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      Gaolbird to Lyrebird

      Barry Kitcher’s delightful memoir tells the improbable story of a boy from the Australian bush who fell under the spell of ballet and found himself in the midst of some of the most exciting developments in Australian ballet history. He danced with the Borovansky Ballet, Australia’s most important and successful professional company before government subsidy lead to the formation of The Australian Ballet, of which he then became a founding member.

      Major figures like Edouard Borovansky, Peggy van Praagh, and Robert Helpmann are brought to vivid life, as is a galaxy of ballet artists from Margot Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev to Australia’s home-grown stars like Laurel Martyn, Edna Busse, Martin Rubinstein, Kathleen Gorham, Marilyn Jones and Garth Welch. Barry Kitcher’s own moment of historic glory occurred when Helpmann created the role of the Male/Lyrebird on him in his iconic ballet The Display. Originally self-published in 2001, the first edition of Gaolbird to Lyrebird sold out. The digital platform of this new edition enables the inclusion of many more images— over 340 compared to just over 100 in 2001—drawn largely from Barry Kitcher’s own collection of scrapbooks, enhancing the story and making it a historic treasure trove. Valuable inclusions from the first edition include the index and the comprehensive list of dates and programmes of the Borovansky Ballet.

      A must read for lovers of theatre, Australian biography and ballet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      Barry Kitcher was born in Cohuna, Victoria, in 1930 and spent his childhood nearby at the family farm on Gunbower Island. When he was in his early teens the family moved to Melbourne where in 1947 his interest in theatre became an obsession with ballet after he saw performances by the visiting Rambert Ballet.

      Lessons at the Borovansky Ballet Academy enabled him to become a member of the Borovansky Ballet Company. During the company’s down times Barry danced at the Tivoli Theatre as well as in England and Europe, returning to rejoin what became the last Borovansky Ballet Company. Subsequently, when The Australian Ballet was formed, Barry was contracted as a soloist. When that company’s Artistic Co-director Sir Robert Helpmann choreographed his iconic ballet The Display, he created the historic role of the Lyrebird on Barry.

      After retiring from the stage, Barry became a cinema and theatre manager, eventually joining the front-of-house staff at the newly built Victorian Arts Centre, where he had the distinction of managing the Playhouse and the Studio before being moved to the State Theatre and finally, the Concert Hall. He retired in 1995 and in 2001 self-published his memoir From Gaolbird to Lyrebird, which eventually sold out.

      Barry lives in Frankston on the Mornington Peninsula and is a popular public speaker about his time in theatre.
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        From the Publisher

      

    
    
      This new edition of From Gaolbird to Lyrebird is being offered first as a delightful memoir of a life in Australian theatre during the 20th century, particularly on the ballet stage. But it is also an invaluable primary source historic record of a very important stage in the evolution of Australian ballet as a professional performing art. Author Barry Kitcher tells his story with vivid detail and a present-tense vitality that captures the flavour of the times and the events through which he lived.

      Because From Gaolbird to Lyrebird was originally self-published (volume form, Front Page, Melbourne, 2001), there were many gaps in the referencing of source material and while this new, digital edition is extensively revised, not all the omissions were able to be corrected. Despite this, the content of the original text has been fully retained because it tells the story that Barry Kitcher wanted to tell and it contains many leads that would be of significant value to researchers and historians. In compensation for the lapses, the digital format has allowed the inclusion of  much more material, presented in pictorial form, from the author’s personal archive, which has survived despite the ravages of time and the attritions of moving house.

      Every image included has been selected on the basis of historic worth as information rather than on intrinsic visual quality: some of the images are blurry or otherwise flawed, some reproduce poorly and some have detail that does not display well in eBook format. Also, the quality of the visual reproduction will vary from device to device and with choice of reader software. However, this additional material represents a substantial historic record, interesting in its own right and most useful for further research.

      The index from the original edition has been included and it is easy to locate specific information by using the search function in any eBook reader software.
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          My country childhood 1930–1944

        

        ‘Yor fart, Barwey’

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

        With my dog Monty who had just caught and killed the snake that Dad is holding

      

      I grew up on Gunbower Island.

      If this name conjures up images of the Barrier Reef and exotic Queensland beaches with palms and sunbathing and tropical sunsets, you are wrong.

      Gunbower Island has no coastline at all and it is so small that it is difficult to locate on a map. But if you follow the course of the Murray River where it acts as the boundary between the states of Victoria and New South Wales, you will find it, situated more or less half way between the towns of Echuca and Cohuna. Here, the Gunbower Creek branches off from the Murray and weaves and meanders its way parallel to the river for approximately thirty five kilometres before re-entering the mainstream, thus forming an island.

      If you take the Murray Valley Highway out of Echuca, you will find yourself driving across an endless, flat, monotonous plain, but immediately you reach Gunbower and cross the creek onto the island, you will enter a lush agricultural oasis.

      This is where I grew up.

      It is a rich paradise of natural bush, blooming with an abundance of wildflowers in spring and supporting a huge variety of native birds including black swans, waterfowls, kingfishers, pelicans, galahs, cockatoos, parrots, kookaburras, ibis, curlews, spoonbills, mudlarks, and blue wrens.

      Little did I realise, in those early days of my life when I was surrounded by so much bird-life, that I would one day be called upon to portray one of our unique and rarest national symbols, the lyrebird, in Sir Robert Helpmann's ballet, The Display. Nor did I foresee that I would follow the migratory habits of some of these birds, and wing my way across the world to pursue my love of dance …
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          The Awakening 1944–1948

        

        ‘Nothing would stop me. I was fully bitten.’
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        Australian women dancers recruited for the Ballet Rambert tour—Kathleen Gorham, who performed as Ann Somers, leads (photo: Alec Murray/Ballet Rambert programme)

      

      On October 4, 1944, my parents and I set off on an epic journey into an unknown future. As our train pulled out of the tiny station at Gunbower, my mother cried softly. Her whole life had been lived in this district and now she was leaving it behind. All her family was there, her parents and most of her sisters. One sister, Lila had a farm right next to ours. We had lived in small close-knit, supportive community and the lives of both my parents had been woven into its fabric. Now there was little chance we would return. My father sat quietly, absorbed in his own thoughts. He had built up a successful dairy herd over more than 20 years of hard work and sacrifice. Half a lifetime’s work. Now he was forced to leave it all behind and there was nothing he could do about it.

      Me, I was unaware of just how painful this departure was for my parents. I was a 14 year-old and this was a new adventure. I was going to the city, with all its excitement and mystery. A place where there were theatres and Luna Park and beaches and all manner of new things to explor …
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          My years at the Studio 1947–1950

        

        'Aladdin's magic cave'
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        Edouard and Xenia Borovansky on their wedding day, at Caxton Hall, London 1933 (photo: courtesy of Mary Farmer)

      


      Entering the Borovansky Studio, in Roma House, 238 Elizabeth Street, was somewhat akin to entering Aladdin's magic cave.

      As you reached the top of the stairs, you had to pass by a very heavy steel fire safety door and once inside, you turned left to enter an airy, expansive studio that contained two wonderful semi-circular alcoves. Both looked out onto Elizabeth Street. The Studio, with its huge windows, draped curtains and high ceilings, oozed with atmosphere and spirit. Very large mirrors reached almost to the ceiling between each alcove, while ballet barres surrounded all the other walls. There were barres set very low for the children and higher ones for the adults. The Studio had an aura of power and dramatic ambience. This was where the famous portrait artist, Daryl Lindsay had done his paintings of the members of the company during the early 1940s.

      The floor was very smooth and laid with a very fine wood. Resin trays were strategically placed and an ample supply was always provided. This powder on the soles of our ballet shoes always gave us confidence to attempt the higher jumps. A subtle aroma of sweating bodies pervaded the air.

      From the entrance door to the right there was a long passageway adjacent to a small theatre which led to Madame's office and beside the office were two changing rooms. Drapes and curtains were hung in strategic places down this passageway that turned left into the theatre.

      I had begun my classes enthusiastically and worked my way through the initial rigours of stretching and extending my muscles to bring control to my movements, acquiring strength, stamina and elasticity. I lapped up this discipline, accepting it as a part and parcel of the class. These rigours were no hardship for me, in fact my body was yearning to be pushed to its extremities. Our bodies and our minds had to be moulded into a precise instrument for the highly disciplined dance form that is classical ballet. It was hard and demanding work, but I found it exhilarating as I began to gain mastery over some of the basic dance forms.

      I suppose that my country background was a help, in a way. Seeing my parents coping with the harsh disciplines of working on the land, I simply accepted that discipline was an absolute necessity in this context, too.

      There was great competition and friendly rivalry amongst us.

      On Sunday nights, we would often visit the theatre that Borovansky had built next to the studio so that students could perform their work and newly choreographed ballets could be trialed. These studio-theatre performances often maintained the impetus of the Borovansky Ballet Company during its recess periods. One new ballet that I saw there was The Black Swan, which Borovansky himself had choreographed and which was enlarged upon and later included in the 1951–52 Jubilee tour. There were many other great performances that I saw on these Sunday nights.

      As we new students gained more confidence, we would practice on the stage of the theatre in semi-darkness, attempting to copy the exercises and movements we had observed while watching the senior students in class.

      Usually, when we arrived for our nightly six o'clock classes, during the week, it was almost impossible to open the main door, which was crowded with mothers peering through the studio doorway, waiting to pick up their children from the 4.30 pm class. No one would dare to step one inch over the doorway, otherwise Madame would swiftly shut them out.

      The pianist for all our classes was the versatile and brilliant Dudley Simpson, a short, slim young man with very blonde hair and a slim, athletic appearance. He was almost able to make the piano dance across the studio floor. Never once did I see him use a sheet of music as he churned out, night after night, hundreds of incredible improvised melodies. Through his fingertips, Dudley generated, the sheer joy and exuberance of dancing, particularly when we were attempting longer and higher jumps. He would elevate and energise the music so that we reached heights we never thought possible.

      He was later to become the company's musical director before going overseas, where he composed scores for many BBC productions, including all the incidental music for the original Dr Who series. From there, he went on to achieve fame conducting for Dame Margot Fonteyn. He played for our classes while he was a student at the Melbourne Conservatorium and we were very privileged to work with such a remarkable talent.

      At the end of the children's class, Madame would leave the studio for a few minutes, allowing us to rush in and claim our position at the barre. It became a habit for us to find an individual place on that barre and claim it as our own.

      Madame would then make an entrance in a way that no-one else could. Imposing, regal and very tall, she drew every eye towards her as she strode forward with long, elegant legs on high insteps. She would monitor her entrance by keeping an eye on the mirrors. She often conducted her classes wearing high-heeled shoes, which only accentuated her elegance and beauty.

      Her head and her back were held straight in a wonderful carriage that exuded authority. In winter, she would have an old coat draped over her shoulders, but on her, that coat would acquire style and glamour. When her large, bulbous eyes fixed upon you, you became the victim of her scrutiny, which dissected your motives and chilled your very being …
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        ‘A very happy and secure kind of extended family’
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          Working with June Bronhill and the Marquis de Cuevas Ballet 1957–1958

        

        ‘Broken Hill Comes To London’

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          12
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