
Wherefore art thou Romeo?
Fashion audiences will most likely know Roberto Bolle as the guy with the generous spandex-clad package from the Spring 2008 
Salvatore Ferragamo ads. In them, he knowingly grins besides an oblivious Claudia Schiffer, who is smug in her shiny trench 
coat, seemingly uninterested in the tall, promising man who is grabbing her arm. An American preppy from the neck up and a Tom 
of Finland illustration everywhere else, Bolle, now 35, is not just a model, but the world’s leading male ballet dancer who, along 
with Rudolf Nureyev, Mikhail Baryshnikov and Carlos Acosta embodies the archetype of the male dancer. Like them, Bolle has 
become so prominent because he has not shied away from the fame-making tools of contemporary society – media, fashion and 
technology among them. Speaking to Bolle and listening to his cheery Italian accent, one understands why he was so striking in 
those ads. At first, it would seem that his supernatural body grabs one’s attention. On reflection, however, that’s not the whole 
story – if it was, then the scantily dressed men in Steven Klein’s campaigns, for instance, would be more than the background 
furniture they often are. The whole story is Roberto Bolle – he is the only one really interacting with anyone or anything in 
the frame. Bolle exudes charisma and a sense of something extraordinarily emotional and romantic happening in the mundane 
everyday world. No wonder, then, that his favourite part is that of Romeo, for the two men charge their everyday lives with the 
same romantic friction. Bolle played his first Romeo at the remarkably tender age of 20 and has called the star-crossed lover 

“the role of my life”. 

Immortalised by Annie Leibovitz in a dreamy Romeo and Juliet shoot for American Vogue alongside Coco Rocha, it is safe to say 
he owns the role. Except for his outspoken passion regarding dance and his role as a Unicef Goodwill Ambassador, however, 
Bolle does not wear his heart on his sleeve as much as his theatrical counterpart does. More reflective of Bolle in some ways, 
if life does imitate art, is his breakthrough role of Tadzio in Death in Venice, for which he was hand-picked by Rudolf Nureyev as 
a teenager when training at La Scala Ballet School. The beautiful yet asexual obsession of a crazed writer, Tadzio reflects the 
smiling and innocent ambiguity of Bolle’s own persona. In an interview with Numéro Homme, for instance, there was confusion 
regarding the dancer’s sexuality, which is still officially undeclared. In Italian Bolle means bubbles – and this is an apt metaphor 
for the dancer – light, glittering and all about the fleeting beauty of the moment; Roberto Bolle is clear and honest but somehow 

infinitely mysterious.

BS: You started training professionally at the age of 11 – how does it 

feel to have committed to a profession at such a young age? 

RB: It is a very young age but it didn’t feel like a profession – it was my 

passion and something I really wanted to do from the age of five or six. I 

was really happy to be able to do it and join La Scala Ballet School. I have 

never regretted it. When you know you want to do a certain thing when 

you are young; to dance in beautiful theatres, for example, you never con-

sider a second choice. 

BS: How many hours do you dance a day and how do you survive that 

routine? 

RB: It’s very hard and you need a lot of discipline. I usually start at 10 

o’clock and train for two hours to warm up. Around noon I start rehear- 

sing for about 3 hours and then finish around 5. Then there could be a 

performance, in which case I have to be preparing for that from around 6. 

It’s got to be a huge passion. When I’m not dancing, I just like to lie in bed 

as I get so tried, but I’m very lucky as I get so much out of it. I realised a 

dream I had since childhood, so my job is my passion. 

BS: Do you see yourself as more of an athlete or an artist – does one 

compromise the other? 

RB: Of course I would say I am an artist. Dancers are artists because we 

play roles on stage and feel and communicate emotions to an audience, 

like artists do; though we do train like athletes, doing hours of exercise 

every day. All the physical preparation is very difficult to balance with 

expression. You need both, but giving emotion to the audience is the most 

important thing. As you get older, you want to be more of an artist – you 

want to feel the roll and mature as a person; that’s what brings you the 

most pleasure. When you are young you are concentrated on the athletics 

and technique. I did my first Romeo when I was 20, but I can give the role 

more maturity now. The next role I’m doing is Onegin at La Scala, which 

is a new role for me, and its important that I express it fully. 
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A la izquierda, pantalón de piel, DSQUARED2, 
camisa de seda, JEAN PAUL GAULTIER. 

Sobre estas líneas, falda-pantalón y leggings de 
neopreno, GIVENCHY.



BS: Does ballet begin to have a different meaning in your life as you 

get older? 

RB: The way I try to feel things, and convey them, is changing. I try 

to enjoy every moment when I perform. When I was 20 I did so many 

performances and travelled non-stop and at the time I didn’t really 

enjoy certain moments, I’m more grateful for the specialness and 

beauty of performing at the Metropolitan Opera in New York – I try 

to enjoy the moment more. I know it’s not going to last forever. 

BS: You often talk about your roles in traditional narrative-led 

ballet – but is more contemporary and abstract work something 

you are interested in? 

RB: I also enjoy doing more contemporary ballet. I almost always 

include it in my Gala performances, like Roberto Bolle and Friends. I 

like to do it, but it’s not the same. When you do Romeo, you feel love, 

hate and all the emotion of life. In contemporary pieces, it’s about 

quality of movement sometimes more than emotion. But it is always 

about personality – if you have a charisma and a light about you – 

people can tell and that only gets better with age. 

BS: What do you really think about the music you dance to, espe-

cially the more abstract pieces? How do you work with a piece of 

music you don’t like throughout rehearsals? 

RB: I’m very lucky as I have the opportunity to choose what I dance 

and when I’m presented with a ballet I can say yes or no. If I don’t 

like it, I don’t do it.

If I feel it’s important for my personal or artistic growth, I’ll do it. It 

sometimes happens that there are long moments without music in 

a dance and performing them on stage becomes very intense – the 

silence can be very deep. 

BS: What has been the most significant performance for you per-

sonally?

RB: Definitely dancing as the Prince in Swan Lake at Buckingham 

Palace in London for the Queen in 2002. It was the most emotional 

and unbelievable performance. That place was full of really incre- 

dible emotions and it was recorded live for the BBC. 

BS: What makes the perfect dancing partner? 

RB: It’s about chemistry. One’s physique and their physical qualities 

in general help, but so does the emotion conveyed by the partner. You 

can’t describe chemistry between two people – how they relate to a 

role. When it’s there, it’s very important. 

BS: How would you define your personal style?

RB: I like to dress very casually: to wear jeans, t-shirts and sweaters. 

When we’re dancing we’re always in tights and costumes that can 

be uncomfortable. In Italy, everyone is very well dressed, including 

dancers! You go on the street and you see the quality and the taste 

and it’s impressive.  

BS: What designers do you enjoy wearing? 

RB: There are many – I was at the Dolce and Gabanna 20th anniver-

sary party and at the event I was wearing them. I was at the MoMa 

recently in Givenchy for the Marina Abramovich event – I’m quite a 

good friend of many Italian designers – I know them all and really 

like Ricardo [Tisci]. I like to wear things by my friends. 

BS: Is there anything you like to wear on stage that you’ve trans-

lated into your everyday wardrobe? That is, do you think your 

personal style has been influenced by your work? 

RB: No. Absolutely not! 

BS: Guide me through your travel routine – how do you get off a 

long-haul flight and feel ready to dance – any beauty tips? 

RB: When I have a long flight, I drink a lot of water and don’t eat a lot 

as one can’t digest anything properly on a plane. I eat my meal hours 

before I get on a flight and drink a lot on the plane. On long flights, I 

always put cold water on my legs and muscles. 

BS: Do you think fashion could learn anything from ballet? 

Nureyev has often been referenced as a style icon – but do you 

think ballet dancers have the same kind of elegance they had in 

his era? 

RB: In the Nureyev period, the artist was seen differently. At the time 

there was Maria Callas and Nureyev, now the period has changed 

and everything goes faster and it’s harder to become an icon and 

have your own style that designers can be influenced by. Maybe it’s 

possible, but it’s not the same - so many things have already been 

done. Nureyev isn’t a personal style icon for me, and I don’t think I 

am a style icon for anyone. 

BS: How do you feel about modelling? Do you enjoy the experi-

ence?

RB: Modelling is different. If I model for a shoot, like Bruce Weber’s 

Athlete in Tights, it’s different to being a style icon on a red carpet: 

it’s about working with a great artist. We went from Miami to Paris 

and London to Berlin and we had fun; it was a huge challenge to be 

an athlete, model and dancer at the same time. I’m not bored when 

I model. I am, after all, a dancer in a photo-shoot, so I try to give 

something special.
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En la página izquierda, Mariacarla, body de encaje 
DOLCE&GABBANA, medias de red, WOLFORD, botas 

acordonadas, GIVENCHY, espuelas de metal en 
botas, PRADA. Roberto, falda-pantalón y leggings de 

neopreno, GIVENCHY. En esta página, 
flor  del estilista.     
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Falda-pantaón y leggings
 de neopreno, GIVENCHY



Pantalón tejano vintage, VERSACE JEANS COUTURE 
de LE SWING BARCELONA, botas de charol, CASADEI



in the theatre is different – it’s what I do most of the time, and maybe 

it’s for a small audience, because you can only have a few thousand 

people in front of you, but my main goal is to please them, live. 

BS: How would you describe your work for UNICEF? What moti-

vated you to collaborate with them?

RB: I was appointed as a UNICEF Ambassador in 1999, so more that 

ten years ago now.  I was motivated to do something for children 

around the world who were not as lucky as I have been. I went to Su-

dan and doing that trip was really important. South Sudan is one of 

the poorest regions in the world and it was a real shock. We’re used to 

seeing images on TV but experiencing that there and seeing the pain 

and suffering really gave me a lot personally and so I give my image 

and time to UNICEF. I am very proud to be a UNICEF Ambassador 

and use my talent to do that. 

BS: How does a ballet dancer who tours the world all the time find 

time to set up a home somewhere – to forge friendships and rela-

tionships and a sense of stability?

RB: My family is essential to me. My mum and sister came with me to 

New York for two weeks just now, as do my friends sometimes. But I 

enjoy travelling and doing new things with different ballet companies 

and I don’t really mind being alone for some periods - I don’t crave 

other people’s company. I consider myself a bit of a lone ranger. 

I would like my own family someday too – and it’s almost time now! 

When you’re a dancer you don’t realise how fast time passes because 

everything else is second place to dance. 

BS: Is there anyone with whom you’re planning on having this 

family?

RB: I’m searching, but no, not yet. 

BS: What was it like working with Annie Leibovitz for American 

Vogue’s Romeo and Juliet shoot? 

RB: It was a really great shoot and Annie’s great to work with. When 

we did the balcony shot, it was risky to be seven metres high hanging 

from a balcony without any protection, but Annie was really encou- 

raging and made me want to make her happy. I try to give everything 

I can. Partnering Coco Rocha was interesting. She’s not a dancer but 

at the end if you see the result the photos are beautiful, so Coco was 

obviously a great choice. Without being able to dance, we both used 

our eyes to communicate – that’s the body part with which you can 

communicate emotion best. 

BS: What role do you think ballet serves in contemporary soci-

ety? Do you think more people, in general, should get dancing? 

RB: I don’t know about it being taught in normal schools as it’s de-

manding and you need a certain talent and physique as it’s so dif-

ficult. But those that do it will gain a certain discipline and sensibi- 

lity; they will be able to physically feel and convey emotion and move 

their bodies with elegance. You can recognize a dancer on the street 

by a certain elegance they have. However, whether or not they dance, 

people should watch ballet; that’s important. People should have the 

opportunity to feel the emotions from a live performance. Now that 

people are always watching dance on the internet and television, it 

is really important for them to remember to have live emotional ex-

periences. 

BS: So you don’t see yourself only performing in a virtual world 

in the future?

RB: Live audiences are so very important. I am very well known be-

cause I’ve done things on television and advertising and have done in-

terviews with the media – that’s an important audience. But what I do 
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Vestido elástico, ORION, arnés de cristales de 
SWAROWSKI, DSQUARED22, botas de charol, 

CASADEI.      
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Mariacarla, vestido, VERSACE, medias de leopardo, 
WOLFORD, botas de charol, CASADEI.

Roberto, leggings de algodón, BALMAIN HOMME.Vestido, DSQUARED22, botas de charol, CASADEI.
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Vestido bordado con canutillos metálicos, BALMAIN, botas 
de charol, CASADEI.

Falda-pantalón y leggings
de neopreno, GYVENCHY.



En las dos páginas, Vestido de seda estampado de 
leopardo, DOLCE&GABBANA, red, FOUAD BOUSNANI, 

flores de papel, del estilista.
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