Royal Ballet School’s inclusivity drive sparks division amid body-shaming scandal

[image: ]
The recent announcement from the Royal Ballet School about its move toward inclusivity has ignited an intense discussion online and in the arts community. The school's decision to welcome plus-size dancers and same-gender pairings comes amidst a troubling backdrop of body-shaming accusations that have haunted the institution. Supporters argue that this change reflects a necessary evolution in an art form long associated with unrealistic body standards. Critics, however, claim this shift threatens the integrity of ballet.
Iain Mackay, the school’s artistic director, emphasises that audiences are eager to see dancers they can connect with. In his first interview since taking the helm, he stated, “Audiences want dancers they can relate to,” and along with plus-sized performers, he sees an increasing representation of same-gender partnerships. “This is already happening,” he explained, noting that dancers are being encouraged to be more physically expressive and technically skilled.
Yet, the response from the public has been split. While many welcome this push for diversity, others express strong opposition. One detractor encapsulated the alarm of some ballet purists, arguing that “dance is for everybody” should not extend to what they perceive as the normalisation of obesity in the art form. Such comments reflect broader societal anxieties around body image and health, which have been amplified in recent years within the realm of competitive ballet.
The Royal Ballet School is not simply making an aesthetic choice; it is attempting to shift its culture following a damaging body-shaming scandal involving former student Ellen Elphick. Elphick has accused the institution of fostering a harmful environment, detailing instances when a teacher made derogatory remarks about her body, which she claims led to the development of an eating disorder. The school reached a financial settlement with Elphick but did not admit liability, emphasising its commitment to student welfare. This incident has been deemed a watershed moment in the ballet community, sparking crucial conversations about mental health and body image in elite training settings.
In support of this new direction, actor George Keywood highlighted the importance of encouraging diverse body types in the arts. He lauded Lizzy Howell, a young dancer who has gained popularity for her ballet performances, remarking that her skill transcends conventional body standards. “We’re not encouraging obesity,” Keywood asserted, reiterating the point that the focus should remain on talent and positivity in the performance space.
This debate resonates on broader levels beyond just the Royal Ballet School. Institutions across the arts are beginning to confront longstanding biases, with some offering 'plus-size inclusivity training' to combat what advocates term 'fatphobia.' This shift illustrates not only the evolving landscape of ballet but also a growing awareness of the need for representation across all forms of art.
As the Royal Ballet School steps into this new chapter, it confronts resistance while also seeking to redefine what it means to be a dancer in today's world. The long-held image of slender performers is being challenged, suggesting that ballet may be on the cusp of a significant cultural transformation. The question remains: can the art form reconcile its historical ideals with the demands of contemporary audiences for greater inclusivity and realism?
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