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Miss Bull is suspicious of 
shows such as The X Factor that 
advocate instant fame—‘the media 
should be celebrating artists who 
spent years training, not people 
who queued up because they 
decided to be a star. Ballet, in 
particular, requires extraordinary 
commitment, because it takes 
10 years to build up muscle 
strength and neuron connections, 
plus the job market is global and 
thus fiercely competitive, so you 
really need intensive professional 
training from the age of nine  
to have a chance at success’.

Now, Miss Bull is happy to be in 
a position to affect the success 
of up-and-coming dancers and 
choreographers, such as Ballet 
Black, a company for dancers of 
black and Asian descent that was 
recently honoured at the National 
Dance Awards. ‘I told Cassa Pancho, 
the founder, that she had as much 
right to decide where ballet could 
go next as the big companies.  
I offered her a rehearsal space 
in the ROH off-roster, and when 
she saw it, she burst into tears. 
Despite adverse opinions, she 
fought for what she believed in and 
has made a difference in the dance 
world. That’s the kind of person 
who inspires me to do my job.’
Marianka Swain
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Next week Dame Emma Kirkby 

YOu have to have a second 
career—you spend more 
years not being a dancer 

than you do being a dancer,’ 
observes Deborah Bull, former 
Royal Ballet principal and now 
creative director of the Royal Opera 
House (ROH). ‘But you commit to 
it at such a young age, so you don’t 
consider what comes afterwards 
—it’s like thinking about your 
pension when you’re at school.’

ballroom, they don’t feel a connec-
tion to the top professionals in 
companies like the Royal Ballet. 
This is partly due to the perform-
ance spaces—a maximum 2,000- 
seat dance venue, as opposed to 
a football stadium. But new media 
helps enormously—you can share 
performances directly online.’

Miss Bull has written several 
books and articles, and has 
enjoyed ‘challenging people’s 
distorted view of the dance world. 
The media focuses on the drama 
—injuries, eating disorders—
and yes, it can be tough, but it’s 
also just a job. I hate anything 
that begins with “the magic of 
dance”. The Arts can be a spirit-
ual experience, but it’s also  
a human body doing these things. 
In my BBC television programme, 
The Dancer’s Body, I explored 
the science of it. Dancers have 
the power to move people, but 
they’re also incredibly hard-
working and physically tough.’

back, I realise not everyone got 
to dance at Sadler’s Wells! If you 
keep an open mind, there’s so much 
to gain from a dance career—
life isn’t a series of disconnected 
rooms, it’s a fluid corridor.’

That corridor has led to the 
ROH, where Miss Bull coordinates 
a variety of projects, including 
challenging new work through 
the ‘laboratory’, ROH2, which is 
‘about pushing boundaries and 
putting different forms together, 
in new formats and new spaces. 
Our constant mission is to make 
more people aware of art forms 
such as opera, hence initiatives 
like the upcoming Opera Shots 
in June—short new operas  
performed in a mixed bill, giving 
people a fun, varied taster’. 

Miss Bull would love the Arts 
to be more accessible: ‘In sport, 
we make links between, say, David 
Beckham and five-a-side football, 
but despite there being thousands 
of people now who do salsa and 

Thinking on her feet
On the record
Deborah Bull was a principal 
dancer with the Royal Ballet 
and is now creative director 
of the Royal Opera House

Where is your favourite 
place in Britain?
Suffolk—it’s where I have 
space to think and be

What is your favourite 
building in Britain?
The Temple at Stancombe 
Park in the Cotswolds, where 
I spent a blissful New Year

Who is your hero?
Anyone who holds on  
to what they believe in 
the face of adversity

Despite ‘not really planning 
my next move’, the 48 year old 
has made a smooth transition 
from performer—she joined the 
Royal Ballet in 1981, and was  
a principal dancer from 1992 to 
2001—to arts administrator—
she has worked at the ROH since 
2002. Her former role is evident in 
her poise, posture and the grace- 
ful, fluttering hand gestures she 
makes while talking. She’s also 
retained her dancing schedule: 
‘I’m used to a 10am–10pm working 
day, with rehearsals and perform-
ances, so I’m no good at break- 
fast meetings. But I developed 
strong discipline as a dancer—
there’s no deadline quite like the 
curtain going up.’ In her new 
role, she enjoys ‘creative problem-
solving, making things run more 
smoothly. There’s a lot I’m learning 
on the job, but naïvety and passion 
can be a great combination’.

Miss Bull believes that ballet 
has been ‘a wonderful gateway’ 
to her new life. ‘People are really 
interested in it, so you can meet 
fascinating individuals and experi-
ence the world during tours. 
Sometimes, I think about missing 
university or a gap year spent 
backpacking, but I got to see 
and do things I could never have 
dreamed about. When I was young, 
it seemed normal, but looking 

Deborah Bull hopes the ROH can make the Arts more accessible

‘I developed strong 
discipline–there’s 

no deadline like the 
curtain going up’ 


