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The fabric room is a repository of riches. For The 
Sleeping Beauty alone, costumes are conjured 
from silk, brocade, velvet, faux fur, lace, beaded 
lace, military flannel, feathers, digital prints, 
and almost 5000 metres of tulle. Costumes are 
made to last at least ten years, and while extra 
bolts of fabric are kept on site for small repairs, 
refurbishing a full production is an art unto 
itself. The team make clever substitutions where 
the original fabrics are no longer available, or 
treat new fabrics to achieve the same result. 
Formaldehyde was used for many years to give 
tutus their characteristic stiffness. Since it was 
phased out, the staff are in constant battle against 
“tutu droop” as they test less toxic solvents.  

Every costume begins with a sketch, which 
dictates everything from the length of a sleeve  
and the volume of a skirt to the colour and weight 
of the fabric. 

Working from the designer’s sketch, the specialist 
ladies’ or gentlemen’s cutter cuts out the bones 
of the costume, which then goes to the costumier 
to assemble. As in haute couture, the costume is 
first made as a “toile”, or a calico mock, to finalise 
the design before it’s rendered in more expensive 
fabrics. The toile is placed on a mannequin and 
the cutter and costumier then make further 
refinements in consultation with the designer, 
adding frills, introducing buttons, adjusting the 
drop of the waist or – in the case of Beauty – 
adding lashings of braid and ribbon. 

Aladdin’s Cave
Twelve permanent wardrobe staff work at The Australian 

Ballet, including a production manager, costumiers, a 
milliner and a wigs supervisor, but the team balloons to 

as many as 30 for a full-length new commission like The 
Sleeping Beauty.  The soundtrack in the sunlit atelier is 
the gentle hum of sewing machines, the hiss of industrial 

steamers, the rustle of silk  being unfurled, and the 
delighted “ahhhhhhs” of those who visit. Kate Scott takes 

us inside The Australian Ballet’s costume department.

© Rose Mulready

Photography Kate Longley  
and Justin Ridler

In stark contrast to the warm atelier is the dyeing 
room, where a rainbow of bottles labelled with 
names like “Alfalfa”, “Chicken feet” and “Cupids” 
are set against white tiles and industrial vats.  
Here, Specialist Dyer Lynn Munro tints fabric, 
tights, socks and ballet shoes to the prescribed 
hue, checking the result under a stage light 
installed expressly for that purpose.

Regular costume fittings are essential to ensuring 
the “danceability” of an outfit, and the dancers’ 
feedback is crucial. Does it affect balance? Does 
it feel precarious? Does it pinch? Does it restrict 
moment? Tweaks can happen right up till the last 
moment: for instance, after the dress rehearsal for 
the Gabriela Tylesova-designed Eastern fantasy 
Shéhérazade, which involves much writhing and 
rolling on the floor, the elaborate beading was 
toned down because it was bruising dancers. 
Fittings are also a good opportunity for dancers  
to see what their partners are wearing, so they’re 
not suddenly confronted with a rat for the first 
time onstage, or can adjust the grip of a lift 
around voluminous frills. 
_

Kate Scott is the editor of Luminous: Celebrating 
50 Years of the Australian Ballet.

Left: Gabriela Tylesova's design 
for the Fairy of Musicality in David 
McAllister's The Sleeping Beauty

Left: Soloist Robyn Hendricks and 
Ladies' Cutter Musette Molyneaux 
fit Gabriela Tylesova's costume for 
the Fairy of Generosity
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Most wardrobe staff train in costume design – 
graduates from NIDA and WAPA are common 
– but skills are passed down the old fashioned 
way: from senior costumiers to junior ones. 
Constructing a tutu, for instance, is an art that can 
only be learned on the job. Unsurprisingly, it’s a 
place people tend to stay a long time: Production 
Manager Michael Williams and Senior Costumier 
Maureen Ryan total 60 years of service between 
them. “When you overhear something in the 
auditorium of how lovely the costumes are, or 
when the curtain lifts up and people applaud, 
that’s the most satisfying thing,” says Maureen. 
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Beading, buttons, sequins and braids are used 
liberally on classical costumes to make them 
dazzle under stage lights and project their 
glamour to the very back of the theatre. Each 
of the women’s costumes for The Sleeping 
Beauty is salted generously with Swarovski 
crystals, ranging in size from a poppy seed to a 
20-cent piece. How many crystals? “Impossible 
to quantify,” says Production Coordinator Jenny 
Howard. “We don’t count them, we just sew them!” 
The production also features around 700 faux 
flowers, handmade in New York, in an array of lush 
pinky hues.
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