
THIS HAPPY 

MOMENT
Alexei Ratmansky has swept the ballet world  

before him. In 2013, he made his first full-length work in Australia.   
Deborah Jones met with him to talk about his reimagined Cinderella.
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In her DanceBeat column in 2011, veteran critic 
Deborah Jowitt joked that ballet companies reminded 
her of squabbling schoolchildren: “Nyah, nyah!  
I’ve got more Ratmanskys than you do!” Alexei 
Ratmansky, Jowitt continued, makes “beautifully 
crafted, imaginative, warm-hearted works” that have 
become hot commodities. True then, even truer now. 
Ratmansky is without question the world’s most 
coveted choreographer. 

The companies fortunate enough to have the 
Russian’s work in their repertoire form a relatively 
small, stellar society and include the Mariinsky, the 
Bolshoi, Royal Danish Ballet, Dutch National Ballet, 
San Francisco Ballet and New York City Ballet. The 
Royal Ballet secured its first Ratmansky work only  
in 2013 but The Australian Ballet now has a pair,  
with Cinderella joining 2009’s one-act Scuola di ballo. 

The list of the lucky naturally includes American Ballet 
Theatre, where Ratmansky is artist in residence. His 
contract started in 2009 and runs until 2023 – an 
indication of how valuable ABT considers its prize, 
which it cannily protects by releasing Ratmansky 
for more than half the year to work with the other 
companies lining up to get their share. Everyone’s  
a winner.

The world has gone mad for Ratmansky because  
he, more than any other choreographer working today, 
is a classicist. Unashamedly so, says The Australian 
Ballet’s Artistic Director David McAllister. “He loves 
the form, audiences love it, and so do the dancers. 
They are doing what their training has prepared them 
for.” Ratmansky returns the compliment, saying of 
McAllister’s company, “There is definitely something 
Australian about the way they dance. I guess it’s a 
combination of influences and schools. I find it a very, 
very good school. Really strong. The dancers are  
alive. At the same time they’re precise, well placed, 
musical. There’s something sunny about them.”
 
Ratmansky’s instinct and gift is to make ballet a fresh, 
vivid, living language. The vocabulary and history are 
used and honoured, but what he has learned from 
Petipa, Bournonville, Massine, Balanchine and others 
is delivered with his own distinctive accent. Unlike 
Balanchine, for whom the medium was (gloriously)  

the message, Ratmansky makes ballets that, 
even when apparently abstract, are full of ideas, 
implications, complexities and resonances. There may 
not be a narrative but there’s a story, or many stories.

Not surprisingly, he loves Russian music for its melody, 
its theatricality and its danceability. It is music he  
knows well and has used often: Shostakovich many  
times, as well as Stravinsky, Tchaikovsky and 
Prokofiev, the composer of Cinderella. 

St Petersburg-born, Ukraine-raised Ratmansky,  
46, trained as a dancer at the Bolshoi Academy.  
He graduated in 1986 but wasn’t accepted into  
the Bolshoi Ballet. Never mind. He would become  
its artistic director in 2004 at the age of just 36, 
having the previous year made for the company a 
hugely successful version of the Soviet-era ballet The 
Bright Stream, only his second full-length production.

During his time at the Bolshoi Ratmansky introduced 
new works and choreographers, resuscitated ballets 
lying in the company vaults and cemented his reputation 
abroad. “When I was at the Bolshoi I felt a responsibility 
for our generation to restore things that were forgotten 
or neglected,” he says. Some wonderful music had 
been discarded along the way. Was he surprised 
Shostakovich’s score for The Bright Stream had 
languished? “I was praying no one used it before  
me. It was lucky.”

As the scandal surrounding the attack on its artistic 
director has shown, the Bolshoi was never the easiest 
place to work, and Ratmansky left in 2008. America 
called, just as it had for George Balanchine 80 years 
ago. Ratmansky was courted by New York City Ballet 
and American Ballet Theatre; the latter won. 

Choreography attracted Ratmansky when he was  
still a teenager – “by the time I was 14 or 15”, he  
told US dance writer Marina Harss. He wasted no  
time, making small pieces at his first company, Kiev’s 
Ukraine National Ballet. His earliest work emerged  
in 1988. “I didn’t have any style then,” he told Harss. 
He was hired as a dancer at Canada’s Royal Winnipeg 
Ballet in 1992 and found encouragement for his 
burgeoning choreographic talent. (There’s a happy  
local connection here: Royal Winnipeg was led at 
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the time by a dashing former principal artist of The 
Australian Ballet, John Meehan.) Seven years with 
Royal Danish Ballet followed, introducing Ratmansky 
fruitfully to the buoyant, intricate Bournonville style. 
Then came the Bolshoi job.

It was the Mariinsky, however, that gave him a  
chance in 2002 to make his full full-length work, 
getting in just before the Bolshoi. The ballet was 
Cinderella, which the Mariinsky has revived several 
times, most recently in 2012. But Ratmansky was  
less than satisfied with the work.

Jump to about three years ago and a conversation 
David McAllister had with Ratmansky. McAllister soon 
learned Ratmansky would welcome a chance to “look 
at [Cinderella] with new eyes”, as the choreographer 
says. It was a fortuitous invitation, given the upsurge 
in interest in Cinderella over the past few years. And 
fortuitous for The Australian Ballet that no one else  
had thought to approach Ratmansky about it. 

McAllister told the choreographer that Cinderella 
was the first ballet he saw; he wanted a magical 
production: “Ratmansky uses that beautiful classical 
dance palette so well. He’s immensely musical. The  
big full-length story ballets need someone who will  
get inside the music. That’s where the story lies.”

The current rage for Cinderella is a puzzle. Ratmansky 
has no explanation, except to note that Prokofiev’s 
“is one of the best scores ever”, and also that, unlike 
with Swan Lake or The Sleeping Beauty, there is no 
classical-era production of it; “no definite version”.

Of course many in the West see Frederick Ashton’s 
1948 Cinderella as the yardstick, with its starry, high-
concept casting of Ashton and Robert Helpmann as  
the Ugly Stepsisters. Ratmansky adheres instead to  

the scenario used by Prokofiev in which the sisters, 
played by women, are designated as Skinny and 
Dumpy, and says he wasn’t influenced by other 
choreographic interpretations. When he was in ballet 
school the Russian Cinderella wasn’t in the repertoire  
of the Bolshoi or the Mariinsky. “And the Ashton I 
didn’t know until much later.” 

Ratmansky’s instinct and gift is to make 
ballet a fresh, vivid, living language.  

The vocabulary and history are used and 
honoured, but what he has learned from 

Petipa, Bournonville, Massine, Balanchine 
and others is delivered with his own 

distinctive accent.

In Ratmansky’s production for The Australian Ballet,  
the change most likely to surprise anyone who knows 
Ashton’s production is the replacement of  the fairies  
of Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter with celestial 
bodies. Planets, not seasons, will reflect “the time and 
order of the universe”, Ratmansky said shortly after 
arriving in Melbourne to work on the ballet. This broader 
view will be expressed by male and female dancers 
rather than the usual quartet of women. “I wanted to try 
something different. I think the music allows for a range 
of interpretations. I feel that the variations, and there 
are a few of them, when there is one person dancing 
– it feels like it is not enough for me.”

The new production also differs from Ratmansky’s 
2002 version in the Stepsisters’ dance lesson, the 
ballroom scene and the early part of Act III, when the 
Prince travels in search of Cinderella (Ratmansky  

is using a very full version of the score). “I felt I had  
too much mime in some scenes,” he says. “It wasn’t 
well balanced. It needed some more substantial 
dancing from secondary characters. The best thing is 
to have [the storytelling] done through dancing. That’s 
where I’d like to depart from my first try.” There is no 
pumpkin coach and the fairy godmother figure, who 
wears a bowler hat, is described as eccentric.  
“She’s not your tutu fairy with a tiara.’’

The ballet is set in Russia at about the time the  
music was written. Ratmansky describes the setting  
as being “between two wars”, referring to the two 
great European conflicts of the 20th century. The 
Bolshoi premiered the ballet in 1945 and the music  
has a deeply melancholy undertow.

“It’s a strange combination – Prokofiev was referencing 
the pre-revolutionary big fairytale ballets, but at the 
same time it was very modern, I think. Of course 
there’s the fact that it was written at the time of the 
war. It’s all there – the feel of time, the sense of time,” 
says Ratmansky. “I guess there was a huge desire [on 
Prokofiev’s part], unconscious, for something sweet 
and light and a happy ending, and to get away from all 
those tragedies. But … I like not to say, this is a happy 
moment, but say, this happy moment, it passes in a 
moment. And what happens after?”

Deborah Jones is a Sydney-based arts writer who specialises in dance
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