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Queensland Ballet’s Bespoke: 
out of the box 
by SHARON VERGHIS 
 

!  
Arts reporter, Sydney @SVerghis 

!  
Queensland Ballet dancers Sophie Zoricic and Vito Bernasconi. Picture: Glenn Hunt 

Li Cunxin is watching rehearsals of Queensland Ballet’s new 
contemporary program, Bespoke, when he suddenly jumps up. 
On quick feet, he arrows in on a dancer engrossed in his 
mobile phone. There’s a whispered reprimand, and the 
chastened dancer leaves. Soon, Li spots another culprit. 
There’s a repeat performance: a lightning pounce, a quick, 
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stern whisper in the ear, and a dancer scuttling out, head 
bowed in remorse. 
“Li does not like mobile phones in rehearsals,” whispers a 
company representative as we watch. Don’t be fooled by that 
genial exterior, that little interlude signals. For all his easy 
charm — and the artistic director of the Queensland Ballet has 
it by the bucketload — here lies an exacting taskmaster with a 
Confucian eye for discipline, focus and effort. 

!  
Queensland Ballet artistic director Li Cunxin. Picture: Jack Tran 

In Li’s world, slackers are given short shrift, hard workers 
elevated. He points to a young company dancer, Zach Fang, 
working hard on his partnering even though “he is recovering 
from a recent injury. A foot landed on his neck during a lift — 



very sore.” Later, as newly anointed junior soloist Lina Kim-
Wheatstone reprises a tricky bit of footwork in a Nutcracker 
pas de deux, he whispers approvingly: “She is very 
hardworking. When I announced she was soloist, the whole 
company went ‘ohhhh …’ ” 
Li’s own penchant for hard work has played a big role in the 
dramatic five-year transformation of this small state company. 
Established in 1960 by Charles Lisner, it is one of Australia’s 
three main ballet companies along with the Australian Ballet 
and the West Australian Ballet. This is where the charismatic 
former principal dancer — known as Mao’s Last Dancer after 
his 2003 memoir and Bruce Beresford’s blockbuster 2009 film 
— has kicked a series of remarkable goals since being 
appointed director in 2012. 



!  
Queensland Ballet dancer Sophie Zoricic. 

Among them: securing the Australian premiere of Kenneth 
MacMillan’s venerable Romeo and Juliet, attracting superstar 
guest artists of the calibre of Tamara Rojo, Alina Cojocaru and 
Carlos Acosta to partner QB dancers, and cementing 
partnerships with companies such as English National Ballet 
and the Royal New Zealand Ballet that have spawned new 
ballets including a bright, pretty A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
in 2015 by wunderkind choreographer Liam Scarlett. 
His programming formula of big, blockbuster classics, sharp 
and short triple bills, and audience-friendly contemporary 
pieces — he cheekily calls it his yum cha aesthetic — has 
proved a winning mix, attracting record-breaking ticket sales 
(the company achieved more than $3 million in box office 



income for the first time in 2015), subscriber numbers, and a 
1400 per cent increase in corporate sponsorship and 
philanthropy over the past four years. 
So successful has QB been in the latter area that figures from 
the Australian Major Performing Arts Group last year showed 
that Queensland is enjoying the nation’s biggest surge in 
private-sector arts support thanks to the rising fortunes of its 
state ballet company. 
In October, Scarlett, artist-in-residence at the Royal Ballet, was 
announced as QB’s new associate artist. The young star 
dancemaker, 30, will make new works for the company and 
also provide access to his much-sought-after existing slate of 
ballets over the next four years. 
Li says happily that QB “will be his second company”. The 
director put his famously persuasive skills to work when 
Scarlett was in Brisbane last year to work with the company on 
A Midsummer’s Night Dream: they hit it off famously, he says. 
“He felt like an old friend. I knew the Royal Ballet is his 
home, so I said to him, wouldn’t it be wonderful if Queensland 
Ballet was his second home? 
“We will have at least one of his ballets every year … and we 
will definitely be doing world premieres.” He has invited 
Scarlett to use QB as kind of lab for mid-size works. “With the 
Royal Ballet, you create huge ballets, and that’s not us, but 
what he did with A Midsummer’s Night Dream — for a smaller 
company, smaller budget — it was so amazing, beautiful. 
“I said, there so many companies of our size around the world, 
why don’t you use us [to make works like this?].” He grins. 
“But please, I said, if you want to create a huge ballet for us — 
go ahead.” 
Scarlett’s salary, interestingly, will be funded by an anonymous 
benefactor. A separate benefactor will foot Li’s salary after it 
was announced in October that he had signed a new four-year 



contract until 2020, laying to rest persistent rumours he would 
seek bigger pastures after his original contract expired. 
Three years ago, even former QB chief executive Anna 
Marsden told Review Li was a “bright bird” who she wouldn’t 
be surprised to see flee the cage one day — potentially to the 
Australian Ballet as a successor to current head David 
McAllister. 
But he’s staying put, at least for the time being. “People have 
been watching. There were the rumours that I was going to use 
this as a stepping stone but I said from the start that I came 
with an aim and vision. 
“Some people have questioned if that vision is too big for 
Queensland, and my answer is I would not know any other 
way — that’s just me.” 
Li’s big vision has a big war chest behind it. At a time when 
Australian arts — especially the dance sector — is enveloped 
in a funding crisis, the man known as one of the most potent 
and well-connected rainmakers in Australian arts has attracted 
an unparalleled flood of private-sector dollars to the company. 
This includes a $5m pledge from the Melbourne-based Ian 
Potter Centre that will underwrite an ambitious renovation of 
the company’s historic Thomas Dixon Centre, a former shoe 
factory. 
In December, work began on the bottom floor of the centre; 
within three years, Li hopes to see three new studios, including 
one with a 250 to 300-seat mini-theatre. He is also increasing 
the company’s seasons at the 2000-seat Lyric Theatre from 
once to twice annually: “Our box office rate for the last four 
years is about 99.6 per cent so we’re pretty much virtually at 
capacity,” he says. 
Asked to explain QB’s success on the private giving front, Li 
is blunt: successful “public-minded” individuals want to back 
winners. 



He says his move to convince donor Gerry Ryan to roll his 
five-year pledge into one so QB could have a beautiful new set 
and costumes for Cinderella back in 2013 was “the moment 
when the board and the company and also the audience 
realised truly what our vision was”. 
“When you start to try to change the culture and mindset, you 
need to have this glass-shattering ceiling moment to jolt 
people,” Li says, “and I think Cinderella was the first major 
stepping stone.” 
His standing in the private sector is reflected in the two 
anonymous donors who have committed to supporting his and 
Scarlett’s positions. 
That has risen from “four years of nurturing a relationship and 
showing these philanthropists what we can deliver and the 
difference we have made to dance in Queensland. They are 
now truly on board and excited. There can be no questions 
now about whether I’m fully committed. So once that doubt is 
removed, I’m expecting a better support base.” 
He has also got his eye on an expansion of QB’s footprint with 
a new 1500 to 2000-seat theatre in Brisbane currently under 
discussion, with QB potentially as the anchor tenant. A 
spokesperson for the company says the “government has 
undertaken feasibility studies, as have private investors. It’s 
certainly a going concern.” 
Li has his fingers tightly crossed. “We are having dialogues 
with the government and also with a couple of private 
operators who want to build a new theatre, and they all see us 
as a logical partner because they see us as a success. We are 
thrilled about that.” 
He adds that Brisbane urgently needs a new theatre, saying it’s 
a “big shame”, for instance, that the Ambassador Theatre 
Group couldn’t bring Ghost: The Musical to Brisbane due to 
lack of theatre availability. 



Li will enter his new four-year stint armed with an extra $1.2m 
annually in state government funding that he intends to funnel, 
among other things, into increasing touring, expanding dancer 
numbers by eight by 2020 — he has his eye on an eventual 
total of 40-45 — and raising QB dancer salaries, which are the 
lowest among the three companies. 
He points to the young dancers moving in quick, starling 
formations around the room, anchored by the sinewy superstar 
import Yanela Pinera — one of a glamorous trio of Ballet 
Nacional de Cuba stars including Victor Estevez and Camilo 
Ramos scooped up in a cheeky raid of Cuban ballet stocks. 
They put their bodies on the line for their art form over their 
short, arduous careers: “They deserve to be paid better,” Li 
says simply. 
The Australian’s dance critic Deborah Jones says the company 
is unrecognisable from the one Li inherited from predecessor 
Francois Klaus: “The difference is extraordinary.” A defining 
trait of his early directorship was his ability to find money to 
fund big ballets when often there was none, she says. “Where 
others might look at the budget and say, ‘I can’t do it because I 
don’t have enough money’, Li will say, ‘I will find it.’ He 
makes things happen.” 
Speaking to Review in his small office, the director, who rose 
from starving village boy in China to international star in the 
West following a dramatic defection to the US in 1981, is an 
animated, neat figure, dressed today in a crisp blue business 
shirt — a departure from his usual practice clothes. 
He is pleased at how this morning’s rehearsals have gone for 
the three works in Bespoke, the company’s new annual 
contemporary dance program featuring new works forged with 
collaborators outside dance. 
Melbourne-based choreographer Stephanie Lake’s Chameleon 
will join Rational/Animal by young company dancer Jack 



Lister (“very talented”, says Li) and Glass Heart by dance 
veteran Amy Hollingsworth with vocals by singer Katie 
Noonan. 
For Li, Bespoke represents “a second phase” for the company, 
now that his primary goal of raising QB’s classical standards 
has been realised — the company’s successful debut tour to 
London in 2015 with La Sylphide was proof, if needed, he 
says. 
He sees Bespoke as a timely showcase of QB’s emerging 
contemporary talents, designed to target that vital younger 
demographic: “It is about how far we can push the button, go 
out on a limb, experiment with new ideas and utilise new 
technology, working with creatives on original ideas.” 
He cites Hollingsworth’s partnership with Noonan as 
particularly exciting: he first floated the idea of the singer 
working with the company (“I’m a big fan of Katie’s”) when 
he bumped into her at a performance in Canberra two years 
ago. 
Then Hollingsworth, appointed ballet mistress and creative 
associate at QB last year, also crossed paths with Noonan, an 
old friend, after she was appointed artistic director of the 
Queensland Music Festival. 
Their piece touches on the numbing of empathy, among other 
things, Hollingsworth says: “We may be engaged with the 
world at an intellectual level but emotionally we seem more 
distant.” For Noonan, the collaboration has been a “joy … I 
absolutely adore singing to the moving body”. 
Li will start his second term without long-serving former chief 
executive Anna Marsden, who left the company last July after 
the position was unexpectedly axed. A new position of 
executive director has been filled by Dilshani Weerasinghe. 
There were rumours about tensions between two strong 
personalities increasingly at loggerheads, but Li will say only 



that “I think we had a slightly different vision for the company 
… that is as brutally honest as I can be with you”. 
He pays tribute to Marsden’s “huge contribution … she put the 
company on a very good foundation”, before saying that “the 
reason the board hired me was because of my artistic vision ... 
and so that is why they have the confidence in signing me up 
for another four years”. 
Jones says she can see “how there might easily be tensions 
between a chief executive and an artistic director with Li’s 
background. He is clearly an outstanding fundraiser with 
strong ideas about how to use those funds and how to develop 
the business of the company as well as its artistic direction. 
“I think Anna Marsden managed the transition from Francois 
Klaus to Li very well. After Li settled in, the lines of command 
probably got a bit blurred and uncomfortable,” Jones says. 
For Li, other plans in the pipeline include increased 
international touring, particularly across the Asia-Pacific, 
where he sees QB becoming “a powerhouse of dance”. 
He has been talking to the National Ballet of China, Shanghai 
Ballet, the Guangzhou Ballet, the Universal Ballet in South 
Korea, and Singapore Dance Theatre, among others (he’s 
turned down approaches from Japanese ballet because “the 
culture there is sort of semi-professional … so they don’t have 
the consistency”), while closer to home, he is investigating 
potentially touring QB to Sydney and Melbourne when the 
Australian Ballet is not there. 
He’s bemused by what he sees as an entrenched 
Eurocentricism in Australian arts that overlooks the massive 
markets, talent and cultural infrastructure at our doorsteps. 
“Everyone talks about how isolated Australia is, but it’s not 
really,” Li says. 



He’s also been talking to Rojo of the ENB and other European 
and North American companies about future collaborations to 
“share the costs and share the glory”. 
“I’m already planning 2021 now because I really think if you 
want to get some of the world’s best work and the best 
choreographers, you need to plan ahead. 
“What is amazing for me is that four years ago, I relied on my 
connections and contacts to get ballets and for people to work 
with us. But now, people are contacting us from all around the 
world.” 
Bespoke, Queensland Ballet, opens at Brisbane’s Powerhouse 
on February 10.


