was the Royal Danish Ballet Company. The director of the film had cast a 
ballerina for one of the roles and had worked with her for a year. They'd also cast an actor to 
play a ballerina and she'd been trained by somebody at the Danish Royal Ballet for a whole 
year and had been on a diet for the year, really tough. She'd also come to our very first 
workshop because she wanted to learn and work out how she could possibly do this, and 
meanwhile she told me about the way the Danish film industry works. Apparently, the 
government funds films but spreads the money out to only two or three production 
companies and then everybody's on the same amount of money, including the director and 
the electrician. 

CK: Seriously? Sally Potter did that for her short film The Gold Diggers, in 1983. 

FJ: Seriously. Our task was to choreograph some of the sequences, but the main job was to 
make sure that everything on set, like the rehearsal room, was set up correctly. The job was 
fantastic and we all stayed in the same hotel and ate the same food. I know that sounds crazy, 
but that doesn't always happen. And we were asked our opinions all day long; we would meet 
the night before filming with the director and the DOP and we would talk through the shots 
they were considering doing the next day. This never happened to me before and will 
probably never happen again.  

CK:  Who was the director? 

JF: Birgitte Stærmose.7  

CK: Sounds great. Interesting that you said you never normally see the shots or have a 
discussion about the shots. I think you even said in the workshop you generally don’t even 
know where the camera will be when you are choreographing something. Basically one day a 
camera team turns up and does whatever they want. 

7 Darling (2017), Dir Birgitte Stærmose. DK: Zentropa International Sweden, Film i Väst, TV2 Denmark. 
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FJ: Yes, that's right. But that is the difference of working on those big films to making your 
own dance film. You obviously have far more control in your own project.  

CK: Coming back to your background, what were your role models as a young woman and did 
your family background help you? 

FJ: My mum, as you know, was a ballerina and she supported me. My dad was a working-class 
lad, but a great one for education. “You can achieve anything in life, as long as you put the 
work in,” that was his mantra. So, it never occurred to me that I couldn't do something 
because I was a woman. Although I remember having coffee with a friend of mine back in the 
1980s who knew that I had a dance group. I said to her that I'm going to go out as a freelance 
choreographer, to which she replied, “You can't do that”. I said, “why?” “Well, you're a 
woman,” was her answer. I was shocked but I just dismissed it. I thought, there's Arlene 
Phillips, whatever you think of that kind of work, there‘s Flick Colby [Felicity Isabelle Colby], 
dancer and choreographer of Pan’s People on BBC, there was Teri Anne Scoble. So right at the 
top of my head, I could think of three people. But I also started thinking about all the people 
who were choreographing in light entertainment back then, we're talking about the early 
1980s, with big seaside specials with choreographers like Jeff Richer and I realised that 
actually, yeah, in that world, they were all men. However, I didn't let it bother me, I didn't 
think about it. 

CK: It's interesting that you could at least name some women and you weren't the first one. 

FJ: All I'd known up to then at Bush Davies, all the teachers and choreographers were 
women. So, why would we think we couldn't do that? But, of course, that is different in the 
ballet world where they've only just started to have women choreographers. 

CK: A mere ten years ago there was a Guardian article by Luke Jennings asking, “Where are 
all the female choreographers?” because at the time, only two out of twelve associate artist 
choreographers at Sadler’s Wells Theatre in London were female.8 

FJ: I had two stepchildren that I brought up because their mum died. Then I had a baby of my 
own and my partner is an actor. We shared looking after them and my mum and dad would 
come down from Manchester and help. But I've had so many conversations with young 
women on set about how they are going to do it. These young people, like the runners and 
the ADs, they have to be on set before me and after me. And creches are not the answer, 
because they would have to take them to the creche at 5 o'clock in the morning and might 
not be able to pick the child up until 7 or 8 o'clock at night. You don't want that for your baby. 
And even if you wanted a nanny, you couldn't afford to have a nanny for 10 or more hours a 
day. That's why so many people in film don't have children.  

CK: What are some of the other challenges in your professional role? 

FJ: Sometimes on big films, you can have weeks and weeks and weeks when you feel like this 
is brilliant; you can prepare, you can have a show and tell, you can change and refine things. 

8 Luke Jennings (2013), “Sexism in Dance: Where are all the Female Choreographers?” 
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/apr/28/women-choreographers-glass-ceiling?view=mobile, Sun 28 
Apr 2013 09.00 BST. 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/apr/28/women-choreographers-glass-ceiling?view=mobile
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And then on the same film, you can have a day where you've had no preparation, where 
you've had no discussion with the director and somebody wants you to do something. That 
can be really challenging. […] 
Speaking generally, it can be tricky if I am the choreographer and I do the big sequences, 
parades and whatever, and they also call on me to fix something which is technically a 
different department. Maybe they haven’t quite understood how to translate something so 
that it works on camera, and the director or the producer might call on me to sort out the 
timing or something like that, even though these are not my dancers. Meanwhile I don’t want 
to step on anyone else’s toes, so I have to try and find a way to feed in ideas but be very 
diplomatic and try not to undermine the people I’m talking to. That can be very challenging. 

CK: On the positive side, you might find you are a problem solver? 

FJ: Definitely, even though something might not necessarily be my bit of choreography. I'll tell 
you another story from Sweeney Todd (2007), again with Tim Burton. This was about the 
scene in the asylum where background artists were banging their heads against the wall and 
rocking backwards and forwards, but it wasn’t working. Often no one talks to the background 
artists and it turned out they loved the fact that they could get some direction. I thought, 
okay, that is too much in anybody's world and in Tim Burton's mind, it's way too much. I said 
to them, what you've been doing is great, but we just need to bring it down and I did that 
percentage thing which I did with you all in the workshop, bringing it down and down and 
down. 

CK: To fill this in a bit for the readers, you taught us a different scene from Sweeney Todd in 
the workshop where we had to walk in a circle and become animals and move like an animal. 
You then took us through a set of increasing percentages, moving 10% like an animal or 80% 
and eventually 100%, and then we went back down to zero. 

FJ: What's interesting about this approach is that it's not a radical change, it’s just a slight 
adjustment and the adjustment is in the mind and it's something that everybody understands. 

CK: It's not a dance instruction. 

FJ:  Yes, very nice. In fact, this thing of working with percentages of intensity, that's also in my 
toolkit. 

CK: And again you’re problem solving. 

FJ: I like problem solving. I think that's a nice professional role to have. It's not dictatorial, it's 
just working things out. And sometimes that's just calming everyone down or thinking in a 
different way.  

CK: So, you've worked on film for 25 years? 

FJ: I did Topsy Turvy with Mike Leigh in 1999. My son was three months old when I started 
that job and he's just turned 26. So actually, yeah, 26 years. 

CK: You have worked with a fantastic range of people, spaces, productions and styles. Is there 
something you haven't done yet? 
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FJ: People do ask me that, but I've been given so many opportunities and I kind of feel like the 
answer to that is no. There was a talk of a film about Busby Berkeley and I don't normally 
chase things but I did get my agent to contact the production company because that would 
be something that I would absolutely love to do. I've done tiny little bits of it in Dumbo (2019) 
and in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005). Busby Berkeley was one of the references 
for the chocolate room. I would love to do that, but I think it's probably gone away and they 
may well do it in America or Canada.  

CK: This makes me think of the dance scene in Yorgos Lanthimos’ The Favourite, when a 
traditional court dance from the 1800s becomes very physical and mixes in all sorts of 
contemporary styles and gestures. I imagine that not every director would be open to that 
kind of playfulness or be interested in it, but do you think that the demands on you as a 
choreographer might be changing, for example as to how you think about things or how you 
go about things? 

FJ: Yeah, you really have to remain open, because you don't know until you're in the room 
with the director how they're going to tell that story. In terms of the dance scene in The 
Favourite, I'm quite sure that that must have been part of the brief, but I don't know, maybe 
the choreographer just said, “Can I try this?” And fair play to them if they did. But yeah, people 
always want something new and something fresh even if they're telling an old story. What 
can be challenging, and which is what the choreographer did so brilliantly, was of course that 
nothing else had changed, everything is period in terms of the set and the costumes. But the 
scene didn't jar at all, it was fantastic to watch. 

CK: Given you work to a brief by and large, might you feel sometimes like it's too constraining 
or do you get bored? I mean, how do you work with some of the conventionality and the fact 
that these are often commercial productions with fixed expectations? 

FJ: I get a kick out of delivering briefs, it suits my personality. 

CK: During the workshop you asked us to play with a dance scene of Alice in Wonderland in 
any which way, and clearly something traditional also has wonderful creative potential. 

FJ: Indeed. Sometimes people think that people like me don't really create anything, either 
because you take something that's already been done or because you're doing it to a brief, or 
because it's not from my own head. And yet it feels sometimes like you can be incredibly 
creative with what you have. Sometimes, it can be a lack of understanding of what we actually 
do. 

CK:  Might this also be one reason why directors don't want choreographers to be 
acknowledged in the credits, because they may actually have a significant creative input? 

FJ: My guess would be that the directors I've worked with don’t actually think this way. I think 
it's the Guild in America. In fact, I've just read an article or watched a documentary about 
casting directors in America, about being credited as such on feature films and not having 
their own Academy Awards; Robert De Niro and, I think, possibly Woody Allen, really high-
profile directors, were saying “It's ridiculous, I can't do my job without the Casting 
Director.” Instead, it's some guild somewhere that won't let it happen. 
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CK: We’ve covered a lot of ground and thank you for sharing so much about your craft and 
expertise. This is also a means of facilitating so that others may work in advertising, TV or 
commercial film, and it’s facilitating that for other women. 

FJ: I realise that, and film sets can be scary and lonely. I mean, I try and always work with Dale, 
but you're on your own. A lot of the time you're on your own. 

CK: Now that's an interesting note to end on. 

FJ: It’s scary but fabulous. 
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