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Children Front and Centre

By Erik Aschengreen

No other ballet company involves as many children as the Royal Dan-
ish Ballet. In August Bournonville’s ballets, children crowd the bridge 
in “Napoli,” they dance the reel in “La Sylphide,” they make mischief 
on the elf ’s hill in “A Folk Tale,” stretch their feet in “Le Conservatoire” 
and are happy Lenten celebrants in “King’s Volunteers on Amager.”

In 1974, when John Neumeier produced his first ballet at the Royal 
Danish Theatre, he was enthralled by the charm and the discipline of 
the company’s children. So he filled his “Romeo and Juliet” with young 
pages in the court and youngsters in the streets of Verona. And in our 
own much-loved production of “The Nutcracker,” children abound.

Royal Danish Ballet’s children have always loved to perform on 
stage, although it was always within the framework of adults’ ballets. 
It was the same when the Royal Theatre started presenting children’s 
ballet performances aimed at a more youthful audience.

In 1934, Harald Lander choreographed the ballet “The Shepherdess 
and the Chimney Sweep.” There were children in the leading roles, but 
it was not truly a ballet for children. It was not until the introduction 
of Lise la Cour’s children’s ballets in 1989 that the genre became truly 
accepted at the Royal Danish Theatre. Her ballets were based on Hans 
Christian Andersen’s fairy tales.

Since then, Tim Rushton and Thomas Lund, along with Katrine 
Hauch-Fausbøll, and Esther Lee Wilkinson in collaboration with 
Shane Brox, have conjured up popular ballets for the Royal Danish 
Ballet’s children and for its younger audience members.

When Ann Crosset created Kompagni B in 2009, though, it was a 
radical departure from anything the Royal Danish had ever done be-
fore. It was – and still is – a company within the larger company. What 
is so different, though, is that the young dancers who make up Kom-
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pagni B shape their own creative process, overseeing every aspect of 
their stage presentations.

As an art form, classical ballet is inherently conservative. It is found-
ed on aesthetics that date back several hundred years. So it should 
come as no surprise that the education classical dancers receive is also 
traditional. Over the years, though, the training has evolved.

 The centerpiece of the education has always been the technique. 
And it remains that way. It is all about developing dancers with high 
technical skills, qualities that are crucial if a ballet company is to main-
tain its high artistic standards.

But technique is not everything. And this is where Ann Crosset, a 
gifted dancer and choreographer, comes in. She presented us with a 
proposal for a new way of educating dancers. It was courageous and 
bold and exciting. And it was much needed.

Ann Crosset was born in Cincinnati, Ohio, USA and has been an 
important influence on modern dance in Denmark since the end of 
the 1970s. But now she has changed direction and is enriching the 
young dancers of the Royal Danish Ballet School with her remarkable 
creativity and inventive new ideas.

The Kompagni B initiative emerged simultaneously with oth-
er programs being introduced in classical ballet in Denmark – new 
approaches that have changed the outlook and dared to break new 
ground rather than do the same thing over and over again.

Since the fall of 2014, Royal Ballet School students have had the op-
portunity to enroll in and sit for the 3-year Higher Preparatory Exami-
nation outside the theater. And in 2012, Nikolaj Hübbe started Corpus 
– yet another company within the company – where adult dancers, 
under the leadership of Esther Lee Wilkinson and Tim Matiakis, are 
in charge of a series of modern performances and experimental initi-
atives at the theater.

Today, the voice of the dancers is being heard in a totally different 
manner and at a much earlier stage than ever before. Centuries of hi-
erarchy are in the process of being transformed.

Eva Hammershøy’s “The Royal Danish Ballet’s Superstars of the 
Future” takes us into the heart of Kompagni B. The book follows the 
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work of young dancers from the 7th, 8th and 9th grades during the 
2014-2015 season and school year.

Her book allows us to follow their achievements and view their ex-
periences at close range. But first and foremost, it allows us to gain a 
fascinating insight into Ann Crosset’s work with the young dancers 
and the concepts behind her innovations.

Dancers must be able to master technique. But the mind must be 
involved, too. Being a dancer is a hard job. Ann Crosset knows that, 
and she makes no attempt to take shortcuts. She has a dream about 
training dancers who are artists as well as human beings with the emo-
tional tools to interact with the world around them. Her goal is to 
develop young ballet ambassadors with talent, skills and an entirely 
new perception of their art form – ballet – who can contribute to the 
tradition by conserving and renewing it at the same time.

Kompagni B is a remarkable project.

Erik Aschengreen is Denmark’s most highly respected dance critic and historian. In 
1989 Aschengreen introduced dance as an academic discipline at the University of Co-
penhagen where he was Associate Professor until he retired in 2000 at the age of 65. He 
has been a dance critic for a big Danish newspaper for many years, and a correspond-
ent for the international magazines “Les Saisons de la Dance” in Paris, “Balletto” in 
Milan, “Dance Magazine” and “Dance Chronicle”, New York. He has been a lecturer 
of ballet history at the Royal Danish Ballet School, and has lectured on dance and the 
Danish choreographer August Bournonville all over the world. Aschengreen has pub-
lished numerous works on dance and is still publishing.
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Introduction by the Author

  

          

There are world-class ballet schools at many theaters and opera houses 
all over the world. The Royal Danish Theatre’s Ballet School in Copen-
hagen is one of the oldest and is considered one of the best. In addi-
tion, it has something no other ballet school has: a professional ballet 
company, Kompagni B, which performs for children, with children, in 
performances created by children.

This is an unprecedented project, where the students at the Royal 
Danish Theatre’s Ballet School, which is educating the ballet stars of 
the future, now have new and different opportunities to develop their 
performing skills and abilities.

In their performances, Kompagni B continues the Bournonville 
tradition, which is at the heart of the high artistic level of the Royal 
Danish Ballet. The Ballet School’s 12–16-year-old students are already 
enrolled in an elite ballet program. But by participating in Kompagni 
B, they are given free rein to experiment with the traditional steps 
and roles in the great classical ballets, including Bournonville’s bal-
lets. Through their performances and kids2kids workshops, where the 
young dancers teach other children the basic steps and expressions 

”Kompagni B: Students from 7th to 9th grade are mem-
bers of Kompagni B. Through Kompagni B the students 
acquire skills in performing as soloists as well as corps 
de ballet dancers. This unique initiative started in 2009. 
Kompagni B is the first ballet company in the world for, 
with and by children. It is under the leadership of Ann 
Crosset. Kompagni B is part of the school’s profession-
al ballet training.”
 
Source: The Royal Danish Ballet School’s Parents Handbook 2014-15.
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of classical ballet, they help disseminate and enhance the interest in 
classical ballet among a broader public.

I followed Kompagni B’s 26 dancers and their artistic director and 
founder, Ann Crosset, during the 2014-2015 season and school year. I 
witnessed the development of Kompagni B’s anniversary production 
and the preparations for its fall tour, right from the introduction of the 
first ideas for themes, music and choreography.

I participated in production meetings and was a spectator at Kom-
pagni B workshops; I watched stage rehearsals as well as the final per-
formances and realized how the work of Kompagni B has developed 
the dancers’ sense of responsibility and given them their own teenage 
voice.

I accompanied the company on its Jutland tour in the fall of 2014 
and attended kids2kids workshops; I was present during the ballet 
exam in June 2015, and I worked closely with Ann Crosset during this 
entire period.

The impressions and insight I gained during that time spurred my 
curiosity about the program. It also increased my desire to explore the 
experiences that the present superstars of the Royal Danish Ballet had 
during their time in Kompagni B. I also wanted to learn more about 
what the leaders of the ballet and the ballet school thought of the pe- 
dagogical work-taking place within Kompagni B.

When I first saw Kompagni B perform I was struck by the incredible 
talent, the infectious energy and the love of dance that emanated from 
the company’s youthful performers. Their enthusiasm clearly reached 
beyond the footlights, and the audience and I shared an exceptional 
artistic experience.

But a young dancers’ talent does not necessarily translate into art. 
The time the Royal Ballet School’s young dancers spend in Kompagni 
B plays an important role in their creative development and the ma-
turing of their ability to perform.

I think that the whole world – the ballet world, at any rate! – ought 
to know how Kompagni B and its artistic director work. It is about 
finding ways to introduce innovation into an old institution and about 
help professional dance education evolve and, not least, it is an explo-
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ration of new ways of transmitting artistic knowledge and experience 
from one generation to the next.

I hope and believe that everyone who is involved in developing cre-
ativity in young artists will find inspiration in the methods and work 
processes of Kompagni B.

Therefore this book. 

Eva Hammershøy, 2019
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1. The Birth of Kompagni B

Once upon a time the Royal Danish Theatre, i.e. the Royal Danish Bal-
let, the Playhouse, the Opera House and the Royal Danish Orchestra, 
formed one unit under the same roof, the 142- year-old building at 
Kongens Nytorv (The King’s New Square) in Copenhagen. It was 
here that actors, dancers, musicians and behind-the-scene artists per-
formed their magic.

Jump forward to 2017. The Royal Danish Theatre now has several 
venues. The idea is that each art form should have its own location. In 
reality, the three art forms alternate between The Old Stage at Kongens 
Nytorv, The Playhouse near Kvæsthusbroen and The Opera House on 
the island of Holmen – all of them in Copenhagen.

The Royal Danish Theatre opened in 1748, a time in which stage 
dance, performed before an audience, and ballroom dancing had 
drifted into two separate forms of movement. The stage dance, i.e. the 
ballet, demanded enhanced technical skills. As a result, there was a 
demand for advanced professional education.

In Paris, a ballet school was established as early as 1713, at the Paris 
Opera – the first ballet school in the world. Later, in 1738, a French 
dancer, Jean-Baptiste Lande, founded a ballet school in St. Petersburg, 
Russia – the world’s second ballet school. It’s worth noting that in the 
1720s, Lande had been a ballet master at the Lille Grønnegade Theater 
in Copenhagen.

Finally, in 1771, the Frenchman Pierre Laurent founded the world’s 
third ballet school in Denmark. The Royal Danish Theatre’s Ballet 
School in Copenhagen has existed for nearly 250 years. In contrast to 
many other ballet schools around the world, it was not relegated to a 
distant location. It was located in the artistic hub of the Royal Theatre’s 
operations, at Kongens Nytorv.

It is a unique aspect of the school’s setup that both the academic and 
the ballet school are located at the theater and organized as a single ad-
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ministrative unit under the Royal Danish Ballet. Other notable com-
panies in Paris, New York, London and Moscow also have children’s 
ballet schools. But they are more loosely connected to their compa-
nies.

For many years, The Royal Danish Ballet was heavily influenced by 
French ballet. That was hardly surprising, as August Bournonville, 
who, with a few short breaks, was ballet master from 1830 to 1877, was 
the son of noted French dancer and choreographer Antoine Bournon-
ville who himself had been the company’s ballet master from 1816 to 
1823.

 August Bournonville’s impact on the Royal Danish Ballet cannot be 
overstated. He created the romantic ballets that continue to provide 
the core of The Royal Danish Ballet’s repertoire.

The connection to August Bournonville is a vital element in the ar-
tistic education at the Royal Danish Ballet School, as well. Bournon-
ville School barre and center floor exercises – largely unchanged since 
the 1870s – are still taught at the school and continue to play an im-
portant part of students’ artistic growth. They have been passed down 
from generation to generation by former company dancers. As video 
and film technology improved, they, too have become valuable tools in 
preserving the stylistic traditions of the Bournonville School.

Some children enter the school as young as 5 or 6 years old, while 
others begin later. After the third year, i.e. after 2nd grade, an exam-
ination determines whether the student should continue training. 
For those who do move forward, there are similar exams every year 
through the 9th grade.

In the past, students who passed the 9th-grade exam could continue 
as aspirants in The Royal Danish Ballet. That meant that they trained 
with the ballet corps, took part in performances and were able to learn 
and rehearse roles in the Ballet’s repertoire. In theory, there was always 
a chance for a student to become an understudy and possibly perform 
on the stage – the goal for every dancer!

Since the fall of 2014, though, the aspirants have been part of The 
Ballet School and have had the opportunity to sit for the three-year 
Higher Preparatory Examination outside the theater. For the first two 
years, the aspirants train at the theater every weekday afternoon. On 
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Saturdays, they train with the adult company. During the third year, 
the plan is that they will participate in two of The Royal Danish Ballet’s 
productions.

Children at the Center
In 2009, some of the responsible leaders at the school started to re-
think the current arrangement. Were the ballet school children skilled 
enough as performers? Did they have enough experience in front of 
audiences? Were the traditional training methods applicable to today’s 
children?

Increasingly, there were talented and highly capable child perform-
ers in theater and on television who had not trained in the Royal Dan-
ish Theatre’s Ballet School. 

There were other initiatives in dance education that might, in time, 
overshadow the students of The Royal Danish Ballet School, particu-
larly when it came to their prowess as performers.

There was no question that the level of technical instruction at the 
ballet school was – and is – world class, particularly when it came 
to classical ballet styles, the Bournonville tradition and the associated 
mime training. But it would be a disaster for the Royal Danish Ballet 
and classical ballet as an art form to get stuck in technique.

Clearly, it was a situation that needed to be addressed. So Marianne 
Bennetzen, the former executive director of the Royal Ballet School 
and now executive director of the Royal Danish Ballet, contacted 
dancer and choreographer Ann Crosset.

They saw this as an opportunity to create a new company under the 
auspices of the Royal Danish Ballet School. It would be a company 
where the ballet students’ performing skills could be strengthened by 
placing the teen-agers at the center – both the Ballet School teenagers 
and teenagers in the audience.

The Ballet School students would perform around the country and 
also at Kongens Nytorv. Most important, though, they would perform 
material of their own creation.
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By performing for other teen-agers, the Ballet School students would 
improve their performance skills – the so-called ”in-reach effect“ – 
and at the same time they were acting as ambassadors for the classical 
ballet – the so-called ”out-reach effect.” The Ballet School management 
was open to the idea of strengthening the students’ performance skills 
and the theater management delighted in the concept of the students 
acting as ambassadors for ballet as an art form.

The decision was made to establish a professional ballet company con-
sisting of students from the school’s three oldest grades, i.e. 7th, 8th 
and 9th grade, with Ann Crosset as founder and artistic director.

The overall goal was to improve the students’ performance skills by 
adopting a set of novel teaching methods at the Ballet School. Without 
audition, all students in 7th, 8th and 9th grade would become mem-
bers of the company. There, they would receive an important part of 
their artistic education. They were going to learn about every aspect 
of performance and production. They would learn about everything 
that takes place behind the scenes and as well as learning how better 
to evaluate their own progression. Best of all, they would gain stage 
experience far earlier in their training than the previous system al-
lowed for.

The company was meant as a way to help young dancers develop a 
sense of responsibility for their art, the classical ballet. It was neither 
intended as a “second company” nor as a junior elite ensemble with-
in the Ballet School. It would be the youngsters’ own company. Their 
performances would reflect their own aesthetic sensibilities as they 
shared their knowledge of and love for the classical ballet.

The company would consist solely of young dancers between 12 and 
16.Their performances would be geared primarily to the same age 
group. Most important, they alone would be responsible for what went 
on the stage. Their first step was to give themselves a name: Kompagni 
B.

For the last few years the company has enjoyed immense success with 
its audience. It has also paved the way for dancers who would become 
superstars with the Royal Danish Ballet.




