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Making her pointe
The National Ballet of China 
has gone from being a vehicle 
for revolutionary rhetoric to 
one of the world’s top five 
companies. As it celebrates 
its fiftieth anniversary, Nancy 
Pellegrini asks recently 
retired artistic director Zhao 
Ruheng what it was like to 
spend almost five decades 
with the company

In 1955, 11-year-old Zhao Ruheng didn’t 
know what ballet was, but she had long 
legs, flexible joints, a sense of  rhythm 
and nothing to do that summer. That 
was enough to take her from Tianjin 
to the fledgling Beijing Dance School. 
Although initially overwhelmed and 
desperately homesick, she eventually 
adjusted to the boarding school 
atmosphere, saying the Russian and 
Chinese teachers ‘looked after us like 
mothers’, albeit ones who beat them 
when they made mistakes. ‘It was 
a little hard,’ she admits. But life was 
about to get harder. By 1961, the Sino-
Russian rift had sent both educators 
and aid back across the border. Zhao 
had joined the National Ballet of  China 
(NBC), but the company was surviving 
on mantou (steamed bread) and bean 
paste, causing the women to suffer 
oedema and amenorrhea. Worse was 
to come when principal dancers were 
sent into the countryside. This meant 
49 performances in 50 days – in 50 
different villages. The dancers did pas 
de deux on stages of  rocks and dirt, 
and walked to the next town carrying 
their luggage. They went two months 
without bathing, and slept on unheated 
kangs. ‘It was so cold and windy,’ Zhao 
recalls. ‘The tears would freeze on  
our faces.’

Astoundingly, Zhao calls these 
‘happy memories’. ‘People then were 
very innocent,’ she says. ‘They just 
accepted this as life.’ But in the 1960s, 
things became even harder for Zhao 
and her family, especially as her 
grandfather had been a landlord; she 
spent the decade worrying. ‘There 
was so much pressure,’ she says. ‘You 
never knew whether today would be 
a good day or a bad day. It hurt my 
heart.’ The company stopped doing 
its signature Swan Lake, exchanged 
French ballet terms for Chinese ones, 
wore shirts and pants instead of  tights, 
sang revolutionary songs and had 
denunciation meetings every morning. 
After their conductor was accused 

of  colluding with the Japanese, he 
missed his afternoon rehearsal. 
‘Someone went to his apartment and 
found noodles on his table, uneaten,’ 
she says. You can guess the rest. 

Zhao endured ten years of  
tension, but feels fortunate that 

the company was still operating 
relatively normally. In 1972, she 
stopped dancing as an earlier injury 
grew worse. ‘For five years I cried,’ 
she says. ‘I didn’t want to leave the 
company. I was with my mother 
only until I was 11, but I was with 
the company my whole life. It’s 
closer than family. And I love the 
ballet,’ she continues. ‘Dance is my 
religion.’ Her husband suggested she 
channel the energy she used as a star 
ballerina into helping others, and she 
devoted herself  to the NBC, working 
a number of  jobs in the company 
before becoming artistic director 
in 1993. 

Under Zhao, the NBC went from 
being a well-trained government 
dance troupe to one of  the planet’s 
best and bravest companies. Besides 
being versed in the new classics by 
masters such as George Balanchine, 
John Cranko and Roland Petit, the 
company now performs contemporary 
work by William Forsythe and 
Maurice Bejart, such as this month’s 
Firebird, and have collaborated with 
modern dance wunderkind Akram 
Khan. In 2001, Zhao produced the 
original ballet Raise the Red Lantern 
with Zhang Yimou; in 2008, the NBC 
presented an original version of  the 
Ming Dynasty classic Peony Pavilion 
(on again Friday 1 to Sunday 3). At 
the dawn of  her tenure, she couldn’t 
convince choreographers to grant her 
rights to their work; today, would-be 
collaborators descend in droves. 

All the same, two months into 
her retirement, Zhao says she was 
happy to hand over the reigns to 
deputy artistic director Feng Ying. 
‘The company doesn’t belong to me, 
I have to give the younger generation 
an opportunity,’ she says. ‘Maybe 
they have better ideas.’ She admits 
fundraising, management, insurance 
and tickets-as-political-tributes was 
challenging. ‘The business is like 
dance,’ she says. ‘By the time you 
really understand it, you have to 

It was so cold 
and windy that the 
tears would freeze 
on our faces retire.’ As for the company’s future, 

Zhao is confident but guarded. ‘We’re 
on the right track, but we must learn 
more from outside, and do more to 
introduce contemporary work and 
Chinese ballet,’ she says. ‘Chinese 
folk and classical dance has a rich 
vocabulary; we have to do ballet 
that combines Western and Chinese 
things,’ she continues, adding, ‘Right 
now I don’t do that very well, but 
I want to do it well. We can create 
a whole new dance vocabulary.’ This 
language will be the future of  ballet.

The NBC performs Firebird and 
classic ballet selections at Peking 
University Century Hall on Friday 8 
and Saturday 9; Peony Pavilion is on 
Friday 1 to Sunday 3 at Tianqiao 
Theatre. See listings for details.

Dance for life Zhao Ruheng as the lead in Swan Lake. Right: today


