
While much of Coppélia’s enduring appeal 
is thanks to the magic of Dr Coppelius and 
company, it is the young peasant couple – 
strong-willed Swanilda and Franz, her fickle 
fiancé – who truly carry this ballet. “To be 
a Swanilda or a Franz you really need to 
have that glint in your eye,” says Artistic 
Director David McAllister, “a bit of a sparkle 
in your step.” Such standards were set by 
a precocious 16-year-old called Giuseppina 
Bozzacchi who, as Swanilda, wowed the Paris 
Opéra with her coquettish charms and fleet 
footwork when the ballet debuted in 1870.

Dame Peggy van Praagh – The Australian 
Ballet’s first artistic director – never expected 
to dance Swanilda when she joined Sadler’s 
Wells (now Royal) Ballet in 1941, but the role 
would become the most significant of her 
career. Mary Honer, the ballerina cast for the 
role of Swanilda was unable to dance. Peggy, 
it was decided, was the one to fill her shoes. 
She had just four days to prepare for the 
role, and just one rehearsal with her Franz – 
none other than Robert Helpmann. Swanilda 
became Peggy’s signature role and later, in 
Australia, the ballet became her signature 
production. “Coppélia was her baby,” says 
Marilyn Jones, one of Australia’s preeminent 
ballerinas, who worked closely with Peggy 
for over 20 years. “Because she actually 
performed that role herself, it was something 
that was very special to her.”

Marilyn performed just one season of Coppélia 
in her career, but it was a season of great 
significance – part of The Australian Ballet’s 
inaugural programme, with Marilyn a principal 
artist at just 23. As it happens, Marilyn very 
nearly didn’t play Swanilda at all, though it 
had nothing to do with a lack of sparkle. When 
Dame Peggy staged Coppélia in 1960 for the 
Borovansky Ballet she considered Marilyn 
“too tall” for Swanilda. Two years later, she 

clearly had a change of heart. “She was a bit 
of a character,” Marilyn recalls. “I said to her, 
‘I thought I was too tall?’ She looked me up 
and down and said, ‘Yes, but darling, you’ve 
shrunk’,” Marilyn laughs. Perhaps it was an 
illusion thanks to her “six-foot-something” 
partner Caj Selling, a recruit from the Royal 
Swedish Ballet, who played Franz. “It came 
naturally because I was young at the time,” 
says Marilyn. “It was a lot of fun to do. I  
mean, I always found her character a bit  
of a silly girl,” she adds with a laugh. 

It wasn’t to be her last encounter with 
Swanilda, however. When Dame Peggy, 
together with George Ogilvie, revamped 
Coppélia for the company in 1979 (the version 
that stands today), Marilyn had just been 
appointed artistic director. And later, as a 
teacher, she would pass the torch to even 
younger generations of mischief-makers. “At 
summer schools I found that was the one they 
loved doing – act two of Swanilda’s part.” It’s 
not hard to see why dancers adore the spirited 
bossy boots. “She’s quite conniving and 
mischievous,” says David McAllister. “In  
the first act she’s absolutely monstrous.” 

He should know. David danced Franz countless 
times between 1985 and 2000, establishing 
acclaimed rapports with some of the 
company’s most resplendent leading ladies: 
Miranda Coney, Fiona Tonkin and Rebecca 
Yates. As a young soloist, in just his second 
year with the company, it was David’s first full-
length principal role (and the last time Dame 
Peggy staged the production, with George 
Ogilvie again at her side); it was the role that 
saw him dancing before Diana Princess of 
Wales at a Royal Gala performance in London, 
and it was as Franz that David would bid 
farewell as principal dancer. “I felt like every 
time I put that costume on I knew exactly who 
I was and what I was going to do,” David says. 

“I guess that came from having done it at 
such a young age, but also having had such 
great people to work on it with.” Shallow, vain 
and hopelessly immature, Franz is almost 
as virtuous as Swanilda. “Gormless” is how 
David describes him, laughing. “Basically 
he falls in love with every woman he sees.” 
He discovered deeper dimensions to the 
character, however, with each return season. 
“Swanilda gets Franz to do exactly what she 
wants – even if he thinks he’s being incredibly 
independent. It’s a very tempestuous 
relationship, and as I got older I found  
much more of that complexity in the role.”

While Swanilda may not have Aurora’s Rose 
Adagio or Juliet’s rollercoaster of emotions 
she is nonetheless a ‘must-dance’ role of 
the ballet canon; the repertoire’s ultimate 
soubrette. “You want to be able to say, ‘I’ve 
done Swanilda’, definitely,” says Senior Artist 
Lana Jones. As she explains, the character’s 
vivacious veneer can be deceiving. “It looks 
like it’s all fun and games,” Lana says, but 
she knows only too well the stamina required 
to make Swanilda sparkle is enormous: “The 
lower legs and feet – keeping all that neat  
and tidy, and not showing the fatigue.” 

As well as “dancing her toes off” – as David 
puts it – Swanilda must sustain a story with 
the aplomb of an accomplished comedienne 
over three acts. Jones found herself in 
capable hands under the tutelage of one 
former Swanilda, Fiona Tonkin (who in the 
words of her adoring Franz, David McAllister, 
“just radiated on stage”). 

While this may be her professional debut 
in the role, Lana isn’t a complete stranger 
to the feisty heroine, having tackled one of 
Swanilda’s solos for a major competition as 
a student. “It will be nice to do a full circle 
and get to really do it,” she says of playing 
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the bride-to-be: and this time with real life 
experience to draw on, having recently married 
fellow Senior Artist Daniel Gaudiello.

While Lana has already performed the roles of 
leading ladies Aurora, Kitri and the scheming 
Baroness von Rothbart, with Coppélia she 
is reliving the emotion of a full-length debut 
through her husband. Franz is Daniel’s first 
principal role in a classic three-act ballet, 
like it was for David McAllister before him. 
Promoted to senior artist for 2010, Daniel 
is taking his flair for firecracker solos to 
the next level. The company’s excitement 
lifts a notch, Daniel says, when one of the 
“traditionals” comes around. “You’re in the 
big pool,” he explains. “People have done it 
all around the world.” He is motivated by local 
heroes too, including Lisa Pavane and Greg 
Horsman, whose interpretations were captured 
in The Australian Ballet’s 1992 simulcast 

performance. “I looked at that and thought, 
‘Dan, you’d better up that game’.” Like Lana, 
Daniel encountered Coppélia in his student 
days; he took on Franz at just 16 (albeit, he 
admits, with somewhat modified partner-work). 

Technically, the role has evolved considerably 
since its Paris premiere – it’s no longer danced 
by a woman for starters. With the comely 
Eugénie Fiocre starring as Franz there was 
no male solo to speak of, but also, without 
the male brawn, no grand pas de deux – now 
a standard highlight of act three. Thanks 
to Dame Peggy, The Australian Ballet’s 
current production also boasts an extremely 
demanding solo for Franz. “It’s one of the 
longest male solos in the repertoire, so it’s a 
really hard test,” David says. One performance, 
he recalls, was particularly so, thanks to a 
conductor not exactly au fait with ballet. “It 
was almost half the tempo,” says David, 

reliving the pain. “I remember doing a lot of 
balancing on one leg for a very long time.” 

The final act is quite a change of pace for 
Franz after the workshop antics of act two, 
where our hero finds himself strapped to 
Dr Coppelius’ malevolent wheel (dubbed 
the “wheel of fortune”, according to David). 
Although he may have little dancing to do, 
act two is hardly uneventful for Franz, with 
menacing dolls to evade and windows to 
climb through – David recalls one precariously 
placed ladder that very nearly sent him flying 
into the auditorium. “None of the pyros ever 
went off in my face, so I was pretty lucky,” he 
laughs. For Daniel, the famous second act is 
a welcome opportunity to bust out his acting 
chops. “I go to town on the character,” he 
admits with a laugh. “If I can make sure the 
audience are laughing and having fun, well 
then I’ve done my job.”

Jessica Thomson is a performing arts writer and  
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