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“Grimm Tales,” a ballet opening Friday in Austin, Texas, has queens and 
dwarves and a frog-kissing princess—but doesn’t end happily ever after.

The Ballet Austin production is based on tales from the Brothers Grimm 
and inspired by the gritty drawings of Natalie Frank, an artist who has 
spent the past eight years exploring the gruesome scenarios behind 
“Snow White,” “Cinderella” and other folk stories.
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Like many popular classical ballets, Ballet Austin’s newest production 
is plucked from the world of fairy tales.
But fairy tales aren’t synonymous with idealism, and “Grimm Tales,” a 
full-length ballet making its debut March 29, explores the dark and 
often horrific side of Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm’s 19th-century 
stories.

Ballet Austin artistic director and choreographer Stephen Mills was 
inspired by an exhibition of New York-based artist Natalie Frank’s work 
and accompanying book, aptly titled “Grimm Tales.” Frank’s colorful 
drawings underscore the provocative nature and feminist voice of the 
Grimms’ stories, an element that has also been adapted into the world 
of ballet.
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Ballet Austin artistic director and choreographer Stephen Mills was inspired by 
an exhibition of New York-based artist Natalie Frank’s work and accompanying 
book, aptly titled “Grimm Tales.” Frank’s colorful drawings underscore the 
provocative nature and feminist voice of the Grimms’ stories, an element that 
has also been adapted into the world of ballet.
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Natalie Frank’s deliciously dark fairy tale drawings, the stars of her critically 
acclaimed 2015 show at New York’s Drawing Center, are being transformed 
into a new ballet.  Grimm Tales will debut in March at Ballet Austin and will 
feature a new score by Graham Reynolds and original choreography by 
Stephen Mills, paired with sets and costumes designed based on Frank’s 
work.
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There’s a longstanding tradition of artists collaborating with ballet companies, from 
Picasso’s Cubist sets for the Ballets Russes to Chagall’s costumes for the Magic 
Flute and Firebird. But rarely does an artist’s work inspire an entirely new ballet, as it 
did this past weekend when the the Austin Ballet premiered Grimm Tales, a 
production based on drawings by the New York-based artist Natalie Frank, who also 
created many of the resulting performance’s visual elements.
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With Frank’s drawings as a backdrop, the Grimm Tales ballet combines the 
choreography of Stephen Mills, Ballet Austin’s artistic director; the music of 
composer Graham Reynolds, who has scored many of Richard Linklater’s films (and 
collaborated with Mills on previous shows); and the costume design of Tony 
Award–nominated and New York–based costume designer Constance Hoffman, to 
achieve a captivating, and at times disturbing, experience.
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Grimm Tales at Ballet Austin is a hyper-stimulating visual 
experience wherein Natalie Frank‘s compelling drawings and 
Stephen Mills‘ contemporary choreography demand equal 
attention.
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Grimm Tales levels a pointed critique at patriarchal tropes in stories that 
many of us grew up with, and in doing so, manages to have a hell of a lot 
of fun. 
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But fairy tales aren’t synonymous with idealism, and “Grimm 
Tales,” a full-length ballet making its debut March 29, explores 
the dark and often horrific side of Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm 
Grimm’s 19th-century stories.

Choreographer Stephen Mills and Ballet Austin are pleased to 
present the world premiere of Grimm Tales, a full-length work 
inspired by the visual art of Natalie Frank. 
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The first work to result from the Butlers' gift premiered last month: Mills' Grimm 
Tales, inspired by the drawings of visual artist Natalie Frank. Because of the 
endowment, Ballet Austin was able to collaborate with Frank to build fantastical new 
costumes and sets, and Mills also commissioned composer Graham Reynolds to 
write an original score.
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Revolving around the theme of hunger—physical, sexual, and literal—New 
York-based Frank created over 30 drawings to work from with costume 
designer Constance Hoffman set designer George Tsypin.

PRESS COVERAGE

https://www.whitewall.art/art/natalie-frank-ballet-austins-grimm-tales
https://www.whitewall.art/art/natalie-frank-ballet-austins-grimm-tales


Over the last weekend in March at the Long Center in downtown Austin, Texas, the Ballet Austin 
presented Grimm Tales, a performance inspired by the work of Natalie Frank. In recent years, the 
painter has been responding to the original, gruesome fairytales and giving them a subversive feminist 
twist. 
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… Grimm Tales, makes its world premiere on March 29th at the Long 
Center for Performing Arts in a multi-sensory performance that Ballet 
Austin has labeled “viewer discretion advised.”

Along with select works from her exhibition that will be incorporated into 
the show, Frank has created more than 30 new drawings to be used as 
backdrops, as well as animated and projected at different points of the 
performance. 
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And, reader, it will likely be your own hunger for beauty – for the 
well-wrought arts of dance, image, music, and storytelling – that drives 
you to experience Ballet Austin’s Grimm Tales, at least once upon a time, 
in this thriving city by a river.
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Like other Mills creations, Ballet Austin hopes that “Grimm Tales” will 
eventually hit the road.
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And so, this weekend, Ballet Austin will offer to the world its Grimm Tales 
– short narrative works of dance, presented one after another, sans 
intermission, and vibrantly alive with the strengths of artist Frank and 
choreographer Mills.
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Put together three masterful artists — Stephen Mills, Natalie Frank and 
Graham Reynolds — at the peak of their inventiveness and skill and 
you end up with a tour de force like Ballet Austin’s “Grimm Tales.”

With just three performances starting on Friday, “Grimm Tales,” the 
inaugural work commissioned by the Butler New Choreography 
Endowment, promises to be one of the year’s highlights in 
performing arts.
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Frank’s figurative artwork, full of potential and kinetic energy, haunted 
the memory of the dance maker.

“They caused me to think more deeply about these stories that we have 
been surrounded by since childhood,” Mills says. “The stories are really 
dark. I wanted to tell the real stories, not the versions that children get 
today.”

“Grimm Tales” is the first new production to arrive the auspicious 
of Ballet Austin’s Butler New Choreography Endowment, a fund 
based on a $3 million gift from Austin philanthropists Sarah and 
Ernst Butler that provides support for the company to commission 
a new ballet every three years.
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Grimm Tales, premiering March 29-31, revolves around the 
theme of hunger in three of the fairy tales, The Frog King, Snow 
White, and The Juniper Tree. 

 Ballet Austin is putting on its newest world premiere production 
based on stories most people have known since they were kids. 
It's a project that's been two years in the making.
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The artist recently created 35 drawings—some of which are 
animated—for the sets of the Ballet Austin’s production “Grimm 
Tales,” which will run from March 29 to 31. She also collaborated 
with Constance Hoffman on costumes for dancers in the ballet.

Ballet Austin presents the world premiere of Stephen Mills’s 
Grimm Tales, commissioned by the Butler New Choreography 
Endowment, and inspired by the visual art of Natalie Frank, with 
an original score by Graham Reynolds, March 29-31 at the Long 
Center.
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The new, vibrantly colored drawings in this show flesh out where 
the stories left off, forming the basis for this weekend’s “Grimm 
Tales,” a Ballet Austin ballet inspired by Frank’s drawings. Each 
one takes as inspiration key moments from the Grimm stories.
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