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A new creative hub  
for dance and the arts
Wellington’s iconic St James Theatre – home of 
the Royal New Zealand Ballet – will soon reopen to 
the public following a four-year closure for seismic 
strengthening and renovations.

We are excited for the Royal New Zealand Ballet 
to return to its permanent home in 2022 and to 
celebrate our 70th anniversary the following year,  
in 2023. 

At this pivotal moment, we have a unique 
opportunity. This is our chance to invest in our 
future by redeveloping the Royal New Zealand 
Ballet’s home as a fit-for-purpose, high-performance 
national dance centre that elevates our company and 
strengthens our connection to our community.

Under our lease we must fit out the space we use. 
To do this, we face the challenge of raising sufficient 
funds to commence works as soon as the major 
work on the theatre itself is complete.

We need partners and friends who share our vision 
and will help us upgrade our much-loved home in 
the heart of Wellington, propelling the Royal New 
Zealand Ballet forward to our centenary celebrations 
in 2053.

With your help, the Royal New Zealand Ballet and 
its home will be a cornerstone in Wellington and 
support our community and the creative arts for the 
benefit of our capital city and New Zealand. 

Dame Kerry Prendergast DNZM CNZM
Chair, Board of Trustees

Patricia Barker
Artistic Director 

Lester McGrath 
Executive Director 
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Our moment. Our vision.
A refurbished home for the Royal New Zealand Ballet will deliver: 

We need your 
support.  

You can make this 
dream a reality. 

High performance 
facilities for dancers 
to realise their potential, 
achieving artistic and technical 
excellence in performance.

Activation of the public 
spaces at the St James 
Theatre outside of performance 
times, with associated benefit 
for retail and hospitality 
providers on Courtenay Place.

Digital capability that will 
provide access to the Royal 
New Zealand Ballet across 
the globe.

Significantly increased 
opportunity for public 
participation in dance 
activities.

Enhanced reputation for 
Wellington as the creative 
capital, with clearer pathways 
for creative professionals at the 
start of their careers.  

On-site costume and 
production centres of 
excellence, with sustainable 
career pathways for 
craftspeople, makers and 
technical staff.

RNZB PRINCIPAL SARA GARBOWSKI PHOTOGRAPHED FOR BOLD MOVES, 2019 (ROSS BROWN)4



Building for the future
The St James Theatre and the Royal New Zealand 
Ballet’s home are at the heart of Wellington’s 
entertainment precinct. Once re-opened, along 
with possible future development of the Reading 
Cinema site across the road, they have the potential 
to regenerate Courtenay Place as a family-friendly 
destination for visitors of all ages. 

The theatre is a beloved and historic landmark that 
attracts a diverse audience with a wide range of 
events. Its reopening in 2022 will bring new crowds 
to enliven the street, patronise local businesses, 
and connect through the shared experience of live 
performance in a Wellington icon.

The Royal New Zealand Ballet, in a refurbished and 
reinvigorated home, will again bring life to the building 
and its surroundings every day, even when there are 
no performances onstage. Housing 70 permanent 
staff and artists once again under one roof, the Royal 
New Zealand Ballet’s home will be a hive of activity 
that draws a range of visitors to the neighbourhood, 
from community groups and dance students to 
international guest artists, to friends and supporters. 

The Royal New Zealand Ballet has grown significantly 
and the facilities we had in the St James before 
the strengthening programme can no longer 
accommodate all of our dancers and other staff. 
Designed and constructed in the 1990s, the working 
environment is no longer equipped to deliver the high-
performance goals set by the Company and expected 
by audiences and stakeholders alike. The Company’s 
refurbishment will modernise and upgrade these 
facilities at the St James to create a fit-for-purpose 
dance centre that meets the current and future needs 
of professional dancers and the wider Wellington arts 
sector. 

The refurbishment will also provide access to a 
space that can be used for community dance classes, 
rehearsals and education initiatives. It is envisaged 
that the Sir Jon Trimmer studio at the St James will 
be available for public use outside working hours, 
seven days a week. A refurbished dance centre will 
be able to accommodate a greater number of public 
programme activities, including open days, workshop 
performances and lecture demonstrations. 

Opening the doors for people from all walks of life to 
participate in dance will strengthen the role that the 
Royal New Zealand Ballet plays in Wellington, foster 
a greater appreciation of dance as a bond which can 
bring communities together, and strengthen pathways 
to professional and community dance projects in  
New Zealand.

Wellington City Council is a major supporter of 
the project. In addition to providing temporary 
accommodation for the Royal New Zealand Ballet 
while the St James Theatre was being strengthened 
and restored, Wellington City Council is undertaking 
essential upgrades to make the premises habitable 
once again. By providing the premises long-term at a 
peppercorn rental, Wellington City Council recognises 
the benefits to the arts ecosystem and the wider 
community of keeping the Royal New Zealand Ballet in 
Wellington.

Now, before the Company returns home in 2022, 
there is a time-critical window to invest in the Royal 
New Zealand Ballet’s future; to create a dance centre 
that will sustain and propel the Company to its 
centenary in 2053; and to be a home from which the 
Royal New Zealand Ballet can serve the Wellington 
community and support its growing arts sector.

The cost of the refurbishment project is $2.5 million. 
Plans have been designed by Gordon Moller Architects 
and costed by quantity surveyors Rider Levett 
Bucknall. A small project team has been established 
to fundraise and lead the refurbishment, chaired by 
Dame Kerry Prendergast. To date, $500,000 has 
been committed to the project by the Royal New 
Zealand Ballet Foundation, with other avenues being 
vigorously pursued.   
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What the Royal New Zealand 
Ballet brings to Aotearoa
From its home base in Wellington the Company 
tours nationally and internationally, flying the ‘made 
in New Zealand’ flag to over 20 centres annually.  
Alongside the annual performance programme, the 
Company runs an acclaimed education, community 
and accessibility programme, which connects with 
communities in up to 40 centres, reaching 35,000 
people annually.

As a major employer in the performing arts sector, 
the Royal New Zealand Ballet is committed to 
retaining talent and expertise in New Zealand.  

The Royal New Zealand Ballet’s place in New 
Zealand’s cultural ecosystem extends well beyond 
the Company’s dancers, associated artistic personnel 
and production facilities.    

The Company regularly offers placements to young 
people entering the creative industries and is a 
pipeline for graduates in arts management, technical 
production and costume coming out of Toi Whakaari.

The Royal New Zealand Ballet works closely with its 
official school, the Wellington-based New Zealand 
School of Dance.  Students from the School rehearse 
and train alongside the Company’s dancers, and 
many are seconded to the Company for larger 
productions where they gain valuable experience 
performing onstage.  Scholarships are offered each 
year to talented graduating students who wish to 
stay in New Zealand after training, to join the Royal  
New Zealand Ballet.   

 “The RNZB is a role model 
for everyone in the arts sector 

wishing to develop new 
audiences by improving their 

accessibility and engaging with 
diverse communities.”

ARTS ACCESS AWARDS JUDGING PANEL (2019)
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Aspiring young dancers considering professional 
training or wishing to pursue their passion for 
dance have a range of opportunities to connect 
with the Royal New Zealand Ballet.  These include 
the National Mentor Programme, where talented 
young dancers are paired with professional 
dancers over the course of a year, or participating 
in public ballet classes and workshops offered by 
the Company.   Children across the country also 
have the opportunity to perform in Royal New 
Zealand Ballet productions each year. 

The Royal New Zealand Ballet’s commitment 
to promoting high quality teaching extends 
across the community.  The Company has 
strong relationships with many local ballet 
schools. In addition to on-the-ground teaching, 
the Royal New Zealand Ballet offers a week-
long programme for ballet teachers across the 
country to come to Wellington to work with the 
Company’s artistic staff to develop skills and 
refine their teaching practice.  

 “On behalf of the  
New Zealand School of Dance, 
we are enormously excited to 

see the Royal New Zealand Ballet 
move back to the majestic St 
James Theatre. Returning to 

their exquisite home allows the 
Company not only to share the 

beauty of their precious art form 
with countless audience members 

but also provides a treasured 
space in which the wonderful 

dancers and their creative 
collaborators can grow as artists.”

GARRY TRINDER MNZM
DIRECTOR, NEW ZEALAND SCHOOL OF DANCE

TOP: RNZB ARTIST MADELEINE 
GRAHAM AND PRINCIPAL ALLISTER 

MADIN REHEARSE  AURUM BY 
CHOREOGRAPHER ALICE TOPP, 

2020 (JEREMY BRICK)
BOTTOM LEFT: HEAD OF COSTUME 

DONNA JEFFERIS FITS A TUTU 
FOR RNZB PRINCIPAL KATE 

KADOW, 2019 (STEPHEN A’COURT)
BOTTOM RIGHT: SENIOR 

COSTUMIER HANK CUBITT 
CUTTING A COSTUME PATTERN 

(STEPHEN A’COURT)
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Creating a national dance centre
The refurbishment of the Royal New Zealand 
Ballet’s premises at the St James Theatre is 
targeted at four specific areas.  These areas deliver 
support for creative artists pursuing a career in 
Wellington, contribute to the long-term sustainability 
of Wellington’s creative ecosystem, promote 
community participation in dance and enhance 
Wellington’s reputation as the cultural capital.      

Training world-class dancers 
Dance studios are at the heart of every ballet 
company. Dancers rehearse and train in them all year 
round to maintain peak condition, so that they can 
inspire audiences with their grace and athleticism.  
The Royal New Zealand Ballet is fortunate to have 
three studios at the St James Theatre, but they must 
be renovated before the Company returns. 

Most crucially, the floor in the Poul Gnatt Studio 
needs to be levelled and repaired before the custom-
made sprung dance floor can be re-laid.  Sprung 
floors for the other two studios will be moved from 
the Company’s temporary home next to the Michael 
Fowler Centre.  

First-rate facilities help dancers stay healthy and, 
if injured, to recover fully and shine on stage. A 
properly equipped Pilates and wellbeing facility, in a 
dedicated space next to the main rehearsal studio, 
will provide privacy for physiotherapy and massage, 
with ample room for dancers to train and strengthen 
for peak performance. 

Changing rooms, toilets, and showers are an 
essential component of any professional dance 
studio.  There simply were not ever enough toilets 
and showers for the studios, so the refurbishment 
plans will see a doubling of changing room space to 
accommodate the Company’s 40 dancers.  

An exemplary facility that supports the health and 
wellbeing of dancers, while providing the right 
environment to create outstanding dance, will help 
attract and retain world-leading talent to work 
with the Company.   New Zealand dancers will have 
access to facilities to realise their potential without 
relocating offshore.

A centre of production excellence

The Royal New Zealand Ballet’s production and 
costume departments form a creative centre 
of excellence employing up to 20 makers and 
technicians, plus casual staff, when a new production 
is being created.  These highly skilled makers 
manufacture sets, costumes and props for Royal 
New Zealand Ballet productions, as well as other 
performing arts organisations – contributing to 
Wellington’s creative economy and ecosystem and 
ensuring that these skills are retained in the city.  

The St James refurbishment project will deliver 
upgrades to the costume workshop, including the 
addition of insulation, heating and cooling to the 
space.  It will also deliver a dedicated production 
office, rationalise storage facilities for touring 
equipment and create space for a lighting studio and 
prop making.  
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The refurbishment project provides for a larger office 
footprint with additional toilets, as the previous 
space was cramped and didn’t easily accommodate 
the number of people working at the Company.  

Connecting with communities

Dance is one of the things that is common to people 
from all cultures and connects people of all ages.  
The Royal New Zealand Ballet’s refurbishment plans 
will enable the Company to deepen its connections 
with the community.  

A revamped reception area with public toilets will 
enable the Royal New Zealand Ballet to open the 
premises up to a greater range of users and visitors.  
The Company envisages a year-round programme of 

The digital opportunity
The world – and the Royal New Zealand Ballet’s 
audience – is changing, and the global pandemic 
emphasised the need to adapt and explore new ways 
to connect with people.    

2020’s Live in Your Living Room digital broadcast 
series, which clocked up a phenomenal six 
million minutes of viewing time over nine weeks, 
demonstrated that the digital future of dance is very 
bright.

The refurbishment project includes the 
establishment of a digital editing suite – a dedicated, 
properly equipped space where high quality digital 
content can be created and edited.  

This resource will enable the Royal New Zealand 
Ballet to offer far reaching, easily accessible 
online content including performances, a digital 
subscription, activities for children, classes for 
aspiring dancers, lectures and more. 

dance related activities that will attract people to the 
studios which is not currently possible due to lack of 
public facilities.   

When not busy with Company classes and rehearsals, 
the studios will provide an ideal space for community 
groups, for public lectures and dance events, and for 
up-close performances for small audiences.

Updated facilities will also support the expansion 
of our current education programmes so that more 
schools can enjoy student matinees and more people 
can benefit from bespoke offerings such as our 
costume touch tours for blind and low vision people 
and sign language interpreted tours for the Deaf 
community. 
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Acknowledging our Supporters
The Royal New Zealand Ballet is pleased to 
acknowledge campaign supporters through 
public recognition and a range of opportunities 
to engage with the Company. 

Donors making a gift to the campaign will be 
recognised at the following levels:

Benefactors: $250,000   

Founding Patrons: $100,00

Partners
• Platinum: $50,000
• Gold: $25,000
• Silver:  $10,000
• Bronze:  $5,000

Campaign for the St James

The Royal New Zealand Ballet’s campaign for the St 
James aims to raise $2.5 million to develop a modern, 
fit-for-purpose home, where the organisation can 
flourish as an internationally recognised ballet 
company and fully realise its role as an anchor 
institution in New Zealand’s creative and cultural 
capital.

Funding for the refurbishment will come from a 
variety of sources: charitable trusts and foundations, 
sponsorship and private donors. The campaign 
has been launched with a pledge of $500,000 
from the Royal New Zealand Ballet Foundation 
and discussions are underway with other potential 
contributors.  

The Royal New Zealand Ballet welcomes the 
opportunity to discuss the project with supporters 
who are interested in coming on board.   

• All donors of $5,000 and above will be 
acknowledged personally on the donor board 
to be located on the ground floor of the St 
James Theatre, for the remainder of the Royal 
New Zealand Ballet’s 24-year lease, as well as 
on the Royal New Zealand Ballet website and 
performance programmes for five years from the 
time refurbishment is complete.

• Donors of $5,000 and above will also be invited to 
celebrations of company milestones throughout 
the return to the St James and beyond, including 
the re-opening of the theatre itself, the Royal 
New Zealand Ballet’s first performance back 
on its stage, and the opening of the revitalised 
facilities. 

• Donors of $10,000 and above will be invited to 
celebrate opening nights and other special events 
with the Royal New Zealand Ballet for the next 
five years.

• Additional acknowledgements can be tailored for 
donors of $25,000 and above.

 

RNZB ARTIST MADELEINE GRAHAM MEETS A YOUNG FAN 
AFTER A RELAXED PERFORMANCE IN MANUKAU (FRANK SIN)
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Will you invest 
in the Royal  

New Zealand 
Ballet’s future? 
Support for this campaign has the power 

to transform the Royal New Zealand Ballet 
and the dance community in New Zealand 
significantly. Refurbishment has brought 

with it a valuable opportunity that the 
Company is excited to embrace. 

The team at the Royal New Zealand Ballet 
would welcome the chance to speak with 

you about your philanthropic interests 
and goals. Whether you wish to support a 
particular area or seek a bespoke naming 

opportunity, or wish to join the family 
of campaign donors, the legacy of your 
involvement in this refurbishment will  

be felt for years to come. 

Lester McGrath  
Executive Director 
lester@rnzb.org.nz 
021 659 962     

Carleen Ebbs 
Philanthropy Manager 
carleen.ebbs@rnzb.org.nz 
021 247 7744   

Susannah Lees-Jeffries 
Director of Marketing and Development 
susannah@rnzb.org.nz 
021 245 4329

For further information
please contact:

FORMER RNZB PRINCIPAL KATHARINE PRECOURT AS THE WITCH IN HANSEL & GRETEL, 2019 (STEPHEN A’COURT)



“Having a world class 
facility, with all that we 
need to hone our craft, 
will enable us to deliver 
even higher calibre 
performances nationwide 
and also lengthen our 
career spans.”

PAUL MATHEWS, PRINCIPAL DANCER

PRINCIPALS KATE KADOW 
AND SARA GARBOWSKI 
BACKSTAGE (JEREMY BRICK)

Designed by Danica 
Prowse and printed  
by Blue Star 

The Royal New Zealand 
Ballet gratefully 
acknowledges Blue 
Star for generously 
supporting the printing 
of this brochure.


