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Allison Potts, Chairman of the London Ballet Circle, introduced guest speaker Bennet Gartside.  A First Soloist, now in his 15th Season with the Royal Ballet, Benn had developed an extensive repertoire.  In addition, he is also involved in teaching – coaching other company members and student dancers.  Benn is also the Royal Ballet’s Film Archivist and had previously been the Company’s union (Equity) representative during the fraught period when the Royal Opera House site was being redeveloped.  Today, he is also involved as a business entrepreneur, helping his wife run her PR business.  In his spare time, he’s in the process of completing a course on Ballet in Education which would formalize his teaching qualifications.
AP: Take us back to the beginning - How did your dance training begin? 
BG:  My sister, who is four years older than I am, used to go to dance lessons.  My parents got a bit tired of me running about the house so my mum told my sister to take me with her to dance lessons.  I instantly loved it.  I was about 6 years old then and I got into it a bit more seriously when I was 7 years old.  That’s when I really took on the ballet and tap.  Tap was my thing then. I wasn’t as much interested in ballet at that stage.  I used to love Fred Astaire.  I got into competitions through the festivals that are big up North, around Preston, Blackpool and Lancaster.  

From there my ballet teacher came up with the idea of going to the Royal Ballet Summer School. I knew nothing about the Royal Ballet.  I was told ‘It’s a school in London’ so I immediately said ‘I’m going!’  I’d only ever been to London once before and I didn’t remember it.  So I did an audition in Manchester and got through.  I just enjoyed the whole process of auditioning because I was competing against other boys.  I remember seeing Merle Park and Bill Glassman who looked after the School back then.  I had a great time that week.  Pauline Wadsworth was my teacher and it was the year Anatoly Gregoriev joined to become a teacher at White Lodge.  From there I got a bit more into it and I took ballet a little bit more seriously. Following the week at the Summer School, they offered me a place as a Junior Associate but back then I could only go once a month because Barons Court was so far away.  Towards the end of that year I did an audition for White Lodge and got a place – and I’ve never looked back since!

AP: Who were you at school with?

BG:   When we moved into the second year, this incredibly talented Spanish girl joined us – Laura Morera.  She joined as a Second Year.  I remember I was injured for just a day or two and sat in on the mixed class we used to have on a Saturday and this was the first time I got to watch her.  I was gobsmacked at the talent this girl had, aged 11.  Her strength was amazing.  Girls don’t do pointe work at that age here but she was giving it a go – she was absolutely incredible.  She was supposed to be in the year below us but because she was so talented the School had decided to move her up a year.  In the year above me were Edward Watson, Christina Arestis, Jenny Tattersall and Matthew Dibble.  Andrew Hurst, who is now our Company Manager was two years above with Tom Sapsford.  In the year below me there was Martin Harvey and Robert Gravenor.  We all had quite a good connection at that time as well.  I do remember that when I first joined, Henry St Clair was there as well and we plus another friend used to watch the Saturday classes of the 5th year boys – which included Jonathan Howells, Christopher Wheeldon, Chris Hampson and Darren Panton. They were a really strong, technical group.  The pictures of Christopher Wheeldon were unbelievable.  We all thought we would never get to that level of talent.  It was inspiring to see those people.  Adam Cooper was still in the Upper School, Sarah Wildor was still there too - so we got to see a lot of great people.   
AP:  Describe for us the process through which you joined the Company?

BG:  I enjoyed my final year at School.  I was working with the Company – quite hard really.  I was there for La Valse and Sleeping Beauty.  I was asked to go on tour as well.  Back then, the Company never took many of the students on tour because at the time students only spent two years in Upper School – now there is the first, second and a third, graduate year.  When I was there, in your graduate year you were still doing your ‘A’ levels so the Company didn’t like to take you away from the School. Nevertheless, I was asked to go on the tour to Korea and Japan.  I had started to get to work on The Two Pigeons for the School performance and immediately I remember Julie Lincoln saying ‘You can’t go on tour.  We haven’t got time.  Two weeks away is a long time.’  In the end I never went but in the long run it was probably the best thing because I got to do the School performance with Laura Morera and Will Kemp – who is now a big movie star somewhere, so he’s done well for himself!  

I was offered a contract but it was a bit of a strange offering.  It never came formally, it was more like Chinese whispers - it came around the houses.  Somebody said ‘Monica wants you but there is a bit of a problem with money but they will tell you before they go on tour.’  Two days before they were going on I was getting my tour jabs, my suitcase tags, they then said I wasn’t going on tour.  Then they all disappeared on tour and I was left sitting there thinking ‘Is anyone going to tell me whether I’ve got a job?’  In the end I got a phone call about two weeks later - but it was scary.  In the meantime I auditioned at English National Ballet, Dusseldorf and Monte Carlo just to get as much experience as I could and to see what was out there.  

AP:  And Dusseldorf made you a job offer.

BG:  Yes, three of us from the School auditioned and two of us were offered jobs.  They wanted to sign us there and then – almost didn’t want to let us out of the office – but I said we would get in touch in a week because we were on holiday.  It was quite a good company but it just didn’t do that many shows.  It wasn’t like ENB or the Royal Ballet which does about 140 performances a year. Dusseldorf did about 30 a year so it was a very different work ethic.

AP:  Tell us about your first roles. 
BG:  The very first ballet that was on when I joined was Swan Lake.  It was the First Night in October and it was my 19th birthday.  That was my first big classic.  But as soon as I got there we were already rehearsing Twyla Tharp’s Mr Worldly Wise.  It was a big new ballet in three acts.  I would just stand and watch at the door.  I stood there for days and Monica (Mason) would see as she walked around.  She was the Assistant Director at the time and she came around and she invited me to go in to cover a few things.  Immediately, on my first day, Alastair Marriot was ill and so I was thrown in straight away.  Twyla was still at the creating stage and I remember her taking an idea of mine and putting it in the ballet.  I felt a bit embarrassed as I’d only been there a few minutes!  Twyla was looking for a certain kind of lift.  I said to Laura ‘Do you remember that lift we used to do in School in pas de deax with David Drew?’  They called it the Buddha lift. I said to her ‘Do that but just stretch your legs out.’  So she did it and Twyla said ‘That’s what I want!’  It was amazing that it was still in the piece on the First Night so I always felt a bit of pride about that.  It was a really nice time and nice to work with Twyla.  She’s such a huge name and she’s got such presence.  It was a great way into the company.   
AP:  You have an extensive repertory.  What have been the highlights for you?  
BG:  When I first started I had a few dancing roles but the first time they spotted some kind of character in me was in Japan when we were doing Don Q.  I was asked to be a waiter in a tavern scene, a character who has a moment just before Don Q comes in at the back.  I just made something out of it but I wasn’t trying to be comedic.  They loved it and apparently people were coming into the wings to watch and they were in hysterics.  After that Christopher Carr came up to me and said ‘I think I’ve seen something in you now’ so from then on they started to drop things my way.  

When you are young, about 20, all you want to do is wear ballet shoes and dance.  But the minute they put you in character shoes you do get a bit upset.  You start to think they might just keep you in that sort of line.  But I kept on persevering with the dance side as well.  I knew I wasn’t always the best – for example Edward Watson was there – and I took on the competition but ultimately you know where your strengths lay and so I started to look into the acting side a bit more.  
I used to love watching Luke Heydon.  He used to put so much into even just marking things at the back.  When you would watch him rehearse Hilarion he would do it all, full out, all by himself.  That’s so difficult.  The first time I got to do it, neither of the two principals could make the 1st studio call, so I had to do Hilarion with neither Albrecht nor Giselle there.  But it was a full call so they wanted it all.  It’s so hard with nobody there!  But like someone said, if you can do it with nobody there, then you can do it with anybody there.  But I just loved to watch the others do those roles like Luke and Gary Avis.  
Over the years I’ve said to the various directors that I would like to have a go at certain roles. I’ve appreciated the work I have got to do.  It is very broad which means you are on most nights and it also means you have really long wardrobe fittings!   Instead of trying on two costumes, you try on eight!  The running wardrobe has a joke with me.  Usually you get a 5 or 10 minute timeslot for a fitting - I tend to get a half an hour block due to the number of costumes I have to try. One year in Romeo and Juliet I had to try on seven or eight costumes.   In Mayerling recently I had costumes for the Lead Officer, Side Officer, Count Hoyos, Count Larisch, Count Taaffe, Bay Middleton and there are three acts and they all get different costumes – so there was a vast amount of costumes.  I did a count with Romeo and Juliet.  Since I was a student I think I’ve done 11 different roles in it!  When I was a student, I was a dead body in Fiona Chadwick’s last performance.  (That was back in the days when they used to have two dead bodies, and they were me and Oliver Symons.  Fiona Chadwick is from my home town so we had a bit of a connection, so when it was her last performance, I was so desperate to open my eyes to see how it was going but I knew if I did, I’d never get a job!)  So I’ve done 11 roles: as a dead body, Capulet man, Montague man, side mandolin – two different side mandolins, lead mandolin, Escalus, Mercutio, Tybalt, Friar Laurence, Lord Montague.  I haven’t been a Harlot - yet!  
AP:  Tell us about some of the other works you were involved with at the creation stage.  For example, there was Tanglewood.
BG:  Tanglewood was a strange one.  I was a cover for Rupert (Pennefather) but at the time Frederico was starting to go off and so Martin (Harvey) was told that he had to do the lead guy so they moved me across but it was still at an early stage when it was being pulled apart and things were being changed.  It was Alastair’s (Marriott) first ballet and I had never worked with him in either the Clore Studio or Linbury Studio Theatre so it was quite hard for me to think get into.  The other thing was that he was given a lot of time because it was his first work for the main stage so the rehearsal process was long – we even started while we were away on tour, ie the season before it went on.  That’s quite difficult because when you come back off tour you’ve forgotten what you’ve done.

From there I was in his work Children of Adam and Sensorium.  I had a nice time with Mara (Galeazzi) on that.  Crucible was a funny one with Will Tuckett.  It was my first main stage piece of Will’s but perhaps it wasn’t one of his best but I had a good time.  It was a big cast.  I was there with Luke Heydon, Christopher Saunders, Irek Mukhamedov and Johan Kobborg who was new at the time.  It was quite a good process.  
The ones I have enjoyed the most have been the ones recently in the Linbury Studio with people like Liam Scarlett.  I have worked with him three times now.  He is so incredibly fast.  Every time I look at him I can hardly believe he’s only 22/23 years old.  I want to check his passport - I don’t believe he can be that young!  He’s phenomenal.  He never looks like he is concerned he’s never going to get it finished, because he will.  He’s just got ideas falling out of him - he has to put them back in his pockets there are so many of them.  It really is incredible to see it. The first time Tamara (Rojo) and I did a PDD in the Clore Studio with him and it was really nice when he expanded on it in the Linbury Studio. We’ve done it a couple of times now.  It’s gone global  – four weeks ago I was in Spain with Tamara dancing it in Murcia.   Then there was quite a big cast for Of Mozart.  He always makes you feel really comfortable.  He doesn’t make you feel panicky about things.  We are rehearsing his new piece now for two weeks with Tamara – that’s been an amazing process.  Again, it hasn’t fazed him that it is on the main stage.  He just gets on with it.  It’s incredible. It’s tough but we’ve had a good time with it.  And Tamara and I are looking at each other and both thinking ‘and this comes before Carmen!’  The programme for that triple bill is Electric Counterpoint/New Scarlett/Carmen. Tamara does much more than I do in Carmen but when I jump out in the gold pants, it’s all go until the end so it’s difficult but it’s a challenge and something to enjoy and remember as well.  Tamara is brilliant to work with.  She has got a bit of fiery attitude but we get along – if she wants to go up, she’s got to be nice to me! 

AP:  We can’t leave this section without talking about you dancing on pointe – which you do quite a bit. Tell us about that.

BG:  The first time, I was originally meant to be a side pig in The Tales of Beatrix Potter, years ago when it was in the Festival Hall, but I never got around to performing it.  We were on tour in Spain and Edward twisted his ankle in class and so I had to be Peter Rabbit instead so I never got to dance on pointe then and I was really happy about that!  Then, after Christopher Carr had noticed my acting, he said he wanted me to perform Bottom.  I asked him what was involved and when he told me I thought ‘No, I thought I’d got away with it!’  At the time Iain Webb was still doing it and I was just a Rustic at the side. But Iain was doing it, along with Luke Heydon and Peter Abegellen.  Peter made it look like Swan Lake meanwhile Luke made it look like a Swamp Lake – it was completely different - and that was the route that I took.  I feel that certain things are not required to be technically brilliant.  After all, it is an Ass dancing on pointe.   It’s the same with Pigling Bland in Potter.  I don’t think it requires elegance so I really enjoy hoofing about.  But it does hurt.  I got a few tips from the girls.  Iohna (Loots) came to me and said ‘This will sort you out’ and she gave me hemorrhoid cream.  You put it on the ends of your toes and then tape up each toe – that stops the blisters because once the come they hurt.  Originally I used to get shoes that were about two sizes too big for me because I used to get a sock and fold it up and put it over the ends of my toes so I needed the extra room but it always looked like I’d got a boat on each foot!  Then, a few years ago, the Shoe Department managed to get male size toe pads.  So once you have got the hemorrhoid cream on and give it about 20 minutes, you can’t feel anything.  But you do later!  We had a great time with Laura.  Being a Principal, she doesn’t necessarily have to do it, but she keeps on saying ‘I’ll do it this season if you do it’. 
AP:  During the closure period you were a union representative. It was a contentious time in the history of the House.  What memories do you have of that period?
BG:  It was quite scary.  I had only been there a few years.  I remember getting a phone call from the then Company Secretary asking me to attend a meeting with the Chief Executive of the time.  The opera company, orchestra and ballet company were all there and we were told that there was just enough money to pay the wages for that month then that was going to be it.  We were told we had to come up with something and all sorts of threats were made.  The ballet company was considering going it alone.  There was support from outside, from business people.  They were interested in trying to make it commercial by doing more shows.  But we carried on and the company stuck together.  The meetings were scary though.  We were at Sadler’s Wells, doing Patineurs and Potter at the time and I was in meetings that were spanning the entire day from 10 am to 5 pm and then would have to go to Sadler’s Wells to perform even though I hadn’t done class.  I remember being there with Will Tuckett, David Pickering, Michael Nunn and Bruce Sansom. The issue was that it was said that the existing contracts wouldn’t work in the new Opera House.  There were going to be different facilities with more studios and we were going to have more time to do things so there would be no overtime payments.  It was all a bit of a fight and at the end they came up with some ridiculous rules.  One proposal was that you would have to retire in the season in which you were 35.  At the time we were in the Covent Garden studio at Sadler’s Wells and, as you looked around the room at the people sat in there, half the box office pullers said ‘That’s me gone then’.  Then they tried to change the proposal to exclude Principals – they decided they would be negotiable but, as for everyone else, that was going to be it.  We just wondered how the management could come to such a conclusion.  To have got rid of people like David Drew and Bruce Sansom would have been ridiculous.  As a youngster, I learnt so much from them.  You looked at each one of them and admired them for their different skills.  The ability to pass down that knowledge is so important.  

AP:  You too are beginning to move into that phase of your career now. You are involved in coaching company members and also students.  For example, you teach on the Wells Weekend courses run by Francesca Filpi.  Through money raised by events like this the London Ballet Circle helps to provide financial support to students who wish to participate in those courses.  Tell us how you became involved.
BG:  Francesca approached me a couple of months ago because I am doing a Ballet in Education course through the Opera House this year.  I had asked her last season what sort of things she did and she said there were ballet classes, pas de deax, stagecraft and solos and I said I would be interested in taking some of those classes.  So this year she asked me.  The week before the Wells Weekend she brought about 15 students to the Opera House and they did a class there which was a break-in for me.  There was one male student and afterwards I took him aside and taught him Colas’s solo from Fille – we are doing it now and it is quite a nice solo for an 18 year old to try.  Then the Wells Weekend happened and it was a really good experience.  I took a pas de deax lesson.  Vanessa Palmer was teaching and Genesia Rosato came back to teach as well.  But for my pas de deax lesson, I had 3 boys and 27 girls!  Hardly a pas de deax lesson! So I did some partnering too.  It was supposed to be 45 minutes of pas de deax and 45 minutes stagecraft – but when we got to the end of the first 45 minutes, they wanted to carry on with the PDD class which even the three guys agreed to.  It was a great experience.  PDD is a difficult thing to get going.  When David Drew used to teach me at school, he would actually do it – not just describe it, he would do it.  He was an established partner and he was still able to do it at that time.  I really listened to what David would say.  So with this class I did what I could with the students because I didn’t want the three guys lifting all the girls.  It was impossible and it would have taken forever as well!  Sometimes the girls are scared of heights and so when you go to throw them up in the air, they shriek and curl up into a ball so it is about reassuring them.  It takes a bit of time but it’s a process we all have to go through.  

We did a stagecraft lesson as well so I did Lady Capulet’s scene when she finds Tybalt dead in the Market Square.  I thought it was going to be a challenge – they were 13-15 year olds and the PDD class was 16-18 years old.  I know that the 13-15 year olds get a bit giggly and embarrassed but after an hour they were all so in to it.  Francesca would come in to watch a bit of the lesson and that was when they all started to really do it – when Francesca was there watching them!  We did it in pairs and one would pretend to be Tybalt just so the other one had someone to focus on.  Otherwise it is difficult – like when I had to do Hilarion to nobody.  
With the Education team I have been doing some Romeo and Juliet workshops in a school in Lewisham.  They came to the pre-general rehearsal where I was Tybalt.  They are Year 10 students so they are 14 years old and we were together every Monday, after school at 3.30 pm to 4.30 pm for 6 weeks.  I asked them what they saw in Romeo and Juliet.  What emotions did they see? The students come up with the obvious ones.  Then you start pulling at their ideas and they start to walk around in this creative dance workshop – it isn’t a ballet technique workshop so nothing is ever wrong.  They just all have a great time.  It was my very first workshop I will admit that it was daunting to sustain their engagement for all that time.
AP:  What does the Ballet in Education course mean for you?

BG:  Brian Maloney and Jose Martin have done a teaching course at the School.  There, you are teaching ballet technique in a vocational school.  What I am doing is about ballet in the education system – Key Stage 1, Key Stage 2, Key Stage 3 – primary up to GCSE and ‘A’ level.  It is ballet but it is also about creative dance.  The hardest part of that kind of teaching is teaching the work.  That’s not the case if you are teaching a student from Elmhurst or the Wells Summer School because they know what you are talking about when you say you want a Rond de Jambe.  Say that to a 7 year old in Lewisham and they won’t know what you are talking about so your whole vocabulary has to change.  This is the National Curriculum so you have got to be careful about what you say and how you say it.  For example, you have got to ask neutral questions.  It is about making the students think for themselves.  In my day, you had a teacher who taught you what it was.  Nowadays we give the students something to think about and make them think for themselves.  I was never given that – I was just told when something was wrong.  I observed a JA (Junior Associates) lesson where there was something like a ‘three attempt’ rule in place – after the third attempt, if a student was still doing it wrong, they were told to leave it and move on.  When I was a student, I used to have to keep on going until I got it right.  What has been discovered is that the student’s brain is trying to find the right way to do it and for a 7, 8, 9 or 10 year old, if they continue to try but it keeps going wrong it is very unlikely that they will get it right at that moment.  Whereas if the student leaves it, then returns to it at the end of a lesson, they might then be able to get it right because something else that was done in the lesson has re-balanced them.  
Teaching at Fran’s Summer School is teaching ballet technique – it’s what I do at 10.30 every morning in class, just simplified a bit.  But for ballet in education, dance falls under the PE umbrella so it is taught by PE teachers so they appreciate the people who come in who have a huge knowledge about it. However, the National Curriculum now requires people to be qualified.  I have a history of seven years in ballet school and 15 years in a ballet company and people would hire me but they need people with qualifications.
AP:  And this course will give you the necessary teaching qualification?

BG:  Yes, for teaching ballet.  You can go out and teach workshops, whether it be a one off workshop or a six week course.  It is interesting and there is a lot to learn and a lot to write about and that’s the one thing I didn’t want to have to do!  I asked how much writing would there be and they said not much – they duped me!  

AP:  If all that wasn’t quite enough, you are also working to capture on film as many ballet performances as possible for the Royal Ballet Film Archive.  Tell us about your work there.  How did it start?
BG:   The Opera House has its own dedicated film suite.  When we moved into the new Opera House Robert Jude was Video Archivist but had also become the Company Manager so he had less time to maintain the archives.  I went along to take a look at the archive and there were videos everywhere; tapes were not in boxes; there were tapes without stickers on them so I had to sit and go through all these things.  I put it to him that I had an interest in film and asked him if I could have a go and look after a little bit of it.  That was in 2000 and it just grew from there.  When Robert left it was put to the management that if they wanted the archive to be kept in working order we should come to some sort of agreement. It is a huge resource now.  When I first joined the company, there were about 300 tapes and one very small TV with a video tape player facility. At the time it was mainly the notators that looked at the videos to check their notation.  Nowadays we have three viewing facilities which are used by the dancers and notators have a separate facility.  Can you imagine being a notator for a Wayne McGregor ballet?  Not as straightforward as Swan Lake! After the first night, the notators always want a copy of the film as it’s important that they do get their notation correct because if they don’t, the next time the work is revived, who knows what it would look like?  The conductors also use the facility. Barry Wordsworth has to have a look at everything.  The Judas Tree is coming back and it is quite an awkward piece to conduct.  He has had to look at every version of it, including the one for television that we did in a television studio around 1997.  The Ballet Master and Ballet Mistress look at it too. The Wardrobe department requires it, as does the Wigs Department.  The School requires a viewing as the students often appear in our pieces.  The Media Department uses it too.  
We film everything.  At one time the Media Department would come and make a scratch tape.  They used to bring one camera in and film it as a wide view and the director would then script it. Now I do that and the Media Department asks for a copy.  It is also used for touring purposes as well because, as you know, it is financially much harder to tour these days.  We are not the only people who do our works - a lot of them get sold around the world - so it is difficult to make the sale.  Technically, when we are booking into a theatre, the host technical team needs to make sure it can cope with our sets and the changeovers.  This year’s tour is to Tokyo, Osaka and Barcelona but it could have been to several other places so we send out copies to several other theatres as well. 

AP:  I understand that there are over 700 films, some of which date back 50 years.  
BG:  The first film was Sleeping Beauty, made for television in 1957.  The second one was The Burrow.  Antigone is in there as well.  The last one I clocked up was #738.  When I took over in 2000 we had about 460 films.  
I’ve taken the decision that the works that appear in the Clore Studio and the Linbury are still works by the Royal Ballet.   They were never in the collection before but I have added them in now so we record all the Draftworks.  There are some classic ones in there:  Alastair Marriott’s first pieces; Liam Scarlett’s first pieces and pieces with dancers who are now big names.  There are works that began in the Clore Studio and have moved into the Linbury Studio.  In 10 or 15 years’ time, if someone is doing some research because Liam Scarlett’s work is by then in the National Curriculum for GCSE or ‘A’ level, they can come in and not only see his work here on the main stage but they will also be able to go back and see a timeline of his work which will paint a picture of how choreographers mature.  
AP: You are in the process of digitizing the film archive to prolong its life. 

BG:  Yes, the British Film Institute holds a lot of our old tapes because they need to be stored correctly.  For the last three years now I have been filming in High Definition which means that it is full broadcast quality.  The Opera House has a full media suite down in the basement.  When you see cameras mounted out on the Grand Tier and moving around – that’s me.  We film in HD now to ‘future-proof’ ourselves.  

Because I know the works I have a way of filming whereby if the Principals are on stage I follow them. If the Principals leave the stage, I know where the Soloists are and we move to them.  Once they disappear, then it is corps de ballet and then we move out into the wide shots.  At the same time we are taking a complete wide shot of the stage as well, for technical purposes, so we make two films of the same show, usually it is the First Night.  If it’s not the First Night it is because Monica has decided she would like someone else to be filmed.  
I am now in the process of digitizing the films which is very time consuming – it has all got to be done in real time – if the ballet is 2 hours and 15 minutes, then it takes 2 hours and 15 minutes to put it in.  I put all three acts together and I can export that as a QuickTime Media File or Windows Media File.  The idea is to have computers around the Opera House in different departments, if they need it, they can just click on and find the film.  The Unions were not keen on us making copies – we are only allowed to make five copies of each film – but there are more than five people who require a viewing of each film so this is a way of enabling all those dancers, conductors, wardrobe staff, wig staff, etc to be able to see the films.
AP: You are an entrepreneur as well.  Tell us about your wine bar project.

BG:  It was an idea that Giacomo (Ciriaci) and myself had a few years ago.  I think we were on tour and we got talking and we both felt we had the same idea and the same ambition to do this.  When we got back and started the new season, the writing pad came out and we just sat down and talked about our ideas and set out how it might look.  It just grew from there. It is a passion of ours so we really pushed it.  
We started to look for investors.  We both wrote to the Dancers Career Development Fund because if you have done 10 years in the company you are eligible to draw down on some funds to help you retrain or set up in business.  Certain dance companies around the world pay into this fund for every dancer they have and the money is invested, like a trust fund I guess.  There have been some very successful businesses established, for example, Bloomsbury Flowers was set up with help from this Fund.  Anthony Bourne set up a very successful building company.  Neil Skidmore set up a very successful DJing and entertainment company.  A lot of people have set up Pilates studios.  Giacomo and I were told we needed to submit a business plan.  The business plan took a while to put together but we were lucky that we have friends who had given us some ideas and impressions of how it should look.  We put in our proposal and we were both successful.  We were both granted the full amount but that was a relatively small sum compared to what we needed. So we also looked elsewhere and started to discuss the idea with friends and with people that come to the ballet and have an interest in the things that we do.  We then had to draw up a shareholders agreement which, again, took forever to get the small details right.  
We eventually found a venue on Grape Street.   It was a great venue and it was quite cheap but we needed to get permission to change its usage as it had previously been an office.  We put in an offer and it was accepted.  We then had to get surveyors to draw up plans.  Once they were done, then the architect made his plan and there were three sketches until we came to an agreement.  We had a designer come up with the mood and the feel of the place.  We even had employer’s agreements in place.  We had been to the banks.  We had spent thousands of pounds ourselves, then Lehman Brothers Bank collapsed.  When that happened in September 2008, I kept my eyes on the financial news and I said to Giacomo that I thought we just needed to be a bit careful as there could be a bigger problem than we thought.  Then it all snowballed from there, with the problems at Northern Rock and so it started to look like it wouldn’t happen and it didn’t.  It was a big struggle.  
We decided to try again because some of the investors were even keener to go ahead.  Some of them had started taking money out of property because the property market was collapsing so they were thinking that there wasn’t anywhere for them to put their money because interest rates were coming down too so the return on investments were going down.  They thought this would be a nice thing to be involved in – two Royal Ballet dancers setting up a wine bar within a stone’s throw of the Opera House.    
Financially things got worse and worse but it meant I managed to get an 18 month rent-free period and I cut down the deposit required and we managed to shave off another £10,000 - £15,000 off the rent.  However, every week things were getting worse and the financial world went into meltdown.  I said to Giacomo that it was probably good that we hadn’t got going a few months earlier. It wasn’t just our livelihoods, it was friends’ money too; some people from the company were going to be heavily involved as well as people who regularly come to the ballet. It could have been quite an ugly situation to have had it go wrong so soon.  
AP:  Has this idea just been mothballed, to be revived at some later time?

BG:  Yes.  Since then Giacomo has found a job as a personal trainer and he’s happy doing that.  I’m getting on with things I need to do here as well – I’m educating myself and learning about other things.  It doesn’t necessarily mean that I will teach or do the Archives in the long run; it is just that I want to apply my mind to something.  After this (the bar project) went down, I had nothing to do really apart from carrying on dancing.  I always like to keep myself engaged – it is nice to have something that keeps you going every morning.  I’d get phone calls from Giacomo at all hours.  Even when we were on tour, I was still pushing things.  So it is not going to be lost forever.  
AP:  When eventually you decide to hang up your dancing shoes, there are indications that the Opera House would still like to retain you and your knowledge in the House in some capacity.
BG:  Yes, I’ve had a couple of conversations recently with Kevin O’Hare, our Administrative Director, just to see what possibilities there may be in the Opera House.  He knows what my interests are and he said he had heard about some possibilities and he would follow them through.  He said that both he and Monica felt that when I do come to retire, I’m not the sort of person they want to wave goodbye to.  They feel that there might be something more I can give by moving into another department of the Opera House.  It is a huge building and there is a huge array of opportunities there.  Some ideas have been thrown at me but it’s not something to rush into.  It is not instant. I’m not ready to hang up my shoes yet. I said to Kevin that it is a delicate situation; I don’t want to go now – that would show that I’m not interested in continuing to dance and I am – I enjoy performing and that’s what I do.  But it is good to start thinking ahead because that will make a smoother transition later on in life.  Kevin asked me about company management and I did say to him that I liked the sound of his job but we agreed not to talk about that just yet!  Kevin, being an ex-dancer as well, retrained the same way.  He started to take things on when he was injured – he worked in the education department, he worked in the marketing department in Birmingham.  He got himself out there and worked for the Royal Shakespeare Company for a bit as well. He said that it was difficult to gain respect from your peers if you went straight into company management.  If I was to go from what I do now and become a company manager there would be a certain number of people in the ballet company who would think I wasn’t the right person or hadn’t the right qualifications for that job because they know me as Benn, a dancer.  Kevin thought it was a good idea to get a bit of experience elsewhere as that would earn you a little more respect from your peers.  
Question from the audience:  Are you involved with filming the operas when there is dance in them?

BG:  Yes - for example, The Tsarina’s Slippers - because members of the Royal Ballet were involved in it.  There are a lot of operas which have ballet in them but the dancers are not from our company so because we aren’t called upon to be in those operas, we don’t film them. I am in discussions with the opera company to see if they want to digitize their films too.  They do their films completely differently – they put theirs on DVD then put them on a shelf.  Ours are recorded with an HD camera.  Our copies are stored down in Egham at the Collections Department.  They have a huge storage capacity. It is all stored, quality controlled and air conditioned to the right temperature.  The opera company doesn’t use the facility as much as we do.  Its staff and directors take a look and sometimes a conductor will take a look but it is rare for the artists themselves to take a look.  However, if it was more available, the way it is used might change.  
Question from the audience:  When you were teaching children, was it all technical training or did it include acting and projection?

BG:  In primary school we have only done creative dance so there was no technique work.  We try to link the creative dance with another lesson.  I observed Years One and Two – five and six year olds - who have only recently started school and they are learning their alphabet and about animals in the wild.  One of the teachers got them talking about lions.  How do lions move?  Do they pounce or do they crawl?  So that got the children moving and it gets them thinking.  Then somebody will have an idea and from there they start to build their own little piece and they create their own little work.  As you can imagine, if you tell a group of five and six year olds to growl like a lion, they will all growl – in fact it’s hard to stop them!
Question from the audience:  Would you consider teaching?

BG:  Yes, I probably would.  I am in the very early stages of teaching at the moment.  There is such a contrast between vocational teaching and teaching in education.  I’m still feeling my way regarding which one I prefer.  Teaching ballet technique is the easy one because it is what I do now and it is easy for Jay Jolly at the School to say ‘Do you want to come to teach a class on Saturday?’  The work in primary and secondary schools is difficult and I am still getting to grips with it.  I can’t say whether I prefer one or the other because they are so different.  I get equal enjoyment out of both – I got something out of teaching the Romeo and Juliet workshop that I wouldn’t have got out of teaching at the Wells Weekend because they are two completely different things.  
In vocational teaching, there is the right technique and the wrong technique.  In primary school, there is no ‘wrong’.  Whatever they want to do is ‘right’, it works.  But what we are learning in technique classes is that there is no ‘wrong’ there either.  This is where I am finding it difficult.  This is what I have to learn.  It is not like it was in my days at school where my teacher would say ‘That’s wrong.’  The teachers can’t really say that any more.  What you have to say is that ‘I like what you are doing, you can use that for something else but what I showed you was this ….’  This is a neutral way of telling someone that they are wrong.  People have looked at the educational system for the last 10-20 years and found that if the first thing you tell someone is that they are wrong, they will hold on to that.  But now you see the X Factor generation coming along who all believe that they are talented at everything when not all of them are..  When I came off stage after doing one of the festivals, my mum would say ‘You looked like your Grandma’ – she would be honest with me and I thank her for that.  On the run up to the festivals my mum would make me rehearse in the living room.  She would put the music on and I would have to dance.  The worst was in my last year when I was given a song and dance.  I had to practice my song and dance in the living room and it was the most embarrassing thing to have your mum sitting there watching you!  But the difference is nowadays parents tell their children that they are fantastic so they get on the X Factor in front of 12 million viewers to show them that they can’t sing.  It is nice that people try and that they have determination but at some point they have to realize that it might not be their game.  
Question from the audience:  Are there any roles you are still keen to do?

BG:  Yes but it is difficult because at my age now I know that I’ll never get to do some of them.  I did say to Monica that I would have liked to have had a go at doing Colas.  I like the character and I think I could have brought something to it.  I know I won’t do Albrecht but there is something about Colas that I think I could make work.  Give me Yuhui (Choe) and I could do it!  I could get upset about it but you have to move on.  There are new people coming up through the company and Monica isn’t going to put me on when there is Sergei (Polunin) and the like coming up.  If she has got a slot, she is going to put them in.  But next season I am looking forward to having a proper go at GM.  I did get one show last season but it was a one-off and I was very quickly thrown on – less than two weeks’ notice.  I find that happens a lot of the time.  Orion – I was given just five days notice.
AP:  And just a few days ago you were given just 20 minutes notice for Floristan.

BG:  Yes, Valeri (Hristov) was supposed to be on but he was ill.   We had gone through Act I – I had been Tamara’s Prince and I was done and off getting ready to go home but I looked over at Valeri’s place and there was no-one there.  I looked at the costume rail and I saw the Floristan costume there with Valeri’s name on it.  I thought something wasn’t right - the costume was there but there wasn’t anybody to go into it.  I went to the wardrobe team and asked if there had been any changes but they said no, it was still Valeri.  I went upstairs to look at the board and there was no red pen through Valeri’s name, so no replacement there either.  Act II was on and the girls were on.  They had done the hunt.  So Front of House management was called to go and get Monica from out the front.  She came out and asked what was wrong.  I said ‘Valeri’s ill, so who are you replacing him with?’  Then came the question of who was there who could do it and the only person available was me but by then I was in my bike gear and about to step out the door!  She asked me if I would do it.  At that point I had less than 20 minutes to put the face back on again and warm up.  Now and again things fall through the net.  But looking back at my rep, I have gained a lot of it through someone else being injured.  
Question from the audience:  Will you be appearing in Onegin?

BG:  I hope so – there might be a couple more Prince Gremins this time.  Last time around Tom Whitehead was supposed to do it but that was in the season he was off doing Swan Lake so that meant Gary (Avis) and I did two casts each.  It is a lovely role and a lovely pas de deax.  Beautiful music too.
Members thanked Benn for devoting some of his precious spare time to talk to members. 
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