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BLOSSOM  
TIME
David McAllister’s production of  
The Sleeping Beauty is the culmination of  
a lifetime in dance. By Rose Mulready

David McAllister’s first 
experience with The 
Sleeping Beauty was 
gloriously traumatic: he was 

fired by Rudolf Nureyev. London Festival Ballet 
had brought Nureyev’s production to Perth, and 
McAllister, aged eleven, was chosen as one of four 
extras. But there had been a miscommunication 
– the extras were supposed to be grown men, and 
the children went on in the dress rehearsal with 
their far too-large costumes flapping around them. 
“I just heard this voice from the front saying 
‘NOOOO’,” says McAllister, imitating Nureyev’s 
Russian growl, “and the King whispered to us, 
‘You’d better get off!’ I was devastated. I remember 
throwing myself on the floor and being a bit of a 
mess.” He recovered in time to see the production, 
a lavish affair with décor by the famed Nicholas 
Georgiadis. “I was completely blown away by its 
opulence. I’d never seen a ballet that majestic. I’d 
seen The Australian Ballet’s Cinderella, but that 
was quite different – it was like spun gossamer, all 
very light and beautiful. But this was gigantic, 
panoramic, with a huge sweeping staircase, 
enormous headdresses with plumes coming out 
of them, a cast of thousands. It embedded the 
seed of The Sleeping Beauty in my psyche.”

Cut forward four decades: the seed has 
blossomed gorgeously, and McAllister is 
premiering his first full-length work, a Beauty 
lusciously dressed by the celebrated designer 
Gabriela Tylesova and showcasing the stars he has 
nurtured during his 14 years as artistic director. 

McAllister has commissioned many works 
during his tenure, including The Australian Ballet’s 
signature work, Graeme Murphy’s Swan Lake 
(which won the prestigious Critics’ Circle Award), 
and the sell-out smash and artistic coup that is 
Alexei Ratmansky’s Cinderella, but until now he 
has never taken on a production of his own. His 
only previous choreographic venture was a brief 
curtain-raiser for The Australian Ballet’s 50th 
anniversary gala in 2012, designed as a vehicle  
to get the whole company on stage at the start  
of the program. Nevertheless, when McAllister 
decided that The Australian Ballet needed a new 
production of Beauty, he decided that he would 
tackle it himself. “I had such a strong vision for it,  
I could see exactly how I wanted it to be. I realised 
that I would send anyone I commissioned insane 
trying to make it how I saw it.”

Taking on the revered and spectacularly 
scaled Beauty as a first project is a little like 
choosing Everest as your first climb. However, 
McAllister has a wealth of experience with the 
ballet: he danced almost every role in the Maina 
Gielgud production in the 1980s and 90s 
(“everything but Aurora!”), including the Bluebird 
before royalty at Covent Garden, and the Prince. 
He also surrounded himself with a crack team  
of collaborators, just as he did when he became 
artistic director directly after hanging up his 
dancing shoes in 2001. A key figure in both 
instances was the company’s Music Director and 
Chief Conductor, Nicolette Fraillon. McAllister 
describes their meeting as “kismet – we met and 
fell in love, artistically.” In the initial stages of the 
Beauty project, McAllister worked closely with 
Fraillon and the company’s Principal Pianist and 
Music Librarian, Stuart Macklin, to come up with 
an edit of Tchaikovsky’s score that was sensitive  
to its complex internal logic. 

The next step – a vital one – was to engage  
a designer. “The design is so integral to The 
Sleeping Beauty,” says McAllister. “Even when you 
look at reviews of the first production, the design 
was talked about as much as the choreography.” 
Tylesova was McAllister’s dream candidate, the 
perfect person to create the “lashings of 
old-school theatre magic” he was after. She 
accepted the commission over tea and muffins  
in a Surry Hills café in 2013. After she’d said yes, 
McAllister told her it was his 50th birthday. “I didn’t 
want to blackmail her by telling her that first!”

It turned out to be an even greater gift than 
he’d first thought. Tylesova “is one of the world’s 
great designers. She exudes creativity. And she so 
gets it – it’s like she was able to open up my brain 
and climb inside and look through my eyes.” She 
and McAllister began to bat ideas back and forth; 
as the design developed it would sometimes 
inspire the choreography. For instance, the 
Prince’s friends appear in the Act II hunt scene, 
and in Act III reappear dressed as characters from 
his favourite book of fairytales. Tylesova had the 
idea to make their Act II costumes subtly prefigure 
their Act III storybook guises, and McAllister made 
their behaviour follow suit: in Act II the “bluebirds” 
spat with the “cats”, “Red Riding Hood” carries the 
picnic basket, “Cinderella” is always clearing 
things up. 
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McAllister also engaged a dramaturge, the 
NIDA-trained dancer, choreographer and director 
Lucas Jervies. “I’ve tried in almost every big 
commission to enthuse the choreographers about 
working with a dramaturge. I was very inspired by 
working with George Ogilvie – he was the director 
of Peggy van Praagh’s Coppélia, and he came 
back to the company in 1985 to restage it. It was  
a real revelation for me as a young dancer: he 
taught me so much about stagecraft and 
storytelling. He gave a context to the characters 
for everyone in the company. He made us realise 
that we were so much more than dancers going 
‘chassé pas de bourrée’. I wanted to have that for 
this production.”  

Jervies has also been the person who  
has been able to “unlock those scary no-idea 
brain-dead moments” – although, by all accounts, 
there have been precious little of these. Supported 
by his artistic staff (including Fiona Tonkin, his first 
Aurora), McAllister has worked with extraordinary 
speed, consulting his omnipresent “Beauty Book”, 
in which he’s written every step of his ballet. 
Principal Artist Kevin Jackson, McAllister’s first-cast 
Prince, says, “David has stepped into the role of 
choreographer so effortlessly. It’s thrilling to watch 
him just be in his moment. And he’s working so 
quickly. He’s thought about it for a long time, he 
knows what he wants in each scene.” 

As part of that thought process, McAllister 
watched countless versions of Beauty, admiring the 
grandeur of the Bolshoi, the beautifully coached 
fairies in Anthony Dowell’s production for The Royal 
Ballet, the wealth of dancing added by Nureyev to 
his productions. McAllister’s Beauty, like most 
productions of 19th-century classics, is a collage 
of tradition; but he has ended up making far more 
original choreography than he’d expected, both to 
smooth the seams of his streamlined version and to 
realise his own ideas, like having the woodland 
nymphs in the Act II Vision Scene twining together 
like tendrils rather than standing in straight lines. 

He also has strong notions about the 
qualities he wants from the movement. “To me  
the Petipa style is about purity of line. It has a 
squareness and a straightness. Not that it’s stiff: 
there’s a lift to the upper body, and a beautiful 
elongation. The movement has to be full. 
Sometimes when you say to dancers “long, lean, 
length”, they get spiky. And I don’t want that – I 
want it to be really broad and majestic.” Principal 
Artist Lana Jones, his first-cast Aurora, says, “Of 
course the technique must be immaculate and 
perfect, but it also has to be alive, and David 
definitely wants it to look spontaneous, like  
you’ve just made it up in that moment.” 

“It feels great,” McAllister says, “to hand- 
craft something on the dancers.” Because of his 
long tenure as artistic director, the entire company 
now consists of dancers he has personally chosen, 
giving him a particularly close bond with his 
troupe. He hopes, too, that this Beauty, if it lives  
as long as he’s planned, will connect him with 
dancers of the future, long after he’s left the 
company. “I’d love to come back and stage it for 
future generations, just as Anne Woolliams did 
with her Swan Lake, and Peggy van Praagh did 
with her Coppélia, and Maina Gielgud did with 
Giselle.” (All three were previous artistic directors 
of The Australian Ballet.) 

McAllister doesn’t often dwell on the 
achievements of his career. “I’m always thinking  
of what’s next. Legacy is something you think 
about when you’ve gone.” It must be tempting, 
however, as he premieres this splendid Beauty, to 
linger over his path – from a dazzled child running 
around the house with pillows stuffed down his 
pyjamas in imitation of Georgiadis’ panniered 
courtiers, to a fairytale Prince, to a creator of his 
own bright seeds for the psyche. 

“he has ended up making far more original 
choreography than he’d expected, both to smooth the 

seams of his streamlined version and to realise his own 
ideas, like having the woodland nymphs in the Act II 

Vision Scene twining together like tendrils rather than 
standing in straight lines.”


