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By MATTHEW GUREWITSCH

, BOY in a lulu. This was the image

Lee Hall saw in hvs mind’s eye

when he he the original

screenplay for “Billy Elliot," the

 tale of a striking coal miner's son who

crashes the gares of the Royal Ballet

School in London. “We thought it would be

impossible to find one kid for the movie,"

Mr. Hall said on a recent visit to New York.

“Doing the show live, with singing, is so
much harder.”

Since apening in London five years ago,
“Billy Elliot” the musical — lyrmby Mr.
Hall, music by Elton John — has con-
quered Broadway :Austmﬁa. A first na-
tional company’ kiched off a tour in Chicago
in April, and a seamdge{s under way in
Durham, N.C., in October. Other produc-
tions are planned for Seuth Korea, Japan
and continental Europe. All told, there
Bavebeennearlydumﬂysmundthe'
wor!d, their average run nine months.

" Though turnover is high, Billys are
made, not born, and while every case is dif-
ferent.meumeutalmtromﬁm auditio

miet and running the
sﬂme time, at the age of 12. 1f the Shake~
spearcan half of the analogy seems some-

what over the top (following your bliss is

ot quite the same as avenging your fa-

ther’s murder), the physical demands are.

understabed by awide margin.

A decathlon would be more like it. For
the sake of the story a boy must cut a cred-
ible figure as a budding ballet dancer. For
the sake of the old razzle-dazzle — this is
show business, after all — he needs to
shine in tap, acrobatics, step dancing, fly-
ing‘on wires and the explosive, free-form
Q(Dtytell!ng in action known as physical

r. Acknowledgment of the chal-

es came recently from Andrea McAr-

‘no less, star of the original Broadway

1 of ¢ ‘Annie.” “Physically,” she said after

seemg the show for the first time, ‘BIIW is
way beyond Annie.”

" 'Mr. Daldry and his colleagues go to

areat lengths to make the experience a re-

ardmg one for everyone who tries out,

but the process is Darwinian. Nora Bren-

Han the children’s casting director for

Biny Elliot” in North America, has seen
| Mmore than 2,000 boys since 2006, Only a
,dbzemufthose have made it into the show.

' She is constantly on the lookout for 9- to
-year-olds, no taller than 4 foot 10, with
roken voices and a fire in the belly for

dancing. Auditions, in person and on video

. (via'the Web site BeBllly com), never stop.

T prospecting for gold,” Ms. Bren-

8 ﬁhn said in January. Some boys fall by the

. side when they shool up too fast or be-
catse their voices break.

- Billy Camp is not the only point of entry

}? e show (for the first-generation
ot dway Billys, it did nol exist), nor is

em ever believed he would be cast, sim-
pecause no one arrives with the luu

er now starring on Broadway, ex-
: “You get to work with great
achers. And if vou don’t make it, you can
y that you were a Billy [inalist.”

February, in a spartan dance studio in
Manhattan theater district, Joseph

"gton, a lo-yeaho)d Blliy ‘Camper~

1 C NI
y barre work and

the attendant grabbmg [or support. “Al-
ways be in balance, always in. eontrol," ‘he
urged his charges — just three of them Lhis
time — emphasizing the spring action of
the bent knee in plié¢ for powerful jumps,
turns and combinations.
“I'm not inlerested in textbook figures”
Mr. Jhung said. “I'm interested in the me-
chanics of movement.”
In tap the Billy Campers work with the
former Rockette Mary Giattino; in acro-
batics with Hector Salazar, leader of Lhe
boys’ gymnastics team at Chelsea Piers,
the West Side sports and entertainment
center,

“Onstage they tumble on a hard fioor,”
Mr. Salazar said after supervising an hour

of handsprings, back flips and one-arm

cartwheels. “It’s not like Chelsea Piers,
where the floor is padded, with springs. To
avoid mjunes, their technique has to be
very strong”

In late April the choreographer Peter
Darling was looking over 10 finalists for six

openings on Broadway and in Lhe national
company. “Stephen understands that you
don't get the skills for free” he said during
4 break, referring to Mr. Daldry, “or with-
oul investing the time.”

Jamie Bell, who starred on screen, had it
easier, Mr. Darling said. “The demands
were built around his.core skill, which was

1cago i
“Billy Elliot”; the
dance instructor Finis
Jhung puts
prospective Billys
(including Joseph
Harrington, center,
who made the cut)
through their paces in
New York; Hector
Salazar coaches an

-airborne Alex Ko;

Cesar Corrales, center,
at the barre.
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ONLINE: ‘BILLY ELLIOT’
Ben Brantley’s review,
pholus from the show

and articles about the boys

ariginally cast as Billy:
nytimes.com/theater







