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Allison Potts, Vice Chairman, welcomed Kevin O’Hare, the Royal Ballet’s newly appointed Administrative Director and successor to Anthony Russell-Roberts, and began by asking Kevin what had got him interested in dance.
KO’H: My parents were born in Ireland and came to Yorkshire with my father’s job.  We moved to Hull.  
In addition to my brother (Michael, Ballet Master, Birmingham Royal Ballet) I have a sister and my mother sent my sister to ballet class. Michael and my sister are only two years apart and my mum said to Michael ‘Why don’t you go and watch your sister on Saturday morning?’ so he went and watched my sister do ballet class.  Somewhat unusually for a small town, it had a male ballet teacher.  The teacher saw Michael coming in every week to watch and he said ‘Why don’t you join in? Boys can do dancing as well.’   In Billy Elliot style, there was no other boy in the class but Michael got up and started to learn the Hornpipe and, within about six weeks, he took part in a local dance competition and won the cup.  There is a very cute picture of him with the cup in a sailor’s uniform!  Michael continued to dance and so did my sister and so when I came along it seemed the most natural hobby. 
At one point my parents were going to move to Leeds and my mother decided we would find a dance school before we actually moved.  People had recommended this very good dance teacher so we went to her.  She was a show dance teacher, doing tap, modern, song and dance and she was involved in television.  We used to go every Thursday and Saturday, a 60 mile round trip by rail, and we loved it.  

People always asked us two boys if we got bullied but, because we did tap and modern and were doing television work, we never did get bullied because other kids saw us on television they thought it was a good thing and so there was some kudos. I wouldn’t want to see those shows now - luckily I don’t think video had been invented!  But there is one film.  When we moved to Birmingham we used to get away without performing over Christmas because the pantomime would be on in the theatre.  In the show one year was Rosemarie Ford who had been in the same dance school as us.  She was playing the lead, Dick Whittington, and she said she had got one tape of us.  Michael and I got it and we spent three hours crying with laughter.  Funnily enough, that tape has disappeared!  Michael and I were also in the film Bugsy Malone - that was great fun.  
Our teacher taught classical ballet but she didn’t really enjoy it.  So she suggested that if we wanted to do more of that, there was a teacher in Hull we could go to, so we did.  Just about that time David Gale started the (Yorkshire Ballet) seminars in Ilkley during the Easter or Christmas break so Michael started to go there as he was a bit older and I used to go and watch.  It was the first time I had seen teachers like that teach and seen how great classes could be.  I got a little interested so we started to do more of those classes. 
We were going to Louise Brown because we had won scholarships to the Royal Academy of Dance, so that was pushing the ballet side more than the tap and modern.  We still did festivals but it was just a different training.  Michael had had a class with Louise Brown on a Saturday. (We used to go to York as well as Leeds on the other days – we knew the rail network of Yorkshire really well!)  Michael had just come back from Louise Brown and met me, my mum and dad and we went off to do a festival in Leeds.  He did his classical ballet solo and came off and said ‘You know it’s a lot easier to do that when you have done class earlier in the day.’   Until then we had never realised or been taught to do class before a performance!  We would just get in the car or on the train, put on a pair of tights then perform.  It wasn’t until we met classically trained teachers that we realised.  
We really got into the classical ballet and enjoyed the dancing.  By then they had started the summer schools at Ilkley and I was doing some classes there when Hilary Condon, the Benesh notation teacher, had come up to watch some classes.  She went to my mum and asked ‘Has Kevin ever thought about going to the Royal Ballet School?’  My mum said, ‘No, not Kevin, he does tap and modern. Maybe Michael would try for the Upper School.’  Our parents were very keen for us to enjoy ourselves.  They weren’t pushing us into it – they just gave us every opportunity and they would always ask us if we wanted to do it.  My mum asked if I wanted to try for the Royal Ballet School and I said ‘Yes’ but I didn’t really know what I was saying ‘Yes’ to at that point.  So we both auditioned around the same time.  Michael went to the Upper School and I went to White Lodge and that was in 1977 – quite a long time ago!  
I went straight into the second year at White Lodge.  I was really lucky to have Michael there in the Upper School.  I got to know a lot about the companies and about the whole life of being a dancer.  I went through the school, year by year, and every year you didn’t really know if you would get another year in.  I was very small – in fact both Michael and I were small when we were younger and I just stayed tiny for ages to the first year of Upper School.  They used to X-ray your wrist and depending on the distance between the bones they could tell what height you would become.  The test used to cost £50 and I remember my dad paying over the money and when the result came back it said I would be between 5ft and 6ft – so that was £50 well spent!  About a year and a half later, obviously they became a bit worried that I really hadn’t grown at all.  There was another boy in my year who was the same too. They sent me for the test again – another £50 – and this time the answer came back that I would become 5 ft 11 which is what I turned out to be.  But still I didn’t grow quickly.  

It is different now but in those days families were not allowed anywhere near White Lodge.  They dropped you off; you went in and did your work; did your classes and the only time they saw you dance was if you were lucky enough to be in the School performance.  However, there was one big occasion in the graduate year at White Lodge when your family could come in and watch a ballet class and you would also do a solo.  You were allowed to bring your parents and two other people. My Great Aunt Mini, who was an absolutely tiny nun, was over here at the time and it seemed a nice thing to invite her to see. I remember my mum saying ‘We’ll have to pretend that she’s not related to you’.  Mum was worried that the School would look at Great Aunt Mini and think ‘Well, if that’s the family he comes from, he’s never going to grow!’   But I think the secret did slip out.  So that was the main thrust of the time I spent at White Lodge - was I going to grow or not?  
I had a really good time at White Lodge and was lucky enough to do lots of school performances.  Long before Riverdance, they decided to introduce Irish dancing.  We had always done things like Morris dancing at school as well as Scottish dancing.  Michael Clark always used to be the great Scottish dancer of the time.  The School thought that because I had this Irish name I should do an Irish reel at the Opera House and it was a great success. I was very lucky to have lots of opportunities like that.  
In the Upper School I was chosen along with another student, Jeremy Sheffield, to go to Denmark.  By the time I got to the end of White Lodge I was dying to go to the Upper School but, because I was growing, my first year at Upper School was quite a difficult year.  Two girls had come over from Denmark to the School and Jeremy and I went there for a whole term - which is quite a long time and it really was one of those life-changing moments.  I don’t know what it was – perhaps it was just me and Jeremy on our own in that company, plus the training, and we were in with the company and the graduates. We would do these amazing two and a half hour classes at the end of the day where you would jump for about an hour and a half!   When we came back we were very much improved.  I think that helped me and from then on I got on very well in the Upper School.  
In my last year I worked with Michael Soames.  He had been brought in as we were doing the third act of Sleeping Beauty and he came in to coach.  I was dancing with Vivianna (Durrante) and Miyako (Yoshida) on alternate nights.  He was fantastic and such a brilliant coach.  I was never particularly good at pas de deux until then, probably because I was small.  He shouted at me a lot but I knew he believed in me, which really helped me a lot with partnering; the way you should walk on stage and present yourself and present the girl and he showed that this was as much a part of the performance as your solo.  When you are at school you want to show off and do as much as you can but you need someone to point that out – I see it today with the young ones in the Upper School.  I loved working with Michael – I think it was Merle (Dame Merle Park) who brought him in.  Luckily enough, he then started to work with Sadler’s Wells and BRB so throughout my career I had a lot of experience with him.   

AP:  Tell us about your early memories of joining Sadler’s Wells.
KO’H:  I knew the company as Michael had been with it for about four years and by the time I arrived he was a Soloist with the company.   I knew the company and knew how it worked, so I fitted in well with company life and touring.  It would remind me of when I used to do the festivals as a child – being in the car, with my mum asking if I was sure I’d got my tap shoes and shiny waistcoat!  I was learning how to tour and those small experiences helped me fit into that lifestyle very easily.  

At that time the company was bigger than it had been but a bit smaller than it is now and there were a lot of performances.  We would start with a tent season in places like Cambridge and go on to Milton Keynes and Sheffield.  In the tent season we would do six different programmes in three weeks so there were lots of chances to go on.  Then there was the season at Sadler’s Wells, then we would tour again and the foreign tour would be between January and March, then we would go back into London, perhaps into the Opera House, and then on tour again with the tent season.  

I had two years of just being in the corps de ballet, enjoying performing and getting used to being on stage every night but not having too much pressure.  I remember being on tour around America where we did 45 performances of Sleeping Beauty and I did 45 Polonaise and Mazurkas!  There were odd opportunities but mainly it was two years of working in the corps de ballet.  Then I started to work on some of David (Bintley’s) ballets – Snow Queen was one of the first – I was one of the wolves and that was a nice break at the time.  Sometimes I was the King of Spring but the wolves in Act Three - I think I did over 100 performances in a row. I was very lucky with injuries and never missed a show.  It was a great experience being on stage so much.  Of course, you can be naughty sometimes when you are on stage so much.  Then David did a ballet called Allegri Diversi – it was a small cast, just six dancers with music by Rossini and it was just one of those pieces that worked and was a bit of a hit at the time.  So in the beginning David was one of those people who gave me some chances.   You see that with the companies today.  Sometimes it’s the choreographers who pluck people out and then they get noticed and then get the opportunity to do other parts.  

AP: In one part of the research for this interview I came across a comment from you that towards the end of your dancing career you felt you had become typecast but when David Bintley took over the running of BRB you felt you were given a new lease of life.

KO’H: Yes.  I had such a good time with Peter (Sir Peter Wright) - I love and admire him.  He is such an amazing man.  At that time I was dancing with Miyako who had also become a principal and we had a good few years together doing most things and it was a great experience but you were in your slot.  When Miyako left, I wasn’t quite sure where I was going and how I was going to get on with David and with the ballets he was bringing, such as Far from the madding crowd.
At the same time, I was getting older and getting a little less critical of myself in a way and just got on and enjoyed it.  In the classics, one double tour going wrong can ruin the whole performance for you.  No matter what anybody else tells you, all you see is that double tour that went wrong.  Whereas, with the more dramatic works, sometimes things don’t work out exactly how you want them but sometimes they work out better and it was this that I got to enjoy with David’s work.  That was a bit of a breakthrough because a performance would have to be perfect for me to be happy with it.  Now I tell the dancers the same thing ‘Don’t worry about that pirouette, it doesn’t matter’ but dancers are all the same like that.  I did enjoy all those works with David.  I enjoyed working with Monica Zamora and Leticia Muller and had a really good time.  I did quite a lot of Balanchine work with Patricia Neary and Suzanne Farrell came over and we did Mozartiana so working with those sorts of people was always a treat and you look back and think how lucky you have been and it’s nice now to come back to working with them, but in a different way.  

AP:  There comes a time when a dancer’s stage career comes to a close and they have to turn their thoughts to what they will do next.  How was that process for you?

KO’H:  I was always interested in how it all worked - perhaps a little more than most dancers.  I was curious and would wonder how we sold programmes; I was curious about marketing and whether we could have done more publicity and maybe got more people in so there were always those little thoughts going through my head.  
From when David took over, I got involved in little things and then encouraged some choreographers to get together.  Down here, David Drew and Norman Morrice had been very encouraging to choreographers and Peter was very much a part of it.  But when we moved to Birmingham there really wasn’t the space in the studio to do anything, so it just seemed like there weren’t many opportunities for young choreographers.  I helped at a place called the Midlands Arts Centre.  I put a few programmes together there, rather like the Draftworks programmes at the Opera House today in the Clore.  It was to give people some chances. I enjoyed putting those together and then I did a couple of charity galas and I helped put those together so I thought this was something I would quite like to do.  
Then I got my first real injury.  I was off after having an operation on both knees, so I had some time.  At that time Christopher Norse was the Administrative Director of Rambert.  I knew Christopher from being General Manager then Administrative Director of Sadler’s Wells and then Birmingham Royal Ballet, so I rang him and asked if I could come down for a month to see how Rambert was run.   I asked if I could go into every department.  Part of the purpose was to see which department I would really like to go to in the future.  Would it be publicity and marketing, education or finance?  I spent some time with each of them and I went on tour with them.  They couldn’t afford to have a company manager so people did bits of the company manager job - stage management, production management and that also involved some of the finance.  After that time I found I really enjoyed being in the middle of everything; there wasn’t just one section – I enjoyed them all.  

I got back from my injury and 35 seemed a really good age to retire from dancing and it also happened to be 2000 – so I got back from injury and did some performances but my knees were still a bit of a problem for me.  I had always done full class every day – that was just the way I had always done it – but by then I would wake up and worry whether or not I would be able to get through class that day and then do a show. I didn’t enjoy that feeling.  It was easier for me to perform roles like Edward II as there wasn’t too much jumping, so for six months I carried on like that and then I decided I couldn’t go on.  By this time the theatre was closing in Birmingham and I thought that maybe that was a good time to make a move.  
I talked then to a few people like Derek Purnell who was part of the company and a lady in the personnel department and she happened to know her equivalent in the Royal Shakespeare Company.  People had been suggesting that maybe I should get a placement somewhere – rather like the Clore Fellowship today – where you have a mentor and they set out a course for you with two different companies and help you pay for it - but at the time that didn’t exist.  So she got me a meeting with the Head of Touring for the Royal Shakespeare Company.  I said I liked being in the middle of everything and that I was interested to see how another company worked and asked if they would be able to help me and they said ‘Yes’.  They created this placement course for me.  I did all the office kind of stuff – making the tea and answering the phones.  One of the first emails I sent asked people to ring in about something and I included a telephone extension number – which I thought was quite a nice thing to do.  About two days later I got a call from the PA to Adrian Noble, the Company Director at the time, saying ‘I think you have given Adrian Noble’s extension number out – so from that I learnt to double check everything!

I had a great time at the RSC working with them in the office for two months.  Then I worked for the Barbican for a time on a small production of The Tempest and then went on tour with the Duchess of Malfi which went to larger theatres in Norwich and Bath and then it went to the main stage of the Barbican.  Then I worked on a co-production with an American company which opened in The Lowry and ended up in the Barbican so I had a good insight into all the different types of work and although it wasn’t ballet, it was still theatre.  They then employed me for six months after that and I had a great time and I was sort of tempted to stay there to see what I could make of it – but they were on annual contracts so it was a bit risky.  But then the job of Company Manager at Birmingham Royal Ballet came up and I felt I had to go for it – with it being my old company and, luckily, I got the job.  I think going into that job having been away for a year helped people see me in a different light.  I think even if I hadn’t learnt anything, it was still necessary for me to leave and then come back. Even if you are a teacher or a dancer, I think it is really good to get away for a while.  Obviously it is scary – it’s your future you are thinking about – but time away allows you to really think about what you would like to do.  For example, if you are a ballet teacher, it is useful to get away and see other work and get new influences.

What I like about my job now is that, having gone through those processes: stopping, leaving, then coming back – I now feel I’m in a good position to advise other people and I hope that people within the company find it useful.  They do come and tell me – as Company Manager - even before they have really made the decision and they have used me as a sounding board and I have really enjoyed that.  

AP:  Are you able to tell us a little about the person who has succeeded you as Company Manager?

KO’H:  Yes, we are very fortunate to have Andrew Hurst becoming the new Company Manager.  He was enrolled at the Royal Ballet School for about seven or eight years and went to White Lodge and the Upper School – around the same year as Ricardo Cervera and Tom Whitehead.  He was telling me that he knew he wasn’t going to get into the Royal Ballet or BRB and Norman Morrice encouraged him, saying that he had a really good physique and a natural talent for contemporary work and that he should perhaps look at those types of companies – which was perhaps a bit hard to hear having been trained as a classical dancer and just come out of the Royal Ballet School – you want to be there, doing classical ballet.  But he took it on board and first went to a company in Portugal, then a few other countries in Europe then ended up in Rambert for seven or eight years.  They do a good thing – perhaps out of necessity – they call it Dancers Management – where two senior dancers take on the roles of managers of the company while they are still dancing.  That was how Andrew got into management.  Then he retired from dancing last year and got a job as the General Manager of the Phoenix Dance Company.  Phoenix was going through a tough time because they didn’t have a director so Andrew had to keep it running and did a good job of it.  It’s nice to have him back here now – he’s come full circle.  He speaks Spanish, very useful for our tour to Grenada.  I’ve just come back from a visit to Grenada and Barcelona. We are going to Grenada this year and Barcelona next year.  And, of course, the Spanish works for the Cuban tour as well.  That’s not the only reason he got the job though!  In all I think he speaks five or six foreign languages.  

AP: Andrew speaks French, German, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian and Dutch. 
KO’H:  And he’s a bit of whiz on the computers as well!  Being that bit younger he got on with computer studies at school.  Perhaps when he is a bit more settled in you’ll invite him to come in to talk?
AP:  We certainly will.  Bringing us right up to the current moment, Anthony retired at the end of March.  Did you have a good hand over?  

KO’H: Yes, we had a good handover – it had been going on over several years really.  Anthony didn’t have any influence over who they were going to choose, but he was very encouraging and I wouldn’t be here without him.  He has such knowledge of theatre and dance.  You would never believe that he wasn’t ever a dancer because he’s got such knowledge of it.  He’s got a great eye and we got on very well right from the start.  When I first got the job as Company Manager he asked if in time I would like his job and I said ‘No’ but over the years he encouraged me to get involved with it.  For me it was always budgeting I was really scared of as I hadn’t been involved in that very much but he really encouraged me to be part of the team that budget each year and so I became more confident.  Then you realise it’s not so scary and that it’s like doing your household bills but with a few more noughts!  

AP:  I see the details of the 2009-2010 season have been published and one of the great things to be included is the opportunity for Liam Scarlett and Jonathan Watkins, two new young choreographers, to put new work on the main stage in Triple Bills, which I understand from a financial perspective are not so immediately popular with audiences as the classics.  It must be quite a leap of faith for you and the management team to give them that wonderful opportunity. What sort of resources will be made available to Liam and Jonathan? 
KO’H: We are delighted that Jonathan and Liam will be doing some work for us on the main stage. We have got a really good system in place now, starting off in the Clore – students from the School have been doing choreographic workshops in the Clore.  They are doing a really good project with the Royal Academy of Music where the students there compose music and the young students choreograph it.  This leads on to the Clore, which then leads to New Works in the Linbury.  Since Wayne (McGregor) has become the Resident Choreographer part of his remit is to encourage choreography.  He makes sure that each new choreographer has a mentor; at the events in the Clore the audience gets the chance to ask questions at the end.  Getting the feedback from the audience is great.  Both Liam and Jonathan are so sorted and clued in I’m full of admiration for both of them.  You can see that they are choreographers. I saw Liam do something at an event, quite a few years ago so he was very young at the time.  He just got a piece of music - he hadn’t worked anything out – and just choreographed right there in front of the audience.  It showed how he would put something together.  It was impressive and reminded me of how David Bintley was – they are so clear and focussed in what they are doing.  I don’t think we’ll have to worry about them too much but we will, of course, support them and the production team will work with them.
For the works in the Clore Studio, when we tell the choreographer their budget we always say ‘Please use music from a really long dead composer because we can’t afford the copyright! Either that or use the work of a poor music student!’   This time they’ll be able to use the music of their choice and it will also teach them how much everything costs and work with designers and the production team on it.  Jonathan is using a new score (As One) by Graham Fitkin who wrote the music for Jonathan’s piece in the Linbury.  Liam is going to use a lovely double piano concerto by Poulenc.  It has been used a couple of times before.  I was in Paramour which used it and I remember seeing a ballet at school which used it as well. It is a beautiful piece of music.  I think it’s going to be to really exciting to have both Triple Bills.  We have got into a situation where we tend to do six full length ballets and six Triple Bills and that kind of works.  
Obviously we charge more for the big ballets, the big classics.  How it works is that we are asked to give a contribution to the Opera House and that contribution is set a few years before and we have to make the budget work and make enough to give that contribution.  That’s why you see the Swan Lakes and Nutcrackers.  Nutcracker wasn’t going to be in the plan for 2009-10 and then we found we just couldn’t make the season work financially without it.  Luckily we didn’t lose Cinderella because that has been thrown out a couple of times as it’s very expensive – it’s about £200,000 in copyright for the music alone.  We really didn’t want it to go so we have managed to move it to Easter and bring Nutcracker in – but not for as many shows as we have done recently so this will help to balance everything.  With the Triple Bills, you can never tell – at the end of the run you couldn’t get a ticket for Seven Deadly Sins; then there are others which you think would work but that you really struggle with.  
Neither the opera company nor the ballet company are much involved in seat pricing and I would like to see that change.  Yes, there are lots of experts in statistics who are involved but I would like us to have a say in how we think programmes will sell; so we would have an opportunity to say what the selling point is – for example in Liam’s programme I hope that the top price ticket will be no more than £38.  I hope that stays It‘s a little like we did with the first time we ran Chroma.  I felt the atmosphere was fantastic and I feel we have lost that a little bit recently.  At least if we do that once a year it’ll be another way of getting everybody in.  It is always hard to get the dancers as well known as you want them and to encourage audiences perhaps to come and see a show twice, to see two different casts doing Swan Lake or whatever it might be.  There must be a way of getting around that - we have got so many great dancers in the company, we have some lovely young talent there as well and we just want to make everybody aware of it.  

AP:  While we are on the subject of young dancers, can you give us some insight as to what the starting salary of a new graduate would be and how that relates to a dancer at the peak of their career?

KO’H:  It’s funny, when you are 18 it’s not a bad starting salary – I think now it’s around £25,000.  It’s great to be going into a job at that level of pay.  The problem is that it doesn’t really go up in the same way as a university graduate’s salary would.  They would start on a lower salary but they know that within a few years their salary will increase and keep on going that way until they are 65.  Whereas with dancers, yes it will go up, but that’ll be for perhaps the next 10-15 years, 20 years if you are lucky.  I can’t say what the top end is – but you can see where the hardship is.  If you are lucky enough to get to that top end, you are not there for very long.  So you have got to enjoy it while you can.  The great thing is that we now have the Dancers Career Development Fund which helps them retrain and go to college – but of course you start at the bottom again.  When I started back, my salary was about one third of what it had been as a dancer – so it was hard to start again.  That’s the tough side of it.  So when you are young it is a good salary to start off with, but then you are living in the centre of London so it’s hard to get a mortgage. 

AP:  The Royal Ballet is known for planning far into the future.  However, despite well made plans, sometimes things don’t work out as anticipated – dancers can become ill, injured or decide to retire.  For example, we understand that Alexandra Ansanelli has decided to retire. 
KO’H: Yes, we are all very sad about that.  Alexandra joined us about two and a half years ago.  The way she described it to me was that she felt something was missing.  She was getting lots of nice opportunities and enjoyed being on stage – and she is a real performer – but she felt something wasn’t right and it has taken her a long time – a couple of years – to reach that decision.  The move from New York City Ballet was probably part of that as well.  She is going to retire but who knows what might happen after a year or two.  She might come back as a dancer.  She is a real company member but she was always quite something else.  I shall always remember the first time I met her. She was in a full length fur coat and diamond earrings, looking absolutely gorgeous and people were doing a double take at her.  She was from a different world and it was great to have that in the company.  She did one Ondine in the last run and I hear she was sensational.   
It is always sad when dancers make that decision to move but it does create other opportunities.  We’ve had a tough year with injuries this year – as you know – but that creates opportunities too to see people in a different light.  But then it is always great to see the dancers come back from injury – like Alina (Cojacaru) the other day - back on stage and dancing. It is such a short career and you don’t want to see them always in the Physio Room.  She is just so extraordinarily gifted.  
I was asked by Dance Europe what I would do if we got given a million pounds and I said I would spend it on a rehabilitation centre for dancers from everywhere – where you can do everything in the same place – a little like the facility they have in Birmingham.  It’s also good to get out of the theatre – especially if you have got a long injury.  All the dancers ask if you are alright but it is hard not to feel like a slight burden.  They are doing a lot of studies within our physiotherapy department and sometimes we wonder ‘Should we really have done Swan Lake at the beginning of the season?’ But of course we wanted a big hitter at the beginning of the season to make a big impact and fill the house.   In fact some of the injuries came from last season.  The 2009-10 season is going to be a busy season.  We’ve already mentioned the two new ballets.  Wayne is doing a new ballet to a very interesting score and Mayerling is coming back.  There is also Sleeping Beauty coming back and also Cinderella.    
Following a wide range of questions from the audience, on behalf of members Allison thanked Kevin for finding time in his busy schedule to be with us and members wished him every success in his new role.
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