The chance to write the biography of the
famous dancer opened the doorto a
remarkable life, writes Michelle Potter.

first met Dame Margaret Scott in March 1993. Of
course I knew of her before then. Everyone in the
dance world in Australia did. Just the year before

our meeting, at the age of 70, she had given a series

of memorable performances with the Australian
Ballet as Clara the Elder in Graeme Murphy’s
remarkable ballet Nutcracker: The Story of Clara.

That initial meeting was a business one, part of my
work for the National Library of Australia to record oral
history interviews with eminent Australians from the
world of the arts. As I walked down Orrong Road towards
her Toorak home, carrying a heavy Nagra reel-to-reel
tape recorder — state of the art in professional audio
circles at the time — I wondered what she would be like.
After all, she was a Dame of the British Empire. Well,
Maggie (as she likes to be called) was warm, welcoming,
and an easy conversationalist. We laughed a lot. She was
a perfect subject.

At the time, [ had no idea that the interview, which was
recorded on two days, would become the basis of a
biography. In fact, it was more than 20 years later that an

unexpected but welcome series of events led to a
commission from Text Publishing in Melbourne to write
the story of Maggie’s life. I hesitated slightly — the time-
frame for submission of the manuscript was somewhat
daunting. The biography needed to be published in 2014
to coincide with the 50th anniversary of the Australian
Ballet School, of which Maggie was founding director.

I had seven months in which to present a final
manuscript to Text. But, with the thought that the oral
history interview could be the basis of the biography, and
knowing too that extensive secondary-source materials
were available in several of Canberra’s cultural
institutions, I signed the contract.

I was fortunate to be able to work closely with Maggie
and her husband, Emeritus Professor Derek (Dick) Denton,
during those seven months. In January 2014 I spent a
week living in their home while they were on their summer
holiday, with full access to Maggie's collection of letters,
photographs, clippings and other personal memorabilia.
She gave me instructions not to feel as though I was
prying, but to feel completely free to look at anything and
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