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  ABSTRACTS and BIOGRAPHIES 
 

1 1 9:15-10:30 Session 1: Haunted Histories: Ballet as a Lens on National Memory    
 

1.1  Dr. Jeanette Mollenhauer, Unity Dance Group: Margaret Walker, Classical Ballet and Applying 
Communist Ideals in Australian Dance 
 
In October 1938, 18-year-old Margaret Frey (later Walker) attended a performance by the Covent 
Garden Russian Ballet Company, and her life metamorphosed: she became entranced with ballet and, 
two years later, enrolled in classes taught by Edouard and Xenia Borovansky. However, it was her 
concomitant growing enthusiasm for the Russian (later, USSR) nation, language and political paradigms 
that renders Walker unique in Australian ballet history. She joined the Communist Party of Australia, its 
subsidiary, the Eureka Youth League, and the renowned left-wing New Theatre (Melbourne). There, 
Walker inaugurated the Unity Dance Group (UDG) and proceeded to educate its members in classical 
ballet technique. Only a few had previous dance experience, yet their repertoire quickly featured 
excerpts from theatrical ballets, Walker's own narrative ballets depicting life for ordinary Australians 
such as "Machinery Ballet" and "Waitress Dance", and folk character choreographies.  
 
The latter quickly became her preference: ideologically, from her knowledge of Igor Moiseyev's 
ensemble in the USSR and their balletic prowess; practically, through encountering Zionist youth group 
'Habonim' and their circle dances in Melbourne. UDG was part of the Australian delegation to the 
Communist-run World Youth Festival in Berlin in 1951, at which they performed another original 
choreography, The Little Aboriginal Girl, depicting first, injustice and subsequently, the emotional 
benefits of social enlightenment. Through UDG, Walker organised lunchtime concerts for factory 
workers, working towards her goal of "dance for all Australians" in both performative and participatory 
contexts. Her approach as Artistic Director combined knowledge and experience gained firsthand from 
the Borovanskys, from reading about Moiseyev, and from visiting the Bolshoi Ballet and other eminent 
schools in the USSR after the Berlin event. Thus, the template for her life's work was set. 
 
Biography 
 
Since receiving her PhD in 2017 from The University of Sydney, Jeanette (she/her/hers) has continued 
researching: first as an independent scholar then as an Honorary Fellow at The University of 
Melbourne. Most of her publications relate to Irish dance in Australia, along with Croatian dance, 
recreational folk dance, Australian calisthenics and taxonomic choices in dance studies. Current 
projects include a biography of Margaret Walker OAM, a chapter on theoretical approaches in 
Australian dance scholarship for the forthcoming Oxford Handbook of Ethnochoreology and co-editing a 
volume on Dance in Diaspora, to be published in 2026 by Bloomsbury. Jeanette is an Honorary Fellow 
(Dance), Faculty of Fine Arts and Music (VCA & MCM), The University of Melbourne. 
 

1.2  Dr Christine de Matos, Spectres of Australia’s War History: G’Day Digger! and 1914 
 
History is filled with bodies, and dance has a penchant for resurrecting some of their stories. However, 
those of Australia’s overseas wars are scarcely found in Australian ballet productions. This is surprising 
considering the importance of the idea of Anzac to Australian national narratives and public 
performances of nationhood; it is perhaps unsurprising for the same reason. This paper proposes to 
examine the hauntings of Anzac in Australian ballet through two case studies, first performed 40 years 
apart: G’Day Digger! (1958) and 1914 (1998). 
 
Australia has a rich body of literature on the history of dance, especially ballet. It is a different case for 
literature on dance as history, as an interpretation and performance of the past, the approach taken in 
this paper. Representations of Australia’s past were integral to the development of Australian dance in 
the twentieth century, often by crudely appropriating Indigenous forms and stories. Dance scholar 
Helena Hammond (2013) speaks of ballet’s potential as radical history; to act as an analytical tool of 
the past that is rarely acknowledged due to stereotypical views about the form. But can this be applied 
to Australian ballet when we turn to war history, its silences, and its spirits of national formation? 



 
The first case study, G’Day Digger! (choreographer: Beth Dean; composer: John Antill) was the 
inaugural ballet broadcast live by the ABC in 1958. It is a comical take on the returned soldier, in this 
case from Tobruk in WWII. The second, a more solemn production by The Australian Ballet, is 1914 
(choreographer: Stephen Baynes; composer: Graeme Koehne), performed in 1998 and based on a 
novel by David Malouf. Through these examples, the paper seeks to understand, whether approached 
though humour or poetry, whether through ghosts on the stage or ghostly absences, if ballet can act as 
a critical historical lens and, if so, what this might reveal about Australia’s wars past. 
 
Biography 
 
Christine de Matos is an adjunct researcher at The University of Notre Dame Australia (Sydney) and an 
independent historian. Her research focusses on the Australian role in the military occupation of Japan. 
Examples of her publications include Imposing Peace and Prosperity: Australia, Social Justice and Labour 
Reform in Occupied Japan 1945-1949 (ASP, 2008) and Japan as the Occupier and the Occupied (with Mark 
E. Caprio, Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). Recent journal article publications appear in Histories (2024), The 
International History Review (2024), and The Journal of War and Culture Studies (2025). She has also 
published on fiction and history and is currently pursuing research into representations of the past in 
contemporary dance and ballet. On this latter, see ‘Akram Khan and telling historical truths through 
dance’ in The Conversation (22 March 2018) and ‘Dance as Performative Public History?: A Journey 
through Spartacus’ in Circa: The Journal of Professional Historians (2020). 
 

1.4  Yvette Grant, A Triple Haunting: Valrene Tweedie’s 1957 Australian ballet, Wakooka 
 
At first glance, Valrene Tweedie’s 1957 ballet Wakooka is a light-hearted ballet about life on a sheep 
station. However, the reviews of its premiere suggest that to its contemporaries, Wakooka was a 
culturally significant work which captured the zeitgeist of Australia at the time. They compare it to the 
iconic Australian play, Summer of the Seventeenth Doll, and state that the discovery of choreographer 
Tweedie and her ballet “ought to be regarded in Australian ballet history as something akin to the 
discoveries of Diaghilev in Paris before World War I.”  
 
In the twenty-first century, Wakooka has been largely forgotten and, like many other modern Australian 
ballets of the 1950s, its ghostly remains now haunt only the archive. In this presentation, I will firstly 
argue that Wakooka is an important Australian ballet in which Tweedie has, with a nuanced and almost 
documentary lens, captured a transitional moment of modernisation in Australian history. Secondly, 
and within this, I will argue that it is haunted by an historically denied but persistent Aboriginal 
presence in a white Australian rural economy. I will finally argue that the nationalistic and documentary 
form of the choreography is due to its haunting by the creative presence of Tweedie’s twelve-year 
experience in the Americas working with iconic dancers, choreographers and directors such as Alicia 
Alonso, Agnes de Mille and George Balanchine. 
 
Biography: 
 
Yvette Grant is a researcher, PhD candidate and history tutor in the Dance School at The Victorian 
College of the Arts, at The University of Melbourne. Her current research explores the modern 
Australian works of Australian ballet choreographers Laurel Martyn, Joanna Priest, Louise Lightfoot 
and Valrene Tweedie. She publishes regularly in The Conversation; was chosen as one of the ABC’s 
Top 5 Arts Residents in 2022 and continues to feature on ABC Radio programs; and was a National 
Library of Australia fellow in 2023. 
 

2 2 11:00-12:30 Session 2: Material Presences, Unseen Forces    
 

2.1  Dr Emily Collett, Tricksters and Agitators: The ghosts of ballet costume 
 
This paper and its accompanying small experimental exhibitions examine Australian ballet costume as 
ghosts – tricksters agitating from their archives, traversing time and context to challenge the present. 



Developed in collaboration with colleagues at the Wilin Centre (VCA), the work explores how Wilin’s 
concept of ‘culturally agile scholarship’ – which bridges western and Indigenous approaches to 
knowledge – can reframe ballet costume from Australia’s western canon. In doing so, it seeks to restore 
context, connection and complexity into the stories we carry forward as a community.  
 
The two exhibitions question what these costume-ghosts could teach us by unpicking and decentring 
dominant relationships to object-based learning. The online exhibition centres on a single costume 
from Sun Music (1968), the Australian Ballet’s first non-narrative work which drew heavily on visual 
references to Aboriginal culture. The exhibition website can be re-activated for the symposium. The 
second exhibition examines Sidney Nolan’s costumes for the Royal Ballet’s Rite of Spring (1962), which 
are currently part of an exhibition at the Canberra Museum and Art Gallery (and the ballet is still in 
repertoire). These costumes bear the ghosts of direct appropriation from Australian Aboriginal culture, 
and the exhibition explores the role of language in their relationship to identity and erasure. This small, 
interactive exhibition could be installed at the symposium.  
 
This paper reflects on both exhibitions, drawing together Wilin’s culturally agile scholarship with Mary 
Kate Connolly’s notion that the unique slipperiness of costume-ghosts positions them as ‘witnesses to 
current erasures’ (2024, p.3) who can ‘repair or interrupt the predominant cultural and historical 
discourse’ (2024, p.27). These ghosts invite us to choose: remain haunted by their silences, or engage 
their costumed shadows as possibilities for enriching the stories we carry forward. 
 
Biography: 
 
Emily Collett (she/her) is a set and costume designer, researcher, and educator. Her work explores 
identity on individual, local, and national levels, specifically through costume as a cultural marker in 
relation to Australian identity. Her design work comprises live performance, film, television, and 
exhibition, with recent credits including Dream Factory with Melbourne’s Rollercoaster Theatre 
Company (2023), and The Lucky Country which premiered at Sydney’s Hayes Theatre Company in 2023 
and will tour Melbourne and Brisbane in 2025. Emily holds a doctorate in performance costume and is 
lecturing at the Victorian College of the Arts in Melbourne. www.emilycollett.com. 
 

2.2  Debra Winn, Spectral Traces: Monotype and the Memory of Movement 
 
This paper explores drawing and monotype printmaking as a spectral mode of research and response 
to contemporary ballet, focusing on Alice Topp’s Annealing as performed by The Australian Ballet. 
Topp’s choreography, grounded in transformation and non-traditional gender expression, resonates 
with my ongoing themes of strength, vulnerability, and fluid identity. 
 
My practice-based methodology situates drawing not simply as documentation, but as an embodied 
argument in itself – a staging of the spectral through process. Working from studio rehearsals, I build 
layered prints that capture not only form but presence: the atmosphere of movement, the residue of 
emotion, and the traces left behind by the dancer. In particular, the “ghost” monotype becomes a key 
site of inquiry. These fainter, secondary impressions are more than aesthetic afterimages: they are 
haunted cognates, echoing absence, and presence, and materialising the emotional fragility of 
performance memory. 
 
In this way, the visual itself becomes an argument – images as thought, line as interpretation, shadow 
as evidence of what lingers. By placing my work in dialogue with the long tradition of artists responding 
to ballet, from Degas to the Ballets Russes, I extend this lineage into the contemporary, where drawing 
is not merely reflective but transformative: an act of conjuring, witnessing, and honouring the unseen 
truths layered in every performance. 
 
Biography: 
 
Debra Winn is an award-winning Australian artist whose practice explores the intersections of drawing, 
printmaking, painting, and performance. Deeply inspired by the human form in motion, her work often 

http://www.emilycollett.com/


responds to rehearsals and performances of companies such as The Australian Ballet and New York 
City Ballet. Winn’s monotypes and etchings are held in national and international collections, including 
the New York Public Library and the State Library of Victoria. She has presented 26 solo exhibitions - 
among them a major solo show at the Australian Consulate General in New York City - and has 
participated in more than 70 curated and award exhibitions. Her accolades include the 2023 Australian 
Monoprint Prize and finalist selection for the 2022 Doug Moran National Portrait Prize. Winn holds a 
Bachelor of Behavioural Science from La Trobe University and is a La Trobe University alumna. 
 

2.3  Serena Graham, ‘Between Flesh and Tulle’: Ghosting Identity, Inherited Mime, and the White Skirt in 
Ballet 
 
This work reclaims and restages the deeply traditional and haunting pas de deux between Albrecht and 
the ‘wili’ Giselle. It exposes how binaries persist not only in performance but in deep muscle memory, 
particularly within such a canonical ballet. The piece considers three key forms of haunting beyond 
Giselle’s overtly spectral presence—the most physical representation of haunting in classical ballet. 
 
Firstly, the ghosting of masculinity and the haunting of identity. Historically inscribed in the body 
through strength, elevation, and leading the partner, masculinity in ballet is here restated from within—
not rejected outright, but softened, reassigned, and reimagined. The male as the ghost.  
 
Secondly, the ghosting within ballet’s inherited language and mime. Passed down almost unchanged for 
centuries, especially in Romantic works like Giselle, mime lingers even when removed. A cultural ghost 
inhabits the body and the stage: in the extension of arms, the pauses between narrative actions, and in 
the audience’s collective recognition. It haunts both physically and semiotically. 
 
Thirdly, the haunting of costume. The iconic white tulle, long synonymous with supernatural femininity, 
embodies one of ballet’s most powerful visual ghosts. In this work, it is not simply a costume but a 
spectral material of expectation, shaping how dancers inhabit it and how others respond to it on stage. 
 
Through these hauntings, the work interrogates tradition from within, restaging the pas de deux to 
reveal how history, language, and costume continue to live—ghostlike—in the bodies of dancers today. 
 
Biography: 
 
Serena Graham is a full-time dancer with The Australian Ballet, a position she has held since 2018 
following her graduation from The Australian Ballet School. Throughout her career, she has 
collaborated with some of the most influential figures in Australian ballet, performing in Graeme 
Murphy’s acclaimed works, rehearsing the Willis of Giselle under Maina Gielgud, and training under the 
directorship of Marilyn Rowe. In addition to her performance career, Serena is an emerging 
choreographer with a growing body of work. She has created original pieces for both The Australian 
Ballet and The Australian Ballet School, exploring the intersections of classical form and contemporary 
innovation. Serena’s dual practice as performer and choreographer informs her artistic inquiry, as she 
continues to investigate ballet’s evolving creative language and its relevance within today’s artistic and 
academic landscapes. 
 

2.4  Dr Gareth Belling, Dead Dreams and Monetary Men: Or, How money haunts the directorships of 
Australian ballet companies 
 
The dreams of Australian ballet companies have always been haunted by the needs and desires of the 
(mostly) men who hold the commercial and government purse strings. Deliberately riffing on the title of 
London-based, Australian choreographer Lloyd Newson’s seminal dance film, this paper looks at the 
artistic cost of fiscal requirements, and two women whose careers were dramatically altered by spectre 
of monetary men. Drawing a line between Laurel Martyn’s 1976 assertion that the “bigness” of 
subsidised ballet harms its artistic vibrancy, and recent deficits posted by The Australian Ballet and 
Queensland Ballet, I ask, what cost will ballet’s future pay for continued financial growth? 
 



The artistic development of Australian ballet companies have always been haunted by economic 
stability. In 2024, a financially troubled Queensland Ballet abruptly lost its newly appointed Artistic 
Director after only six months, before posting an almost $10 million deficit the year after. Similarly, in 
1976, Ann Woolliams resigned from The Australian Ballet, claiming it was more a business than a ballet 
company, when the board of directors would not support her artistic programming. When money is the 
guiding principle, and growth — in dancer numbers and production costs — is unsustainable, whose 
artistic dreams must be sacrificed next to secure the future of ballet in Australia. 
 
Biography: 
 
Gareth is a choreographer, researcher and dance educator. He danced with Queensland Ballet from 
2002 to 2012, and performed as a freelance artist until 2019, most recently with Collusion in his 
chamber ballets DESIRELINES in Guangzhou, and Turbine at Shanghai Dance Festival. Gareth recently 
completed a PhD at the University of Queensland, graduating with a Dean's Award for Outstanding 
Thesis. His research examined the establishment of live performance subsidy in Australia and its role in 
choreographing Australian ballet history. Practice-led research completed as part of a Master of Fine 
Arts (Dance) at QUT was performed by Queensland University of Technology and Queensland Ballet, 
and published by University Press of Florida 
 

3 3 12:30-1:15 - Cameos I 
 

3.1  Anne Butler. Fantastic Vegetable Garden: Unearthing dancer/choreographer Noelle Aitken, costume 
designer Wendy Tamlyn, and composer Edith Harrhy 
 
In the Performing Arts Collection at Arts Centre Melbourne rests a costume design titled Onion 
Hornpipe, created in 1951 by seventeen-year-old Wendy Tamlyn for The Vegetable Garden at the 
National Ballet School. The work, donated by John Cargher, is a rare survival of a vibrant collaboration. 
 
On the eve of Halloween, we might imagine the rolling rhythm of The Pumpkin Man, composed by 
Edith Harrhy, or light candles against the shadows while exploring La Potage Fantastique, 
choreographed by student dancer Noelle Aitken.  
 
Tamlyn, Harrhy, and Aitken—shadows from the past—were early collaborators shaped by a 
production model that echoed the Diaghilev era, a model fostered at the National Theatre Ballet 
School by its director, Jean Alexander. 
 
All three went on to become leaders in their fields—design, music, and dance. In 1950s Australia, their 
partnership was not only imaginative but quietly groundbreaking: a statement of women’s creative 
authority in the performing arts. 
 
Biography: 
 
Anne Butler holds a Postgraduate Diploma Classical Ballet Teaching (VCA), The University of 
Melbourne. She is a Fellow, Senior Examiner, Life Member and Chair of Cecchetti Ballet Australia, as 
well as Chair of Cecchetti International Classical Ballet. Anne teaches ballet, history of dance and is 
Coordinator of the Cecchetti program at the Victorian College of the Arts Secondary School, along as 
being on the Education Support Staff. 
 
As an independent researcher she has presented for many organizations including the National Gallery 
of Victoria, Johnstone Gallery, Royal Academy of Dance, The University of Melbourne and CORDS 
Conference, New York. Three of her papers appear in Cecchetti Pioneers published Canada, 2014. 
 

3.2  Liz Lea, The Spirit of 120 Birds 
 
In 1926 Anna Pavlova toured Australia with 120 live birds as part of her entourage. With her celebrity 
status her impact was profound and led to the founding of ballet as a new art form in a nation emerging 



as a colony. Australia has become one of the most prolific training grounds of exquisite and powerful 
dance artists shaping companies around the world. 
 
My talk draws on a Fellowship at the National Film and Sound Archive in 2009-10 and research at the 
National Library of Australia. This footage and connected research materials has led to the creation of 
several works in which the spirit of the choreography has been brought to life and feeds into my current 
choreographic practice spanning 35 years. 
 
Pavlova’s dedication to her artistry, prolific touring, incredible creativity and refusal to bow to societal 
norms – hence touring with 120 birds – shaped the emergence of our powerful ballet legacy and 
current dance landscape. In this spirit I share a small part of her influence on my work and practice.  
 
Biography: 
 
Liz Lea is a multi-award winning dance artist, choreographer and producer. Over three decades she has 
toured her work internationally and been commissioned in India, UK, Australia, South Africa, 
Singapore, USA and Kuwait. She directs The Stellar Company, a non-for-profit arts organisation and 
recently launched the Chamaeleon Collective, Canberra’s first inclusive dance company. She works 
with Accessible Arts as an Access Advisor and as an Audio Describer, having described shows for Dan 
Daw, Rebus and Sydney Dance Company. Liz toured her seminal one woman show RED over 5 years 
across Australia and the UK as well as to Singapore and India. Her new one woman show, Diamond, 
explores issues of female power and identity through the use of film, costumes, text and movement. 
She is currently developing a company work exploring Virtual Reality with a team of 9 ASEAN 
dancers. Liz Lea, is also Director of the Bold Festival: https://www.theboldfestival.com.au. 
 

3.3  Andreas Boyde, Ghosts in Masks: The Film Fragments of Le Carnaval 
 
When Robert Schumann started composing Carnaval at the age of 24, he was already haunted by 
depression, secret love affairs, confused artistic ambitions and a split personality, all reflected in the 
autobiographical narrative of this virtuosic piano cycle. Less than a hundred years later, Fokine created 
his ballet based on Schumann’s Carnaval, which proved to be one of the most popular productions of 
the Ballets Russes. The choreography is inspired by the music of Carnaval and its characters are drawn 
from the composer’s life, hiding behind allegorical masks. 
 
Rare footage of a live Le Carnaval performance, filmed during the Ballets Russes’ Australian tour in the 
1930s, reveals new insights into the original production. Presented in musical and choreographic 
context, the 90-year-old ghostly film fragments come back to life, and can be seen as a reflection of the 
emerging modern ballet in Australia. 
 
Biography: 
 
Andreas Boyde’s recitals in renowned concert venues and appearances as soloist with such orchestras 
as the London Philharmonic Orchestra, the Sächsische Staatskapelle Dresden, the Bolshoi Symphony 
Orchestra, the London Mozart Players and the Berliner Symphony Orchestra have secured Boyde’s 
reputation as an esteemed performing artist. 
 
Born in Oschatz, the pianist studied in Dresden and subsequently in London, and the Brandenburg 
State Orchestra appointed Andreas Boyde Artist in Residence for the season 2018/19. Boyde recorded 
the complete solo piano works by Johannes Brahms produced by German Radio and OehmsClassics. 
His extensive CD recordings receive five-star reviews from leading music magazines. His musicological 
interests are demonstrated in his reconstruction of the ‘Schubert’ Variations by Robert Schumann, a 
work that premiered in New York, now published by Hofmeister Leipzig. In 2023, he received the 
Gellert Kunst Preis Award in Germany for outstanding achievements, and he is a Henle Artist and 
Contributor as well as a Steinway Artist. 
 
 

https://www.theboldfestival.com.au/


4 4 2:30-3:10 - Cameos II 
 

4.1  Judy Leech, Peter and the Wolf: From Russia to Rambert and Reid 
 
Every ballet school and company in Australia seems to have its Peter and the Wolf, from Laurel Martyn’s 
1965 choreography for Ballet Guild (later Ballet Victoria) to the Queensland Ballet’s version presented 
just last June! In the 1980s, Rex Reid created a notable version of Peter and the Wolf that was toured 
widely around Australia by his company Rex Reid Dancers. It was seen by thousands of school 
students and the performances often included well-known actors narrating the plot. Reid’s Peter and the 
Wolf was haunted in turn by a production toured to Australia and New Zealand in the 1940s by Ballet 
Rambert. It was created by Rambert dancer Frank Staff. I will investigate the traces and echoes of 
Ballet Rambert’s version on Reid’s version and on the designs created by Adelaide’s James Aldridge. I 
will also endeavour to relate how both Rambert and Reid dealt with the demise of the Duck and the 
ghostly – or not so ghostly – “quack!” issuing from the Wolf ’s insides. 
 
Biography: 
 
Judy's love of ballet began with the Borovansky Ballet Company, and their performances of - in 
particular - Petrouchka, La Boutique Fantasque and Symphonie Fantastique. Following twenty-two years 
as a graphic designer for the ABC in Ripponlea, and illustrator of several children's books, she had the 
good fortune to meet Rex Reid AM and become involved, in a design capacity (sets, costumes and 
props), with his dance company - right up until his death in 2000. For twenty years, on and off, she also 
co-designed sets and created props for the Melbourne High and Mac.Robertson High Schools' 
musicals and plays. 
 
From the 70s onwards Judy attended ballet classes - principally those of the legendary Lynne Golding, 
and from 1998 she began an ongoing association with contemporary dance at Melbourne's 
Dancehouse.  She is an original and active member of Dr. Katrina Rank's Fine Lines Dance Group. 
Judy is a regular contributor to Theatre Heritage Australia's On Stage Newsletter, focussing on theatre 
and dance design and history - she is on its committee and on that of the State Library User 
Organizations' Council. 
 
 

4.2  Jane Andrewartha, Shining a light on the spirit of Mathinna: A shadowy tale laced with Australian 
colonialism and the cultural cringe 
 
It has taken a long time to uncover the real story of Mathinna, a Tasmanian aboriginal who lived 
c.1835-1852, and that story belongs to her people. The focus of this presentation will be the morals, 
values and accepted behaviours which have shaped her story, and how societal attitudes have 
continued to influence the telling of her story across the years. Particularly, I will examine more closely 
the circumstances around the eponymous ballet Mathinna (1954) created by Laurel Martyn, the 
thinking behind it, and the way it was presented. 
 
Laurel Martyn, herself a spectral figure frequently relegated to the background of Australian dance 
history, was appalled to realise in her late adolescence that she had never even seen an Aboriginal 
person, let alone conversed with one, despite growing up in an area of Queensland well-populated by 
First Nations peoples.   
 
The young Martyn considered herself a fine example of an enlightened mid-century Australian 
education, with a finely tuned sense of social justice. The need to shine a light on the neglected plight 
of the Aboriginal people and their terrible treatment haunted her. As a white woman of the mid-50s, 
she attempted through Mathinna to expose questionable underlying narratives and encourage others to 
examine more closely the sketchy truths and straightlaced morals of mid-century Australia.   
 
As a woman of vision, Martyn would be reassured to know the traditional owners have come forward 
to reclaim such stories through works like Stephen Page's Mathinna (2008) for Bangarra Dance Theatre. 



Such stories are finally being carefully researched, presented, and conserved. Martyn’s own persistent 
dedication to representing Australian themes and social circumstances, and supporting Australian 
dancers, composers and artists, is rich material for further discussions. 
 
Biography: 
 
Jane Andrewartha is a senior dance educator with over forty years’ experience in training students of 
all ages and LMDTS practitioners. She is Managing Trustee of the Laurel Martyn Foundation, 
Executive Manager of The Laurel Martyn Dance Teaching System (LMDTS) and Movement and 
Dance Education Centre. She worked closely with Laurel Martyn for over a decade, developing 
teaching resources and courses for Laurel’s holistic approach to dance training.    
 
Jane has worked in the VET system as a lecturer, and wrote course materials and assessments for 
several dance teaching qualifications and training organisations. She is also a qualified Pilates instructor 
and a certified Safe in Dance practitioner and course provider. She is committed to the improvement of 
dance teaching standards for young bodies and minds. 
 
 

4.3  Blazenka Brysha, ‘Ballet Wars’ 
 
The competition between fledgling ballet companies to establish themselves as professional entities in 
Australia during the period 1940-1960 was so fierce that it could be labelled as 'ballet wars'. The 
legacies of that period continue to haunt our perceptions and understanding of the events concerned. 
 
The major players, namely the Kirsova Ballet, the Borovansky Ballet, Ballet Guild and the National 
Theatre Ballet Company, all had partisan allies promoting their individual causes, which in turn 
coloured how they, their achievements and failings came, and largely continue, to be viewed. 
 
Meanwhile, documented facts and other information relating to the period remain very scattered and 
no thorough research of the period, exists. If we are to gain a more accurate view and understanding of 
this pivotal period in the development of Australian ballet as both a performance art and a classical 
practice, it demands to be thoroughly researched. We need to begin by gathering the facts and sifting 
through them. 
 
Biography: 
 
Blazenka Brysha is an independent arts journalist, dance critic and writer working professionally in 
print and radio media since 1980, and as a digital publisher since 2002. She is a former Associate 
Editor, Dance Australia magazine, ballet and dance critic, The Herald, Herald Sun and Sunday Arts 
program, Radio Melbourne, and author of the entry Ballet in Melbourne for the Encyclopedia of 
Melbourne edited by Andrew Brown-May and Shurlee Swain (Cambridge University Press, 2005). She 
began publishing her work on ballet and dance digitally on her website bbdance.com.au (2002–2005), 
pioneering such ventures in Australia. Since 2009 her website has been blazenkabrysha.com and in 
2016 she launched BryshaWilson Press, a digital venture which published an updated and extended 
version of Barry Kitcher’s memoir From Gaolbird to Lyrebird as an ebook. Simultaneously, she started 
producing and publishing her Facebook page Project Borovansky. 
 

5 5 3:30-5:10 Session 3: Ex(o/e)rcising Classical Ghosts      
  

5.1  Dr Maggie Tonkin, The Mad Scene and its Afterlives: Re-imaginings of Giselle in Meryl Tankard’s Two 
Feet and Garry Stewart’s G 
 
Giselle is frequently described as the ballerina’s greatest test, both technically and expressively. She must 
transition from an innocent village maiden to a spirit, the very human buoyancy and vivacity of her 
technique in Act I giving way to the exquisite yet deathly ephemerality of Act II. The so-called ‘Mad 
Scene’ that concludes the first act is pivotal to this transformation: when her lover is revealed to be a 

https://www.emelbourne.net.au/biogs/EM00147b.htm
https://blazenkabrysha.com/about/
http://www.bryshawilsonpress.com/From-Goalbird-to-Lyrebird/
https://www.facebook.com/ProjectBorovansky


disguised aristocrat sowing his wild oats, she loses her reason, and, in different versions, either dies of 
her weak heart or stabs herself with his sword. The ‘Mad Scene’ haunts the two most notable 
contemporary Australian revisions of Giselle: Meryl Tankard’s Two Feet (1988) and Garry Stewart’s G 
(2008). Stewart takes the depiction of Giselle’s madness as an expression of the 19th-century psychiatric 
discourse of female hysteria, but de-sexualizes it so that it is disseminated through the entire cast as an 
expression of contemporary anxieties. In Two Feet, Tankard references choreographic phrases, music 
and costumes from Giselle interspersed with scenes from the life of one of the ballet’s greatest 
interpreters, Olga Spessivtzeva, who spent 23 years incarcerated in a mental hospital, in order to image 
the art form of ballet—with its obsessive-compulsive perfectionism and body dysmorphia—as itself a 
mad scene. In both choreographies, the ‘Mad Scene’ is not so much an expression of individual 
derangement but rather synecdochic of an enduring mass psychopathology. 
 
Biography: 
 
Maggie Tonkin’s research ranges from literary studies to dance and performance studies. Her literary 
interests are in twentieth and twenty-first century literature, with special interests in postmodernism 
and women's writing, and her publications include the monograph, Angela Carter and Decadence: Critical 
Fictions/Fictional Critiques (Palgrave, 2012). 
 
Her monograph FIFTY: Half a Century of Australian Dance Theatre, a history of Australia’s oldest 
contemporary dance company, was published in 2016 by Wakefield Press. In 2018, she was awarded a 
National Library of Australia Fellowship to research the creative process of one of Australia’s most 
significant choreographers, Meryl Tankard, and she currently leads an ARC Linkage project 
LP2220200559 ‘Re-Activating Australian Dance Theatre’s Archive for the Future’, which investigates 
innovative ways to make the dance archive productive for future dance artists, students and scholars. 
She also writes and reviews regularly for the national dance magazine, Dance Australia; and her reviews 
have appeared in The Conversation, The Australian and Ballettanz, one of Europe's leading dance 
industry magazines. In addition to sitting on judging panels for various dance awards, she is a member 
of the Adelaide Critics Circle. 
 

5.2  Dr Andrew Furhmann, The Ghost of Petrushka’s Ballerina: Body Image and Choreographic Possession 
in Lucy Guerin’s The Dark Chorus 
 
Lucy Guerin’s The Dark Chorus (2016) conjures the image of the ballerina not as homage but as 
haunting. In this presentation, I argue that Guerin mobilises ballet imagery, condensed around the 
figure of a ballerina doll based on the character from Fokine’s Petrushka, to generate affective 
associations with the themes of control, subjugation and the individual self-discipline. The ballerina 
becomes a corporeal image through which The Dark Chorus reflects on the disciplinary logic of concert 
dance, both historical and contemporary. Guerin’s references to ballet do not so much gesture toward 
continuity with a living tradition as they animate its phantoms: expressions of choreographic power, of 
idealised bodily comportment, and of the dancer’s own complicity in systems of regulation and 
restraint. In doing so, she invites us to consider the extent to which contemporary dance continues to 
be structured by the very aesthetic regimes it seeks to resist.  To frame this discussion, I draw on 
Gabriele Brandstetter’s concept of the body image as a critical tool for interpreting the circulation of 
cultural imagery within the dancer’s body. For Brandstetter, such images function as “engrams of 
affective experience”, mediating between the embodied performance and a broader archive of 
historically charged gestures and figures. In Guerin’s work, these images are not fleeting or incidental 
but central to the affective force of the choreography. I argue that the image of the puppet ballerina 
functions as a nexus of sensations and associations that concentrate the atmosphere of unease that 
pervades The Dark Chorus. The work stages not only a gothic fantasy of bodily possession but also a 
self-conscious reflection on the legacy of ballet in the imagination of contemporary dance. 
 
Biography: 
 
Andrew Fuhrmann completed a PhD on the works of the Australian choreographer, Lucy Guerin, and 
has published on the affective affordances of postmodern choreography.  He is a guest lecturer at the 



Faculty of Fine Arts and Music, University of Melbourne and co-directed the creation of the Theatre 
and Dance Platform, a repository of significant Australasian performing arts collections hosted by the 
University of Melbourne. He maintains a research interest in the creation, expansion and maintenance 
of performing arts archives in the digital realm. He writes regularly on contemporary performance as 
the dance critic for The Age newspaper and other publications. 
 

5.3  Dr Ellin Sears, Reframing Colonial Histories through Ballet: West Australian Ballet’s Swan Lake (2022) 
 
Swan Lake was the greatly anticipated final production during The West Australian Ballet’s 70th 
Anniversary celebrations in 2022. Developed collaboratively between the WA Ballet and local 
Indigenous artists, this was the first professional classical ballet in Western Australia to use Noongar 
stories, music, and dance to replace or alter several components of the original text. The replacement 
of the prologue with a performance of The Black Swan Dance (performed here onstage for the first 
time in 120 years) gives precedence to these interstitials and foregrounds the Noongar story of how the 
Black Swan got its feathers, which is woven throughout the production. The change in setting to Perth 
(Boorloo) in the late 19th century also allows the inclusion of new characters: Indigenous elder 
Mowadji, and a group of Indigenous dancers Gya Ngoop Keeninyarra (One Blood Dancers). These and 
other changes see the narrative expand beyond the tragic love story at the heart of the original text, 
offering a critique of Perth’s colonial past, and touching on themes of environmentalism and Indigenous 
rights. 
 
The artistic aim of this production was to “interweave” Indigenous stories and culture with the 
European ballet tradition to create “a Swan Lake for Western Australia” (Nott, 2022). Described by one 
reviewer as “groundbreaking” (Nott, 2022), this production was greatly enjoyed by audiences and was 
fiscally very successful. But it has also drawn critiques that ultimately it did little more than add a “dash 
of local flavour” (Marshall, 2022) to a mostly traditional Romantic ballet. In this paper I will draw on 
reviews, critiques, and my own responses as an audience member to discuss this production in 
performance within the context of its premiere season in 2022, in order to discuss its place in the 
broader sphere of the ongoing decolonisation of classical ballet in Australia. 
 
Biography: 
 
Dr Ellin Sears is an educator and researcher based in Perth, Western Australia who works primarily out 
of Murdoch University. She is a practicing artist within the fields of acting, directing, as well as 
choreography and movement, and has a great love of teaching in the fields of dance, drama, and music 
theatre with students ranging from 18 months to adults. Her research interests include acting for digital 
roleplay simulation, dance in music theatre, and Shakespeare studies. Her doctoral research 
investigated the functions of musical theatre dance through the lens of audience reception, but her 
most recent research has included several papers on the award winning mixed-reality Simlab™ training 
program at Murdoch University, as well as a chapter in the Journal of Intercultural Studies (‘Hope, 
Performative Diversity and re-production: Hamilton and COVID-era Politics’). She is currently co-
authoring a chapter for Routledge exploring contemporary feminisms in music theatre and is also 
working on a written history of the longest running privately owned dance school in Western Australia. 
 

5.4  Dr Priya Srinivasan, Truths Stranger than Orientalist Fantasy and Fiction: South Asian Hauntings of La 
Bayadere 
 
In deploying decolonial methodologies through archaeological, architectural, semiotic, literary, 
historiographical and critical dance analysis, my research has uncovered invisible South Asian figures 
(dancers, dalits, mixed-race bodies) that lie beneath Petipa’s 19th century creation of La Bayadere, 
thereby questioning power and troubling simplistic understandings of orientalism and colonialism 
within the ballet. The invisible South Asian bodies are the metaphorical “shades” reflected in their 
iconic “arab”-esques in Act III of the ballet, that haunt the orientalist legacy of this popular work that 
continues to have untroubled and uncritical “brownface” performance practices in many parts of the 
ballet world.  
 



I have reshaped the libretto, costumes, set design and casting of dancers from a 
decolonial/postcolonial perspective while keeping much of the original dance content. I reveal the 
invisible traces of multiple encounters between the members of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) 
in the Coromandel in South-East India and Indians (including artists) who lived and worked there 
between the 17th and 18th centuries during a particular kind of cosmopolitanism and offer a reframing 
of some of the characters in the new libretto. I also analyse the impact of the tour by hereditary artists 
to Paris and Europe in 1838-1839 who have informed some of the dance and music sequences. In a 
spectacular turn, the new libretto reframes the “evil” and “orientalist” South Asian characters with 
actual corrupt, Dutch colonial figures, and renders the “shades” as shadows and projections of the 
hauntings of the many Indian dancers who lie beneath the surface of dominant archives.  
 
I am informed by my work with the Dutch National Ballet (over the last 5 years) to emerge as co-
director of La Bayadere with Ted Brandsen, Rachel Beaujean and Kalpana Raghuraman in a world first 
premiere in Amsterdam in 2026. This is the first time any Australian is co-directing La Bayadere for The 
Dutch National Ballet. My work stems from a creative and critical practice based on my background as 
artist and scholar and the promise this generative approach holds for decolonial, cosmopolitan and 
equitable ballet futures is tremendous on a global and local landscape within an Australian context. 
 
Biography: 
 
Dr Priya Srinivasan in an award-winning dancer, choreographer and researcher. Her groundbreaking 
intra and intercultural artistic practice and research is rooted in South Asian knowledges, shifting 
notions of what counts as contemporary art by prioritizing feminist decolonization processes, using 
immersive art for social justice while making visible and building platforms for marginal artists. She is 
the Artistic Director and co-founder of Sangam, a transformative performing arts platform founded to 
address systemic inequity in the arts in Melbourne, Australia. She is the author of the acclaimed book 
Sweating Saris: Indian Dance as Transnational Labor and was a tenured as Associate Professor at UCR 
after completing her PhD in Performance Studies from Northwestern University.  
 
Priya’s artistic, scholarly and social justice work have won numerous international and national awards. 
Most recently, she won “Breaking Ground” from the Green Room Awards for her feminist performance 
on violence prevention for “The Durga Chronicles” in 2023, and in 2024 “Art Transforming the Public 
Sphere” from the Dance Studies Association (USA), Asia Society’s “Game Changer Award” for Cultural 
Transformation and Foreign Affairs and the inaugural National Award for “Asia Pacific Impact” from 
Creative Australia. In recent years, Bunyi Bunyi Bumi, an acclaimed Asian/ First Nations intercultural 
intergenerational dance choreography about climate justice, premiered at Asia TOPA in 2025, co-
directed with Raymond Blanco and Vernon Ah Kee. Agam, a dance music collaboration with the 
Melbourne Symphony Orchestra at the Sidney Myer Music Bowl to audiences of 10,000+ and Copy of 
the Copy premiered at Dancehouse in August 2025 and forthcoming is her production of La Bayadere 
for the Dutch National Ballet in March 2026. 

 

https://tupress.temple.edu/books/sweating-saris

