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IN CONVERSATION

WITH…

Having 
a Ball
Musical theatre star Michael Ball is celebrating 
25 years in the business in style, with a tour, 
a CD release and a large dose of vocal charm. 
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How did you get the role of Edna Turnblad in Hairspray? 

Why did they approach you?

Well, I approached them! I saw it six years ago on Broadway. It had 

just opened. I’d heard great things about it. I remembered the movie. 

And I sat there and had the single best night in the theatre. I had no 

idea what it was going to be like, and this thing unfolded before me 

and I thought: This is what musical theatre is – it’s funny, it’s clever, 

it’s energetic, it’s got great numbers, fantastic characters. And at the 

centre of it was this family and this role of Edna Turnblad, and I said 

if this ever came to Britain, I would give anything to play that role 

because I just know I could do it and no one would imagine me doing 

it. And when it was mooted that it was coming over my name was 

never linked with it in the gossip about who’d been approached. My 

name was never in the frame – lots of others were. And my agent 

phoned up saying: You’re probably not interested but Hairspray’s 

coming over. I said: I tell you what I want you to do. I want you to 

get me an audition with everybody else. I want to audition to see if 

they want me – I just want to know that I’m not mad, that this is 

something that my instinct is right about. So I literally auditioned 

with everybody. It was the first time I’d done it since Les Mis. And 

they knew who I was but I think they were quite pleased I’d gone 

about it this way. And it was a perfect fit for me.

And yet it’s not really a singing role. So how did you 

approach something that was so radically different for 

you in that way?

It’s an acting role. People do forget that musical theatre is at its 

best when you have people who can sing, but it’s primarily about 

acting and every role should be approached as an actor. Although 

don’t get me wrong – I do hate it when roles are cast by people 

who can’t sing. There’s nothing more annoying. But it’s a triple 

threat. You have to be able to move, you have to be able to act, 

and to dance. And sometimes there are compromises in the cast-

ing in one of the three areas. But with this I approached it abso-

lutely as an acting role. And what I was able to do was say to 

them: Let’s put a note in here that’s a big, huge Ethel Mermann 

thing. That awful vibrato that she used.

By making it completely your own you’re being different 

from John Travolta and Harvey Feierstein in the role. 

Can young singers stamp their roles in the same way do 

you think? Do you think they try to emulate too much 

rather than finding their own voice?

Yes, it does become a bit homogenised. But that’s down to training. 

I’m not a trained singer. Not trained in any way. And I’ve heard 

plenty of examples around us of people who’ve had all the person-

ality stripped away from their voices and it becomes purely about 

technique – and there is nothing duller. Join a choir. Blend in. 

 You have to retain your own identity and of the character 

you’re playing. Edna is an extreme in that way. You have to use 

the gifts that you’re given in the best possible way to serve the 

character that you’re playing. And I love the fact that Edna doesn’t 

really sing – although she’s in numbers – she doesn’t really sing 

until she bursts out through those doors in the new outfit. And 

when she finishes the number it’s on a huge note. Edna finds her 

voice, just as she finds her femininity again, her glamour … 

And what makes it so charming when you’re watching it 

is that we know that you are under there too. Despite all 

the work that you’ve just been talking about, the added 

dimension is yourself and who you are. There seems to 

have been a decline in musical theatre stardom over the 

last 15 years and it’s so nice to witness it at work in such 

a role. Why do you think that decline has taken place?

Well, there was a sea-change in theatre. The show became the 

star. By the very fact that they’re running that long means that 

they don’t need stars. The Les Mises, the Phantoms, the Miss Sai-

gons, that British invasion of musicals. So there is a generation 

skipped of musical theatre stars. And the only way that they can 

get them now is by creating them instantly, from television. 

Do you think that’s a good thing?

No, it’s a terrible thing. There is a real value in star, producer and 

director working together – all coming from different places to 

create something really, really special. It was good for box office. 

The first thing people would ask about a show was: Who’s in it? 

If it was a choice between two shows, that would often be the 

deciding factor.

But that hasn’t been the case for many years, has it? For 

many years, the coachloads have come in to see ‘the 

show’, the spectacle that is Chicago, say. 

Well, now, a show like Chicago will rely on stunts, but they’re draft-

ing in people from other disciplines – your soapstars and so on, who 

aren’t necessarily up to the gig, because it’s the toughest gig as we 

all know – eight shows a week is the hardest. Martine McCutcheon 

is a great example [in My Fair Lady at the National Theatre in 2001]. 

Through no fault of her own she was not capable of sustaining eight 

shows a week. She was fabulous in the role and when she was on 

she could sing, but she didn’t have the stamina for the job. So what 

they’ve had to do now is the reality shows. So you’ve got the Connie 

Fishers and the Lee Meads and the Jodie Prengers to drum up the 

audiences. But what’s happening is the audience is saying: I don’t 

want to go on a night when she’s not there because I’ve invested, 

I’ve made my vote. She’s my Nancy…

My only hope is that it might create a new generation of 

viewers in the youngsters who might realise the work 

involved in musical theatre, how tough it is, and might be 

inspired to go into it. And although they’ve done it in a 
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get through this’. We got through it by laughing, by having a terrific 

time on stage and not kidding ourselves. I knew we were in Carry On 

Camping. I knew. It was ‘Springtime for Hitler’. It was shhh-ocking. 

And I had two options – walk away from something, which I’ve never 

done, or say: Ok, hands up, we know what we’re doing here, but 

there are some nice songs and you will be able to laugh at us.

It’s strange in the opera world that they don’t hire in a 

musical theatre team for musical theatre shows. They 

tend to think they can do it better, by virtue of being 

‘operatic’.

And also they misunderstand, I think. Because it’s the music of Boro-

din, they think it almost is opera. Well it isn’t. There are certain 

numbers that are more legit-sounding but it’s musical theatre. There 

is book to learn, there are scenes, there’s schtick.

It’s a formula.

Absolutely. It’s a ’40s/’50s formula as it was then, but that’s what 

it is. And there are certain things one has to do. You can’t be too 

pretentious with these things. You can’t be too reverential. They 

are pieces of entertainment.

When you go on tour – what do you enjoy about it?

First of all you get to see fans around the country. You create the 

show. So you can fashion it to take the audience on a journey that 

you want to. You can be lots of different characters. You’re in 

charge, basically, of the entertainment for the audience. You’re being 

yourself, not a character. You can surprise the audience. You can do 

things that people are not expecting and relish doing that. I love it.

So you have the creative input?

Sole input. It’s my show. It’s ‘Michael Ball’! So I’m creating this 

new tour now. Traditionally I tour with a 12-piece orchestra, 

three backing singers. This time I’m going to take a 25-piece 

orchestra and six other West End performers, who’ll be doing 

backing and set pieces and will make an amazing sound. I’m cel-

ebrating 25 years of what I’ve been doing so the best way to do 

that is in a big spectacular show. And I think that if you keep try-

ing to change and evolve, people will keep coming.

How were you initially inspired to go into musical theatre?

I loved going to the movies. And the triumvrate of Mary Poppins, 

Sound of Music, Thoroughly Modern Millie – my God, it’s Julie Andrews’ 

fault! Bednobs and Broomsticks … I just loved those films. And then 

when I was nine, 10 years old my dad took me to see Jesus Christ, 

Superstar at the Palace Theatre and I just couldn’t believe what I was 

seeing. It was so thrilling. And I used to love listening to records of 

a musical and then seeing in my mind’s eye a production, although 

I’d never seen the show. So I’d listen to My Fair Lady and so on. I lived 

in South Africa from the age of eight to 11 and there was no telly 

out there, no access really to anything because apartheid was so 

strict. The house we rented belonged to a lady who had a huge col-

lection of albums of musicals. And they were not like anything else, 

and I’d read the story on the sleeve and I’d have to try and invent 

the show in my head.

It’s almost one of those chance things … 

Absolutely. And then I went to drama school to act. People used 

to say I had a nice voice but … 

So where were you singing?

I was busking, in the car, all the time I’d open my mouth. And then 

the first audition I got was Godspell and literally as I walked on 

stage singing ‘Prepare Ye the Way of the Lord’ in a theatre in 

Aberystwyth to an audience of people I didn’t know I thought: 

This is fantastic! This works for me. This is people who paid 

money and they’re not disappointed and I’m loving it!

You have a very strong relationship with your audiences. 

I think it’s a major factor in your career.

Yes. I’ve always had a deep respect for them. I’ve never taken them 

for granted. Always wanted to please, to surprise, and make them 

proud that they’ve invested in me. Yes, I’ve never thought of it like 

that before but if they’ve followed me and are interested in what 

I do, they are proud of that because I do stuff that they are not 

expecting and that’s good and that moves them.

Many people can become complacent and just give the 

audience what they’re used to.

Never. But it’s easy to do that. And you can also be worried 

because you don’t want to lose an audience. So you have to bal-

ance it. Think of it how you would behave, if there’s an artist that 

you like. You were going to see Barbra Streisand, for example, in 

concert and you’re a mega fan. And there are a vast number of 

songs but there may be, say, four that if she doesn’t sing you’re 

going to be really pissed off. And she does, because she’s not 

stupid. She’s not going to come out and go ‘Here’s my new album’ 

and do 20 songs off a brand new album that you haven’t got a clue 

about. I tell you who did the mistake of that: Robert Palmer. He 

decided he was going to be a swing singer and he did the Albert 

Hall and he did nothing of his own until the encore. And people 

were walking out … and it was rubbish. You have to judge.

Which is why I’m taking people with me this time and people 

will still come away saying they saw the most amazing show, but 

it will have new elements.

Yes, because it is a show after all.

Yes, put a CD on if you just want to hear exactly what you want 

to hear. 

(Then again, that’s not a bad idea.)  !

!  Michael Ball’s UK tour runs from 12 September to 9 October. 

For details go to: www.mbfc.co.uk . The CD The Very Best of 

Michael Ball – Past and Present is out now. (Universal 5317179)

rather cackhanded way, they might be creating stars for the 

future who might come up through the proper routes.

It’s interesting that all the people who have won these shows are 

pros. They’ve all trained. But I don’t know if they’re the best 

people for the job. The vagaries of the voting public are interest-

ing and perverse at the best of times.

What I’ve appreciated though is, I went to see Oliver the other 

week and what they’ve done is put on a fantastic show. It’s not 

like they’ve got one of the old touring versions out and shoved 

it on the stage – where it’s already 15 years old and already falling 

apart and they’ve spent no money on it at all. That’s a con. Cam-

eron has gone all out to make it legit.

Turning to your CD, some of the numbers are older 

recordings and some you’ve re-recorded – songs which 

you’ve been singing for a long time. How do you make 

them sound fresh?

The only thing I can equate it to – singing in a recording studio 

– it’s like making a movie or television, as opposed to being on 

stage or singing in concert. So it requires the same amount of 

drama and range and so on, but a microphone is somebody’s ear, 

so it affords you the opportunity to be more subtle, and to 

explore a lyric and a song. And the reason I chose the songs is 

because I’m not sick of them – I love them and I want to have a 

permanent record of those. I’ve sung some of them many, many 

times, but I think they need to be sung many times to get it all 

and to be comfortable enough with it and free enough. It was 

interesting listening to the original recordings on the CD of 

‘Empty Chairs’ and ‘Love Changes Everything’ – and I didn’t want 

to re-record – but they are a different man to me. They are a boy 

as opposed to a man and not how I sing them now. It’s fascinating 

to listen to the development.

Your voice is so powerful and one could almost say 

opera-based.

That’s lovely of you to say that. Someone did say to me once that 

possibly I could have studied to be an opera singer. I don’t know 

if that’s true.

I’m not saying that’s a better thing at all.

No, no. I don’t know if it’s true, but what I do know is that the 

discipline required to sing opera, the training, I couldn’t have 

done that. I don’t love the music enough to devote myself to 

the study. Whereas this singing is far more instinctive for 

me.

The thing outstanding for me in your voice is that you 

have power, but you don’t rely on that. You can hear how 

you temper your voice so perfectly. 

I think that a part of that is because the shows I did were miked, 

so that when I did Les Mis, and we’re doing Eponine’s death scene 

I didn’t have to declaim the death scene, all of us were able to 

bring the audience in to us, because of the microphones, so there 

was no Ethel Merman ‘There’s nooooo business like shooow 

business’, having to hit the back of the stalls. This was a different 

style, of performing. Purists say, oh they shouldn’t be miked and 

so on, but I’m sorry, I like it. 

So where do you stand on the crossover artists?

You know what, if they’re any good, then that’s fine. But if they’re 

not, then don’t. I’ve sung with some fabulous opera singers. 

Some a little more successful than others at crossover stuff. 

What do you think they get wrong?

They have no idea what they’re singing about. They don’t sing con-

sonants, for starters. They don’t sing words, they sing sounds. Not 

all of them. There was one I played on the show recently – Sophie 

Von Otter singing Elvis Costello’s ‘Baby Plays Around’ –  and it was 

amazing.

I think it’s to do with repertoire, because if she’s chosen 

something like that, that’s an unusual and intelligent 

choice, which she will surely then explore in the right 

way. Whereas if they choose the same things that every-

body else is singing…

Right. Or there is a project that makes a fortune but is so wrong. 

I’m thinking of the Kiri Te Kanawa, José Carerras West Side Story 

… and Bernstein himself is conducting! And him trying to teach 

Carreras ‘Something’s Coming’ to get the syncopation. It’s just 

awful and they’re too old. And they made a fortune and then 

went on to make South Pacif ic!!! Huh?!

But then I sang ‘All I Ask of You’ with Monserrat Caballe and 

it was delicious. 

So … Kismet. What did you find the opera world did dif-

ferently in their approach from musical theatre singers 

in that production? [Ball appeared at English National 

Opera in Kismet in 2007]

Kismet was just a completely different experience from anything I’ve 

ever done, and I think from anything they’d ever done. It was just 

doomed. And it was awful unfortunately. Beautiful music some of it. 

I mean, ‘Don’t underestimate Baghdad’ possibly not the wisest song 

to have … It’s a totally different world working at ENO. They just 

picked the wrong director, the wrong choreographer, the wrong 

designer, the wrong theatre, and the wrong people.

I’ve never been in a rehearsal in my life, where literally in the 

middle, they go: ‘We have to stop now’ because the clock had hit 

5 o’clock. There was no freedom. Clock-watching with the cho-

rus was just gobsmacking to me. The waste of money was stag-

gering to me … it was just a wholly different approach. And 

working with a chorus where they move them as a lump. And 

they don’t feel invested in a show. That’s what it is. Nobody felt 

any ownership. There was no kind of ‘Hell, we’re gonna make 

this work – we’re gonna work hard.’ 

But it’s difficult to say because at the same time it was such a  

terrible production that there was a lot of ‘How the hell are we gonna 
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get through this’. We got through it by laughing, by having a terrific 

time on stage and not kidding ourselves. I knew we were in Carry On 

Camping. I knew. It was ‘Springtime for Hitler’. It was shhh-ocking. 

And I had two options – walk away from something, which I’ve never 

done, or say: Ok, hands up, we know what we’re doing here, but 

there are some nice songs and you will be able to laugh at us.

It’s strange in the opera world that they don’t hire in a 

musical theatre team for musical theatre shows. They 

tend to think they can do it better, by virtue of being 

‘operatic’.

And also they misunderstand, I think. Because it’s the music of Boro-

din, they think it almost is opera. Well it isn’t. There are certain 

numbers that are more legit-sounding but it’s musical theatre. There 

is book to learn, there are scenes, there’s schtick.

It’s a formula.

Absolutely. It’s a ’40s/’50s formula as it was then, but that’s what 

it is. And there are certain things one has to do. You can’t be too 

pretentious with these things. You can’t be too reverential. They 

are pieces of entertainment.

When you go on tour – what do you enjoy about it?

First of all you get to see fans around the country. You create the 

show. So you can fashion it to take the audience on a journey that 

you want to. You can be lots of different characters. You’re in 

charge, basically, of the entertainment for the audience. You’re being 

yourself, not a character. You can surprise the audience. You can do 

things that people are not expecting and relish doing that. I love it.

So you have the creative input?

Sole input. It’s my show. It’s ‘Michael Ball’! So I’m creating this 

new tour now. Traditionally I tour with a 12-piece orchestra, 

three backing singers. This time I’m going to take a 25-piece 

orchestra and six other West End performers, who’ll be doing 

backing and set pieces and will make an amazing sound. I’m cel-

ebrating 25 years of what I’ve been doing so the best way to do 

that is in a big spectacular show. And I think that if you keep try-

ing to change and evolve, people will keep coming.

How were you initially inspired to go into musical theatre?

I loved going to the movies. And the triumvrate of Mary Poppins, 

Sound of Music, Thoroughly Modern Millie – my God, it’s Julie Andrews’ 

fault! Bednobs and Broomsticks … I just loved those films. And then 

when I was nine, 10 years old my dad took me to see Jesus Christ, 

Superstar at the Palace Theatre and I just couldn’t believe what I was 

seeing. It was so thrilling. And I used to love listening to records of 

a musical and then seeing in my mind’s eye a production, although 

I’d never seen the show. So I’d listen to My Fair Lady and so on. I lived 

in South Africa from the age of eight to 11 and there was no telly 

out there, no access really to anything because apartheid was so 

strict. The house we rented belonged to a lady who had a huge col-

lection of albums of musicals. And they were not like anything else, 

and I’d read the story on the sleeve and I’d have to try and invent 

the show in my head.

It’s almost one of those chance things … 

Absolutely. And then I went to drama school to act. People used 

to say I had a nice voice but … 

So where were you singing?

I was busking, in the car, all the time I’d open my mouth. And then 

the first audition I got was Godspell and literally as I walked on 

stage singing ‘Prepare Ye the Way of the Lord’ in a theatre in 

Aberystwyth to an audience of people I didn’t know I thought: 

This is fantastic! This works for me. This is people who paid 

money and they’re not disappointed and I’m loving it!

You have a very strong relationship with your audiences. 

I think it’s a major factor in your career.

Yes. I’ve always had a deep respect for them. I’ve never taken them 

for granted. Always wanted to please, to surprise, and make them 

proud that they’ve invested in me. Yes, I’ve never thought of it like 

that before but if they’ve followed me and are interested in what 

I do, they are proud of that because I do stuff that they are not 

expecting and that’s good and that moves them.

Many people can become complacent and just give the 

audience what they’re used to.

Never. But it’s easy to do that. And you can also be worried 

because you don’t want to lose an audience. So you have to bal-

ance it. Think of it how you would behave, if there’s an artist that 

you like. You were going to see Barbra Streisand, for example, in 

concert and you’re a mega fan. And there are a vast number of 

songs but there may be, say, four that if she doesn’t sing you’re 

going to be really pissed off. And she does, because she’s not 

stupid. She’s not going to come out and go ‘Here’s my new album’ 

and do 20 songs off a brand new album that you haven’t got a clue 

about. I tell you who did the mistake of that: Robert Palmer. He 

decided he was going to be a swing singer and he did the Albert 

Hall and he did nothing of his own until the encore. And people 

were walking out … and it was rubbish. You have to judge.

Which is why I’m taking people with me this time and people 

will still come away saying they saw the most amazing show, but 

it will have new elements.

Yes, because it is a show after all.

Yes, put a CD on if you just want to hear exactly what you want 

to hear. 

(Then again, that’s not a bad idea.)  !

!  Michael Ball’s UK tour runs from 12 September to 9 October. 

For details go to: www.mbfc.co.uk . The CD The Very Best of 

Michael Ball – Past and Present is out now. (Universal 5317179)

rather cackhanded way, they might be creating stars for the 

future who might come up through the proper routes.

It’s interesting that all the people who have won these shows are 

pros. They’ve all trained. But I don’t know if they’re the best 

people for the job. The vagaries of the voting public are interest-

ing and perverse at the best of times.

What I’ve appreciated though is, I went to see Oliver the other 

week and what they’ve done is put on a fantastic show. It’s not 

like they’ve got one of the old touring versions out and shoved 

it on the stage – where it’s already 15 years old and already falling 

apart and they’ve spent no money on it at all. That’s a con. Cam-

eron has gone all out to make it legit.

Turning to your CD, some of the numbers are older 

recordings and some you’ve re-recorded – songs which 

you’ve been singing for a long time. How do you make 

them sound fresh?

The only thing I can equate it to – singing in a recording studio 

– it’s like making a movie or television, as opposed to being on 

stage or singing in concert. So it requires the same amount of 

drama and range and so on, but a microphone is somebody’s ear, 

so it affords you the opportunity to be more subtle, and to 

explore a lyric and a song. And the reason I chose the songs is 

because I’m not sick of them – I love them and I want to have a 

permanent record of those. I’ve sung some of them many, many 

times, but I think they need to be sung many times to get it all 

and to be comfortable enough with it and free enough. It was 

interesting listening to the original recordings on the CD of 

‘Empty Chairs’ and ‘Love Changes Everything’ – and I didn’t want 

to re-record – but they are a different man to me. They are a boy 

as opposed to a man and not how I sing them now. It’s fascinating 

to listen to the development.

Your voice is so powerful and one could almost say 

opera-based.

That’s lovely of you to say that. Someone did say to me once that 

possibly I could have studied to be an opera singer. I don’t know 

if that’s true.

I’m not saying that’s a better thing at all.

No, no. I don’t know if it’s true, but what I do know is that the 

discipline required to sing opera, the training, I couldn’t have 

done that. I don’t love the music enough to devote myself to 

the study. Whereas this singing is far more instinctive for 

me.

The thing outstanding for me in your voice is that you 

have power, but you don’t rely on that. You can hear how 

you temper your voice so perfectly. 

I think that a part of that is because the shows I did were miked, 

so that when I did Les Mis, and we’re doing Eponine’s death scene 

I didn’t have to declaim the death scene, all of us were able to 

bring the audience in to us, because of the microphones, so there 

was no Ethel Merman ‘There’s nooooo business like shooow 

business’, having to hit the back of the stalls. This was a different 

style, of performing. Purists say, oh they shouldn’t be miked and 

so on, but I’m sorry, I like it. 

So where do you stand on the crossover artists?

You know what, if they’re any good, then that’s fine. But if they’re 

not, then don’t. I’ve sung with some fabulous opera singers. 

Some a little more successful than others at crossover stuff. 

What do you think they get wrong?

They have no idea what they’re singing about. They don’t sing con-

sonants, for starters. They don’t sing words, they sing sounds. Not 

all of them. There was one I played on the show recently – Sophie 

Von Otter singing Elvis Costello’s ‘Baby Plays Around’ –  and it was 

amazing.

I think it’s to do with repertoire, because if she’s chosen 

something like that, that’s an unusual and intelligent 

choice, which she will surely then explore in the right 

way. Whereas if they choose the same things that every-

body else is singing…

Right. Or there is a project that makes a fortune but is so wrong. 

I’m thinking of the Kiri Te Kanawa, José Carerras West Side Story 

… and Bernstein himself is conducting! And him trying to teach 

Carreras ‘Something’s Coming’ to get the syncopation. It’s just 

awful and they’re too old. And they made a fortune and then 

went on to make South Pacif ic!!! Huh?!

But then I sang ‘All I Ask of You’ with Monserrat Caballe and 

it was delicious. 

So … Kismet. What did you find the opera world did dif-

ferently in their approach from musical theatre singers 

in that production? [Ball appeared at English National 

Opera in Kismet in 2007]

Kismet was just a completely different experience from anything I’ve 

ever done, and I think from anything they’d ever done. It was just 

doomed. And it was awful unfortunately. Beautiful music some of it. 

I mean, ‘Don’t underestimate Baghdad’ possibly not the wisest song 

to have … It’s a totally different world working at ENO. They just 

picked the wrong director, the wrong choreographer, the wrong 

designer, the wrong theatre, and the wrong people.

I’ve never been in a rehearsal in my life, where literally in the 

middle, they go: ‘We have to stop now’ because the clock had hit 

5 o’clock. There was no freedom. Clock-watching with the cho-

rus was just gobsmacking to me. The waste of money was stag-

gering to me … it was just a wholly different approach. And 

working with a chorus where they move them as a lump. And 

they don’t feel invested in a show. That’s what it is. Nobody felt 

any ownership. There was no kind of ‘Hell, we’re gonna make 

this work – we’re gonna work hard.’ 

But it’s difficult to say because at the same time it was such a  

terrible production that there was a lot of ‘How the hell are we gonna 
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      I’m celebrating 25 years of what I’ve 
been doing so the best way to do that is 
in a big spectacular show. And I think 
that if you keep trying to change and 
evolve, people will keep coming.
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