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INTRODUCTION  

LUKAS LAMMERS AND KIRSTEN SANDROCK 

Shakespeare and Dance 

Dance was a prevalent art form in early modern culture, and it is a central element in 
many of Shakespeare’s plays. From masques to interludes to jigs to courtly 
entertainments and weddings: dancing was both a popular entertainment and a 
ceremonious form of expression. Governed by numerous rules, it is strongly implicated 
in questions of power. As the editors of the recently published Oxford Handbook of 
Shakespeare and Dance assert, dance, for instance, “neatly created horizontal divisions 
among classes and vertical distinctions between the sexes” (McCulloch and Shaw, 3). 
In recent years, the topic has attracted considerable interest in both public and scholarly 
circles. Different theoretical and methodological approaches have been instrumental to 
this development. The ‘bodily turn’ has drawn attention to the significance of bodies in 
textual and artistic production (e.g., Aebischer; Brusberg-Kiermeier; Shaw), and a focus 
on dance helps throw into relief the significance of the body as a site of historically 
variable signifying practices. Likewise, scholarship in the fields of choreography, gender 
studies, performance history, and musicology (McCulloch and Shaw) has helped to 
change the ways we think about the relation between dance, movement, music, and text. 
In some cases, dance is revealed as a crucial means for challenging social norms or 
contesting specific traditions of a genre. 

While some of the papers in this issue of Shakespeare Seminar consider dance in its 
various formations and functions in Shakespeare’s plays, others highlight important 
moments in the long tradition of musical and ballet adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays. 
They all demonstrate that paying close attention to the specific expressive repertoires of 
different forms of dance and movement can shed new light on Shakespeare’s dramatic 
oeuvre, both as conceived and performed in its own time and as adapted and received in 
later periods. Among other things, dance emerges as one way of translating 
Shakespeare’s plays across time. 

Together the articles in this issue of Shakespeare Seminar bear out Jennifer Nevile’s 
observation that “[a]daptation, recreations, replications, and reductions enrich our 
understanding not only of current and past dance practices, but of their performative 
strategies and material conditions” (Nevile 6). They cover a range of periods and 
perspectives. In the first contribution, Valentina Finger focuses on the use of masks in 
Love’s Labour’s Lost. Reading the play in the wider context of early modern debates 
about cosmetics and masking, the article shows how the female maskers successfully 
challenge not only the gendered conventions of dancing but also dominant assumptions 
about female sexuality. The female characters emerge as “leaders in the social battlefield 
of amorous interaction,” whereas the male characters become followers.  

The contributions by Julia Hoydis and Steven Ha both engage with some of the most 
significant twentieth-century ballet adaptations of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. In a close reading of Sir Frederick Ashton’s The Dream, Ha reveals the subtle 
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ways in which this version troubles conventional ideals of masculinity in ballet. 
Adopting a choreographic and intertextual approach, the article shows that particularly 
Ashton’s choreography for Oberon plays upon and ultimately unsettles traditional 
gender roles and gender hierarchies in ballet. Hoydis’s article also examines Ashton’s 
adaptation and reads it alongside George Balanchine’s A Midsummer Night's Dream 
(1962). Drawing on Elisabeth Bronfen’s concept of crossmapping, Hoydis explores the 
connections between the Elizabethan play, the tradition of nineteenth-century romantic 
ballet, music, and visual art to argue that the Dream takes up a central place in 
contemporary iconographies of dancing fairy figures. Moreover, Hoydis demonstrates 
that Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s musical score as well as Victorian fairy painting 
were central to the development of fairy figures in ballet in general and in adaptations 
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in particular. The article thus shows how concepts such 
as crossmapping can help challenge the traditional privileging of the textual over the 
visual and acoustic. 

Maria Marcsek-Fuchs and Marlena Tronicke offer analyses of the larger structural 
functions of dance in Shakespeare performances. In her contribution, Marcsek-Fuchs 
“studies the use of meta-choreographic elements and the blurring of medial boundaries 
as means of characterisation and re-interpretation of Shakespeare’s plays” (47). Among 
the ballets considered are John Cranko’s und John Neumeier’s Romeo und Julia, 
Christopher Wheeldon’s The Winter’s Tale, and José Limón’s The Moor’s Pavane. As 
Marcsek-Fuchs shows, some of these works not only reference each other but also invite 
reflection on the long tradition of ballet in Western culture. Tronicke, like Finger, focuses 
on a specific form of early modern dance – in this case the jig – but studies its popularity 
as a “new tradition” of Shakespeare’s Globe. This tradition has served the company to 
reflect on Shakespeare as a cultural icon as well as to intervene in contemporary debates 
about race and gender roles, as Tronicke illustrates in her readings of a number of Globe 
productions from the years 2014 to 2019. Following Tronicke, these productions make 
effective use of  the form of the jig to intervene in debates about normative whiteness, 
gender, and able-bodiedness. Dance emerges as particularly potent and political artform 
– both in Shakespeare’s days as well as in our own time.  
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NOT MOVING A FOOT: THE DANCEFLOOR AS AN AMOROUS 

BATTLEGROUND IN LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST  

BY 

VALENTINA FINGER 

 

In his 1538 manual The Education of a Christian Woman, the Spanish humanist Juan 
Luis Vives includes a brief chapter “On Dancing.” It is “an activity,” he acknowledges, 
“in which many women find great delight and which they are taught with great diligence 
even by their parents” (139). For Vives, quoting Cicero, however, public dancing as “the 
final escort of dinner parties,” which frequently takes place “in attractive surroundings 
and amidst all sorts of sensuous delights,” is simply “the culmination of all vices” (140). 
The worst of all customs, he continues, referring in all likelihood to the medieval folk 
tradition of mumming plays, is the “recent institution for men and women to run about 
the city wearing masks [and] dancing in famous houses” (142). Under those masks, 
particularly under the masks worn by women, he complains, “many shameful things are 
concealed” (142): 

Then female shamelessness is given free rein. A woman who would be ashamed to go out and 
dance if she were known is not afraid to do so when she is masked, and consequently there is no 
respect for age, social status, fortune, or reputation in those circumstances. Not only do they hear 
obscenities and things unworthy of them, but they say fearlessly what they would not dare to think 
if they were recognized. But a mask levels everything in the eyes of the beholder as if darkness 
were cast around them. Thus little by little they become used to shamelessness so that the harm 
that modesty suffered under the mask is now flaunted and displayed without the mask. (142–43) 

According to Vives and several of his contemporaries,1 dancing and masking are in-
famously intertwined. Women who mask and dance are inclined to behave immodestly. 
Even worse, these critics fear, women become habituated to their masked behaviour, 
soon pursuing such indecencies in an unmasked state as well. While the anonymity 
under the mask is reputed to encourage violence in men, for women, as Meg Twycross 
and Sarah Carpenter note in their study on masking culture in medieval and early Tudor 
England, “fears of social disorder centre not on violence but on sex” (309). Since female 
maskers “are seen as having little defence against the combination of traditional licence, 
anonymity and excitement that masking involves” (309), they are suspected of 
frequently indulging in promiscuous behaviour. From an early modern perspective, then, 

 
1 In his Anatomie of Abuses (first published in 1583), the Puritan Phillip Stubbes voices similar concerns 

about the inappropriate behaviour of masked women who “prophane the name of God, and live in all 
kinde of voluptousnesse and pleasure” (42v). He later, in his chapter on “The horrible Vice of 
pestiferous dauncing,” likewise condemns the act of dancing as “an introduction to whordome, a pre-
parative to wantonesse, a provocative to uncleanesse, & an introite to all kind of lewdenesse” (98r). 



The Dancefloor as an Amorous Battleground 

Shakespeare Seminar 17 (2020) 

4 

masking and masked dancing can make women who participate in such activities willing 
prey for men on the hunt for a lover. 

The female maskers in Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost counter these 
expectations. They strictly refuse to conform to the courting conventions of their culture, 
dismissing their wooers without having made any clear commitments with regards to 
marriage or sexual pairing. Throughout the masked-ball scene in act five, and contrary 
to any rules of courtly conduct, the ladies also repeatedly decline the male maskers’ 
offers to dance. Their refusal to get involved in potentially sexually charged dancing 
might at first appear to be in line with social norms that condemn suchlike “allurementes 
and allections to sinne, (as Dauncing is)” (Stubbes 98–99). However, in fact quite the 
opposite is true, since the women in the play make no move to appeal to the ideal of the 
silent and submissive role of the unmarried virgin that Vives also describes in his 
manual. Instead, as I am going to argue in this paper, by not moving a foot towards the 
dancefloor and instead deliberately confusing male expectations in the course of a so-
phisticated masking game, the female characters successfully bend gender hierarchies 
and emerge the winners of the amorous war of the sexes that the play represents.  

Love’s Labour’s Lost is a comedy that deals with the confusion of signs and the in-
version of lead-follow relationships. While there are other plays in the Shakespeare 
canon that feature identities mistaken due to the wearing of masks, this is the only drama 
in which female characters put on and take off their masks on stage (whereas, e.g., in 
Romeo and Juliet, when Juliet enters with the other masquers in 1.4 and in 2.1 re-enters, 
it is safe to assume, without her mask on, female masking and unmasking are off-stage 
activities). Playing on and at the same time challenging the prevailing prejudice of “the 
fundamental duplicity of women” (Howard 37), the play exhibits women wittily 
deploying what may be called their double-faced femininity in order to expose the 
superficiality of the male gaze.  

The female challenge to power structures in Love’s Labour’s Lost takes place in the 
light of what is known as the early modern crisis of representation. In his study of 
carnivalesque masquerade in Shakespearean comedy, Andreas Mahler identifies such a 
crisis as a symptom of a period of intensified self-fashioning processes, when exteriors 
no longer provide reliable significants and individuals are frequently faced with 
society’s semiotic disorder. A symptomatic unreliability of the significant undermines a 
presumed readability of the world. As a consequence, signifiers and signified become 
increasingly separated and social signs, Mahler argues, are turned into a “mass of 
floating material freely disposable to create customised identities” (120, my 
translation).2 

In the play, the confusion of identities is the result of the Princess of France’s scheme 
to counter the King and courtiers of Navarre’s own, previously uncovered, plot to woo 
her and her ladies by means of disguise. The entire female undertaking rests upon the 
conviction that the men in the play still believe in outer appearances as stable markers 
of identity. Aware of the conservatism behind the men’s world view, the Princess 
instructs her followers: “The gallants shall be tasked; / For, ladies, we will everyone be 
masked; / And not a man of them shall have the grace, / Despite of suit, to see a lady’s 

 
2 The German original reads “freie Verfügungsmasse individueller Aneignung” (Mahler 120). 
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face” (5.2.126–9).3 Her plan, however, not only involves masks as barricades against 
male attempts at face-reading, but also a disturbance of other semiotic processes. While 
the wooers intend to identify their ladies “by favours several which they did bestow” 
(5.2.125), the ladies interchange their tokens in order to temporarily change roles. In 
their preparations for the encounter, the men only focus on the material signifiers 
brooch, pendant, pearls and glove because in the male imagination woman and token, 
subject and object, appear indistinguishable. Proactively swapping tokens and identities, 
the ladies play on this superficiality, thus clearly rejecting any claims of ownership that 
the men’s bestowment of favours might imply. 

As H. R. Woudhuysen writes in his introduction to the Arden edition of Love’s 
Labour’s Lost, the male characters in the play instinctively rely on an inconstant theory 
of signs, “with language as a system of signs and with signs as a system of language for 
which clothes and disguise [...] supply parallel systems” (24). As a visual mode of 
communication (the fashion theorist Ingrid Loschek calls sartorial behaviour a 
“symbolic language” [“Symbolsprache”, 25]), the act of dressing creates codes that have 
to be deciphered and that are always subject to cultural and historical change. In the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, women who altered their appearances by painting 
or masking their faces were the target of severe criticism voiced in treatises, sermons 
and literary works.4 Negotiating suchlike debates on female mutability, Shakespeare’s 
play features male voices that presume and demand “fixed meaning,” while the women 
understand “that these outward signs are interchangeable” (Woudhuysen 23). When both 
parties meet again with their faces unmasked and the female stratagem uncovered, the 
King, however, is still convinced that he argued with the Princess and not, as he in fact 
did, with Rosaline who had adopted the Princess’s token and role. While the King insists 
that he “knew her [the Princess] by this jewel on her sleeve” (5.2.456), his courtier Biron 
eventually realises the men’s fault as their misinterpretation of the signs worn by their 
female counterparts:   

I see the trick on’t. Here was a consent, 
Knowing aforehand of our merriment, 
To dash it like a Christmas comedy. 
Some carry-tale, some please-man, some slight zany,  
Some mumble-news, some trencher-knight, some Dick,  
That smiles his cheek in years and knows the trick 
To make my lady laugh when she’s disposed,  
Told our intents before, which, once disclosed,  
The ladies did change favors, and then we,  
Following the signs, wooed but the sign of she.         (5.2.461–70) 

Biron acknowledges that he and his comrades, not recognising the woman beneath, 
simply focused on what he calls “the sign of she.” His speech, moreover, identifies the 

 
3 All quotations from Shakespeare’s plays refer to the Norton Shakespeare edition (2016). 
4 Some notable and widely read contributions to the anti-cosmetics discourse of the period include 

Thomas Tuke’s Discourse Against Painting and Tincturing of Women (1616) and John Gauden’s 
Discourse of Auxiliary Beauty (1656). Other texts, like Stubbes’ Anatomie of Abuses (1583), 
Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (first published in Italian in 1528, English translation 
1561), and John Downame’s Four Treatises (1608), also include critique on female face-painting. 
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proceedings of the masked ball as both “merriment” and “comedy,” indicating carnival 
and theatrical performances alike. Earlier in the play, Biron refers to masked courtship 
as some “strange pastime” featuring “revels, dances, masques, and merry hours” 
(4.3.372–4). Involving various forms of the period’s popular, dramatic, and courtly 
entertainments, all of which include interludes of masking and dancing, Biron’s speech 
introduces the wide range of associations present in the masked-ball scene. Borrowing 
another term from the theatrical context by blaming “some slight zany” (5.2.464), the 
jester of the commedia dell’arte tradition, for spoiling their wooing enterprise, Biron 
unknowingly addresses the Princess’s attendant Boyet, who in a multi-layered 
eavesdropping scene overheard the men discussing their plan to woo the women in 
disguise. When, early in the masked-ball scene, Boyet returns to share this information, 
his choice of words is of particular significance: 

      Prepare, madam, prepare!  
Arm, wenches, arm! Encounters mounted are 
Against your peace. Love doth approach disguised,  
Armed in arguments – you’ll be surprised! 
Muster your wits; stand in your own defense; 
Or hide your heads like cowards and fly hence. (5.2.81–6) 

Heralding “mounted encounters” that approach “armed in arguments” on a mission 
“against peace” and calling on the women to “prepare” either for defense or flight, 
Boyet’s announcement turns the amorous encounter into an ‘armourous’ confrontation. 
So, too, right from the beginning of the play, the verb ‘arm’ repeatedly characterises the 
undertakings of the opposite party whenever the relationship between the sexes is 
addressed. From the King’s declaration of “[t]hat war against our own affections” (1.1.9) 
in the opening scene, the triad of dance, love and war runs through the drama, turning 
the dancefloor of the masked-ball scene into a battlefield of love affairs. The men’s war 
against their own affections is soon transformed into a war motivated by their affections, 
the aim of which is to win the affections of the women. Having learned of each other’s 
enamoured state, Biron addresses his fellow courtiers as “[a]ffection’s men-at-arms” 
(4.3.284) before his enthusiasm culminates in a battle cry (“Via! We will do’t, come 
what will come!” [5.2.112]). The King embraces the plan to woo the ladies disguised as 
Muscovites and strikes out with a similar warlike appeal to his followers, which bears a 
remarkable resemblance to the “Once more unto the breach” speech of Shakespeare’s 
warrior king, Henry V (“Saint Cupid, then! And, soldiers, to the field!”, 4.3.361).5 

‘Visor’ is the term preferably used to refer to the men’s face covering in Love’s 
Labour’s Lost (5.2.228, 243, 247, 272, 386–8, 405). In the language of the early modern 
period, this could also refer to a “helmet-piece.”6 When the wooers approach with their 

 
5 In Henry the Fifth, the king, aiming at inciting his soldiers’ combative spirit, famously ends the first 

of his motivation speeches in front of the city gates of Harfleur exclaiming: “Follow your spirit, and 
upon this charge / Cry, ‘God for Harry! England and Saint George!’” (3.1.33–34). 

6 A comprehensive analysis of the several appearances of the words ‘visor’ and ‘vizard’ in Shakespeare’s 
plays shows that these terms generally tend to denote male acts of disguise while ‘masking’ usually 
refers to moments of female masquerade. The martial, and therefore ‘masculine,’ connotation of the 
visor as a piece of armour offers a potential explanation for these findings. 
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visors on, the women, on Boyet’s command (“The trumpet sounds. Be masked! The 
maskers come!” [5.2.157]), put on their own masks. This, in turn, may be read as a clear 
echo of how soldiers in preparation for battle would shut their visors. Indeed, the 
association of an amorous state of mind with an armed face not only exists from an 
etymological perspective. It also, as Twycross and Carpenter prove in their study, has its 
origins in the courtly entertainment culture of the Tudor era:  

Although a helmet visor and a disguising mask, like an armed combat and a courtly dance, may 
seem entirely different at a distance of five centuries, we have seen the intricate overlap between 
the courtly performance games of tournament and disguising. In the context of medieval and 
Tudor court entertainment the act of covering the face, for whatever ostensible reason, seems to 
unsettle any sense of firm division between the martial, theatrical, and amorous presentation of 
the self, making the particular referent of the term viser sometimes genuinely indistinguishable. 
(329) 

With respect to sexual competition, masks, similar to face-paints as beautifying devices, 
may be considered as playful forms of “female arming” (Maguire 74, emphasis in 
original). Fittingly, in his seminal study on The Psychology of Clothes, J. C. Fluegel 
introduces what he terms the “terrorising” motif of bodily decoration. Masks and war 
paint, he notes, are “a natural accompaniment of war dances and other forms of military 
ceremonial” (30). In the play, the women’s black-velvet masks (made, according to Bi-
ron, of “rich taffeta”, 5.2.159) are certainly not the “grotesque or ferocious masks” that 
Fluegel refers to for his purpose (30). Nevertheless, these masks still have the potential 
to undermine male agency. “A veil or a vizard [...], like cosmetics,” Sujata Iyengar 
remarks in her book on skin colour in early modern England, “can deceive men’s eyes 
and return a degree of control to women over the image they present to others” (128). 

The situation of a masked ball, Fluegel writes elsewhere in his study, “permits of less 
restrained expression of certain tendencies, notably the erotic ones, than is otherwise 
possible,” whereas an unmasked guest might “feel a distinct disadvantage in talking to 
a masked person” (51–52). Both male and female attendees are physically masked in 
Shakespeare’s play. However, the ladies have uncovered the identities of their suitors 
even before their physical encounter. This puts them, in Fluegel’s terms, in the 
advantageous position of the masked person facing an unmasked and ignorant other. 
Rosaline, arranging the re-encounter with the male maskers in their unmasked shapes, 
stresses her party’s lead in amorous combat due to their lead in knowledge:  

Let’s mock them still, as well known as disguised.  
Let us complain to them what fools were here,  
Disguised like Muscovites in shapeless gear, 
And wonder what they were, and to what end  
Their shallow shows, and prologue wiley penned,  
And their rough carriage so ridiculous 
Should be presented at our tent to us. (5.2.302–8) 

To “mock” the men is central to the women’s plot in the play. The temporary licence 
and inversion of gendered hierarchies achieved through the deliberate confusion of 
identities endows the atmosphere of the masked ball with certain traits that Mikhail 
Bakhtin qualifies as aspects of the carnivalesque. In Bakhtin’s pioneering work on car-
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nival and the grotesque in the writings of François Rabelais, he identifies the link 
between carnivalesque mockery and the wearing of masks. The mask, he writes,  

is connected with the joy of change and reincarnation, with gay relativity and with the merry 
negation of uniformity and similarity; it rejects conformity to oneself. The mask is related to 
transition, metamorphoses, the violation of natural boundaries, to mockery and familiar 
nicknames. It contains the playful element of life; it is based on a peculiar interrelation of reality 
and image, characteristic of most ancient rituals and spectacles. (39–40, my emphasis) 

In Love’s Labour’s Lost, mockery by means of masquerade is part of the carnivalesque 
element of the play. The term ‘mock,’ intrinsically linked to carnivalesque inversion, is 
repeated almost obsessively throughout the lines leading up to the masked encounter. 
The ladies themselves define their strategy as a mocking of their male suitors. “We are 
wise girls to mock our lovers so” (5.2.58), the Princess asserts and Rosaline affirms: 
“They are worse fools to purchase mocking so” (5.2.59). From the Princess’s 
perspective, the female scheme is designed to foil the men’s “mocking merriment” 
(5.2.139) by “mocking intended game” with the expected result that “they, well mocked, 
depart away with shame” (5.2.155–56). “And mock for mock is only my intent. / Their 
several counsels they unbosom shall / To loves mistook, and so be mocked withal / Upon 
the next occasion that we meet, / With visages displayed, to talk and greet” (5.2.140–
44), she sums up her plan. Later, Longueville rebukes Katherine for her “sharp mocks” 
(252) and when the King eventually realises that they are indeed fooled by the masked 
ladies he exclaims: “We are descried! They’ll mock us now downright” (5.2.390). 

Mocking their “shapeless gear,” “shallow shows,” “wiley penned” prologue and 
“rough carriage” as “ridiculous,” the women’s unmasking of the men is turned into an 
unmanning. While conventionally female bodies are objectified as territories to be cap-
tured, the women in the play use verbal attacks to rob their suitors of their self-
perception as amorous conquerors. When Katherine asks Longueville whether his visor 
was “made without a tongue” (5.2.243), she thus not only refers to the type of mask he 
supposedly wears to the ball,7 but also triumphantly registers his silence as a reaction to 
her sharp repulses of his sexual advances.  

It is possible to view the female masquerade in Love’s Labour’s Lost as related to the 
twin character that Roger Caillois ascribes to le loup, the black or half-mask, elegantly 
reduced in style and rather abstract in shape, and worn by maskers and conspirators 
alike. Associated both with erotic festivities and conspiratorial activities, le loup 
signifies what Caillois in his influential study Man, Play and Games terms “equivocally 
sensual intrigues” and “mysterious plots against the powers that be” (130): 

It is the symbol of amorous or political intrigue. […] At a ball, it is not merely two strangers who 
hold and dance with each other; they are two beings who symbolize mystery and who are already 
bound by a tacit promise of secrecy. The mask ostensibly liberates them from social constraints. 
In a world in which sexual relationships are subject to many taboos, it is noteworthy that the black 
mask […] traditionally symbolizes the means and often the announced decision to violate these 
taboos. (130–31) 

 
7 The Arden edition notes that Katherine is likely to refer to a type of mask that “covered the entire 

features and was kept in place by a tongue, or interior projection, held in the mouth” (5.2.245n.). 
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Due to the gender hierarchies dominating social interactions in early modern England, 
the relationship of men and women is both sexually and politically charged. In the play, 
the female masking game combines amorous and political intrigue in an attempt to 
challenge masculine authority. On a further level, the play’s portrayal of “amorous 
masking” (Twycross and Carpenter 170) in the sense of a highly stylised and hierarch-
ised form of courtly dance is turned into an allusive microcosm of social structures and 
hierarchies. The dancefloor of the masked ball becomes a representation of gendered 
society. By teasingly violating codes of conduct and etiquette in dancing, the women 
thus undermine the men’s sexual and political power.  

In that respect, Love’s Labour’s Lost differs remarkably from Shakespeare’s other 
plays involving amorous masking. In Romeo and Juliet, Much Ado About Nothing and 
Henry the Eighth, the male characters, in keeping with the conventions of the period, 
“see masking as a socially accepted opportunity to survey the looks and enjoy the 
company of young women” (Twycross and Carpenter 4). The masking behaviour of the 
historical king Henry the Eighth, considered to have initiated the English masque 
tradition, is said to have gone along with his amorous desire. In 1537–38, the Emperor’s 
ambassador Eustace Chapuys noted in a letter that “he [the king] cannot be one single 
moment without masks, which is a sign that he purposes to marry again” (qtd. in 
Twycross and Carpenter 179). Accordingly, in the play of his name, a disguised Henry 
the Eighth indeed falls in love with Anne Boleyn while dancing with her after having 
crashed a social gathering at Cardinal Wolsey’s house. In conformity with the popular 
courtly masque fiction of an embassage that appears in order to dance with the local 
nobles (Schnitzer 50), the monarch and his fellow maskers stage themselves as “a noble 
troop of [French] strangers” (1.4.53) sent to act “as great ambassadors / From foreign 
princes” (1.4.55–56), who “[c]rave leave to view these ladies and entreat / An hour of 
revels with ‘em” (1.4.71–72). 

The arrival of the king and his followers outlandishly “habited like shepherds” is 
heralded by Lord Chamberlain (1.4.63, stage directions) who takes the traditional part 
of the presenter of the masque. In this respect, the maskers in Henry the Eighth parallel 
the performance of the men in Love’s Labour’s Lost. The latter similarly appear 
outlandishly “appareled [...] / Like Muscovites or Russians” (5.2.120–21), attended by 
“Black[a]moors with music” (5.2.117, stage directions) and finally heralded by the page 
Mote, who declares their aim as “to parley, to court, and dance” (5.2.122). At first sight, 
the fiction of a group of foreigners invading the dancefloor in order to court native ladies 
invokes the common idea of male colonial penetration of feminised terrain, which might 
also hint at anxieties concerning “the permeability of England’s borders” (Karim-
Cooper 43). In Love’s Labour’s Lost, however, this constellation is inversed in two 
respects. Not only are the male invaders forced to withdraw from the battleground 
without any notable triumph, but the women, as French ambassadors to the court of 
Navarre, are in fact themselves the party to first invade a foreign country. With their 
arrival shortly after the self-styled “brave conquerors” (1.1.8) declared “not to see a 
woman” (1.1.37), the ladies, as soldieresses of “the huge army of the world’s desires” 
(1.1.10) that the King was determined to fight, eventually shame the men publicly 
according to their own vow by bringing the royal proclamation to bear: “Item: If any 
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man be seen to talk with a woman within the term of three years, he shall endure such 
public shame as the rest of the court shall possibly devise” (1.1.128–30). 

In this comedy, the significance of female masking provides a crucial break from 
amorous masking conventions as staged in other plays in which, with some minor 
exceptions,8 only men perform with their faces covered by masks. Twycross and 
Carpenter identify a flirtatious “interaction of masked and unmasked participants” (13) 
as essential to the erotic charge of the amorous masking tradition:  

A masker encounters an unmasked partner: the flirtation they engage in is shaped partly by the 
power held by the masker, who can see the other withholding his [...] own identity, and partly by 
the excitement of the unmasked partner at engaging in amorous exploration with the literally, or 
supposedly, unknown. (171) 

The women in Love’s Labour’s Lost oppose this custom and also refuse to participate in 
other conventions of festive display at court. As soon as the men appear in order to act 
as Muscovites in the performance they devised for the purpose of wooing, the ladies do 
not grant them any audience. When Mote sets out to herald their arrival, “[t]he ladies 
turn their backs to him” (5.2.161, stage directions). When he eventually starts to speak, 
the women’s repudiating behaviour causes him to confuse his lines: 

PAGE “A holy parcel of the fairest dames 
That ever turned – [...] their backs to mortal views.”  
BIRON Their “eyes,” villain, their “eyes”! 
PAGE “That ever turned their eyes to mortal views. [...]” 
[...] They do not mark me, and that brings me out! (5.2.160–73) 

From the outset, the male performance, originally designed to win over the ladies, is 
deprived of any authority and attention. Usually, however, masks are meant to act as 
“public faces” (Twycross and Carpenter 92). Every masked person, as Richard Weihe 
points out in his study on the paradoxicality of the mask, needs an audience as hiding 
one’s face behind a mask, paradoxically, implies a desire to be seen (17). By “turning 
their backs to” and not looking at the maskers, the women deny the key component of 
any masked encounter. 

When they finally look at their suitors, their behaviour only intensifies their refusal 
to adhere to courtly masque conventions. Questioned about the intention of their visit, 
the King declares that he and his fellow Muscovites “have measured many miles / To 
tread a measure” (5.2.185–86) with the ladies. The implicit notion that the women will 
have to dance because the men expect them to do so expresses the deeply ingrained and 
repeatedly implied male desire to stick to traditional lead-follow relationships. “Then in 
our measure vouchsafe but one change. / Thou bidd’st me beg; this begging is not 
strange” (5.2.210–11), the King further urges Rosaline, whom he takes for the Princess 
because she wears the Princess’s token. On a similar note, he also entreats her to take 
off her mask in order “to show the sunshine of [her] face” (5.2.202), again expressing 

 
8 In Romeo and Juliet, Juliet indeed wears a mask to the Capulets’ “ancient feast” (1.4.85), but her 

disguise does not counter the male expectations of the occasion (with the possible objection that she 
accepts the wooing of another man than the one chosen by her father as her future husband). 
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his wish to maintain gendered hierarchies between masked male dancers and unmasked 
female dancers on the dancefloor. 

Rosaline, commanding in the role of the Princess, however, rejects all of his requests. 
Already earlier in the play, in her very first dialogue with Biron, Rosaline pointedly 
refuses to answer and mockingly parrots Biron’s question about a dance the pair shared 
in the past (“Did not I dance with you in Brabant once?”, 2.1.114–15). Now, again asked 
for a dance, she refers to her masked face as a “clouded” moon (5.2.204), itself a 
traditionally feminised natural force not to be commanded by human powers, and calls 
for music without intention to “tread a measure”: “Play music, then! Nay, you must do 
it soon. / Not yet? No dance! Thus change I like the moon” (212–13). Still insisting on 
his manliness as an imperative force, the King declares himself the man in the moon 
(i.e. the master over Rosaline disguised as the Princess), thus entitled to demand “some 
motion” to the music (5.2.216–17), while Rosaline, however, continues to challenge 
male expectations. “Since you are strangers, and come here by chance, / We’ll not be 
nice. Take hands,” she seemingly relents, only to immediately revoke her offer and 
repeat her initial refusal (“We will not dance”, 5.2.220). “Why take you hands, then?” 
wonders the King, unable to make sense of her behaviour. Wittily manipulating the 
meaning of bodily signs, Rosaline explains their handshake to be a gesture of parting 
(5.2.221). Finally prompting her ladies to curtsy in order to signify that “so the measure 
ends” (5.2.222), Rosaline eventually frustrates the men’s wish to dance once and for all 
by granting them only a concluding gesture without the fulfilment of the actual act. 

Declining to dance at a masked ball in early modern England comes close to a refusal 
to engage in any form of communication. As Twycross and Carpenter point out: “With 
changing facial expression unavailable as a source of communication, masking activities 
often prioritise other sources of bodily expression. Courtly masking almost always 
centres on dance” (8). With respect to the masque’s conventions, the French ladies’ 
behaviour represents a sort of scandal. In fact, both parties repeatedly hint at the 
anomalous character of the situation. “But shall we dance if they desire us to’t?” 
(5.2.145), Rosaline wants to know when the ladies prepare for their mocking of the male 
maskers. Immediately, however, she is met with resolute negation on the part of the 
Princess as the leader of the female rebellion: “No, to the death we will not move a foot; 
/ Nor to their penned speech render we no grace, / But while ‘tis spoke each turn away 
her face” (5.2.146–48). Accordingly, for the King, the women’s refusal to dance makes 
them appear “estranged” (5.2.214). From an early modern male perspective, then, the 
physical distancing forced on the men belies expectations regarding the appropriate 
conduct of women in general and of noble women sticking to etiquette in particular. 

Finally recognising their defeat and realising the ineffectiveness of any further urging 
(“More measure of this measure! Be not nice”, 5.2.223), the King relents to relinquish 
dancing and to settle for conversation instead. “If you deny to dance, let’s hold more 
chat” (5.2.229), he concedes before the couples withdraw to converse in private. Later, 
Biron, on behalf of his comrades, promises Rosaline that he “will wish [her] never more 
to dance, / Nor ever more in Russian habit wait” (5.2.401–2). After their plan to win the 
ladies with masks and dances failed, the men’s wooing is moved entirely to the sphere 
of language. Their impotency to actually match actions to words is implied even before 
the masked-ball scene in act five. Starting from the King’s failure to meet the terms of 
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his own proclamation of celibacy in the very first scene,9 the play eventually returns to 
its point of departure, with each lady imposing on her wooer a twelve-months period of 
“reformation” (5.2.857). “Our wooing doth not end like an old play: / Jack hath not Jill,” 
Biron remarks in his final lines in the play, acknowledging that “[t]hese ladies’ courtesy 
/ Might well have made [their] sport a comedy” (5.2.862–4). Not able to perform as 
promised and to put any of their plans into practice, the men finally accept the effective 
inversion of gendered lead and follow positions.  

Not only are the men unable to engage in dancing, but throughout the play they also 
fail to perform another crucial sort of stylised movement. In the play’s subplot, from the 
first reference to the conflict unfolding between Armado and Costard, who are both 
amorously linked to the country maid Jaquenetta, the masculinity-affirming ritual of 
duelling is repeatedly evoked, but never performed. When Costard’s case (he violated 
the royal proclamation of celibacy) is brought before the King, the culprit pictures him-
self as “a man that dares not fight” (1.1.221). Thus, he is content with renouncing his 
affair with Jaquenetta as long as he will not have to bear any heavy penalty. Armado in 
turn, who is tasked with having custody of Costard, admits that he is himself entangled 
in an amorous war against his feelings. Aware that “drawing [his] sword against the 
humour of affection” (1.1.54–55) will not deliver him from his desire, Armado acknow-
ledges his defeat by the armed forces of sexual attraction:  

Cupid’s butt-shaft is too hard for Hercules’ club, and therefore too much odds for a Spaniard’s 
rapier. The first and second cause will not serve my turn. The passado he respects not; the duello 
he regards not. His disgrace is to be called “Boy,” but his glory is to subdue men. Adieu, valor; 
rust, rapier; be still, drum: for your manager is in love. (1.1.157–63) 

Armado’s use of the language of duelling as a highly encoded and ritualised form of 
male toe-to-toe confrontation, is later combined with the sphere of dancing. When Mote 
wants to know whether Armado means to “win [his] love with a French brawl,” refer-
ring, according to the Norton editor, to a French dance, Armado, mistaking this meaning, 
only wonders what he means by “[b]rawling in French” (3.1.7–8). His own use of 
‘brawling’ in this line signifies ‘quarrelling’ rather than actually ‘brawling’ in the sense 
of French dancing (3.1.8, 4n). Mote finally corrects him, explaining that by ‘brawl’ he 
meant “to jig off a tune at the tongue’s end, canary to it with the feet, humor it with 
turning up your eyes, sigh a note and sing a note” (3.1.9–11). As these few lines imply, 
the triad of love, dance and war subsists in the subplot of the play. The nobles’ formal 
language of warfare and the aristocratic masque of the main plot reappear in the world 
of the commoners, albeit in a transformed shape. Here, brawling is used as a less sophis-
ticated standardised form of fighting, and the masque is substituted by other more 
appropriate forms of popular entertainments, a tune and a canary dance. 

 
9 After rereading the King’s agreement regarding the courtiers’ three-years celibate enclosure for 

academic studies, Biron, recalling the scheduled arrival of the female French ambassadors, remarks 
on the rule of “not seeing woman”: “This article, my liege, yourself must break. / For well you know, 
here comes in embassy / The French King’s daughter with yourself to speak […]. / Therefore, this 
article is made in vain, / Or vainly comes th’admired Princess hither” (1.1.131–8). When he finally 
signs the document, he, prognostically, proclaims that “he that breaks them [i.e. the regulations] in the 
least degree / Stands in attainder of eternal shame” (154–55). 
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Eventually, Armado and Costard start to quarrel with each other in the final moments 
of the play. When the characters of the subplot entertain the nobles with an enactment 
of the Nine Worthies, Costard, who acts the part of Pompey, infuriates Armado, who 
plays the role of Hector, by publicly revealing Jaquenetta’s premarital pregnancy. They 
challenge each other to a duel but, again, this fight is never performed on stage. While 
both combatants lengthily waste time with processes of re-arming (“I pray you, let me 
borrow my arms again”, 5.2.683–84) or uncasing (“Master, let me take you a buttonhole 
lower”, 5.2.688–89), they are watched and, once again, continuously mocked by their 
aristocratic audience. Ultimately, Armado backs down arguing that he “will not combat 
in [his] shirt” (5.2.692–93). Before any of the bystanders can persuade him to remain 
true to his commitment (5.2.694–95), Marcade enters as yet another ambassador from 
France announcing the death of the Princess’s father. Again, an interruption sent from 
the feminised French court prevents the men from turning words into actions.    

It is crucial to note that while carnival is a strictly limited period of licence and 
inversion, the play eventually suggests a permanent change to social (gender) 
conditions. During the festive season, the roles of king and subject, master and servant, 
male and female may be questioned, but, as Mahler points out, the end of this period is 
normally characterised by a “strengthened return to sobriety” (123, my translation).10 In 
Love’s Labour’s Lost, however, the ladies break this cycle with lasting effect. When the 
Princess eventually returns to a world beyond masked balls and theatrical performances, 
she does not simply experience a confirmation, but rather an elevation of her status. 
With her royal father’s death in her absence, the Princess becomes Queen. “How fares 
your majesty?” (5.2.712), the King asks after the ambassador’s exit, obviously 
acknowledging her newly gained equality to him in title and rank. Notably, when she 
imposes the penalty of a second celibacy on her suitor, the new Queen’s first official act 
is a further subversion of male potency. Once again, she employs the language of 
amorous combat by twice reminding him to “challenge” (791) her after the expiration 
of a year. With the anticipation of this challenge as yet another trial of their love – and 
quite similarly to how a challenge to combat usually may end either in triumph or defeat 
–, the Queen leaves her relationship to the King ambiguously hovering in between 
potential fulfilment and unattainability.  

Ultimately, the female characters in Love’s Labour’s Lost to some extent confirm 
Vives’ concerns about women who wear masks and attend dances. Making use of their 
masks’ transformative power, they go beyond a temporary change according to what 
Bakhtin identifies as a mask’s association with “transition, metamorphoses, [and] the 
violation of natural boundaries” (39). They become, in Vives’ terms, used to the “shame-
lessness,” or rather to the unrestricted autonomy they experienced under their masks. 
Accordingly, the Princess and her ladies still exhibit a similarly witty and independent 
attitude when they dismiss the men in the end as they had done before in the course of 
the carnivalesque liberty of the masked ball. While the majority of Shakespeare’s 
crossdressers tend to re-integrate themselves into the former social order when they 
remove their disguises, the female protagonists in this early comedy establish and 
manage to maintain a reformed hierarchy of gender relations. By refusing to accept male 

 
10 The German original reads “gestärkte Rückkehr in den Ernst der Lebenswelt” (Mahler 123). 
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leads on the dancefloor, they eventually perform as leaders in the social battlefield of 
amorous interaction, thus displaying an alternative attitude towards, and a challenging 
of, the relationship between the sexes. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Die Vorstellungswelten von Tanz, Liebe und Krieg bestimmen Sprache und Handlung von Shakespeares 
Komödie Love’s Labour’s Lost. Eingeleitet von der zölibatären Kriegserklärung gegen amouröse 
Gefühle durch den König von Navarra, gleicht die Interaktion zwischen Navarras Höflingen und den 
Hofdamen um die Prinzessin von Frankreich einem Koketteriekrieg der Geschlechter. Als Schlachtfeld 
im Zentrum dieses Kriegs dient die Tanzfläche der Maskenballszene im fünften Akt, auf der die Frauen 
den Kampf für sich entscheiden. Ausschlaggebend dafür ist ihr geistreicher Einsatz der Masken als 
blickabweisende Rüstungsvisiere (visors) und ihre Weigerung, sich höfischen Konventionen zu beugen. 
Die Männer verlassen sich althergebracht auf Äußerlichkeiten als identitätsbestimmende Merkmale und 
definieren ihr Gegenüber über äußere Zeichen. Die Frauen hingegen erlangen die Kontrolle über die 
Situation, indem sie, im Sinne der frühneuzeitlichen Zeichenkrise, hervorgerufen durch ein ansteigendes 
semiotisches Chaos, jene Zeichen vertauschen und bewusst mit Identitäten spielen. Den Höhepunkt des 
weiblichen Macht- und Maskenspiels, an dem Hierarchien umgekehrt und karnevaleske Elemente mit 
der höfischen masque-Tradition vermengt werden, bildet die wiederholte Ablehnung jeder Aufforderung 
zum Tanz. Während die Männer vergeblich auf die Einhaltung der Balletikette insistieren, wird die 
Entsagung von männlicher Führung auf der Tanzfläche für die Frauen zu einem emanzipatorischen 
Schritt, der einer symbolischen Entmannung gleichkommt. Der Angriff auf die Rollenverständnisse im 
Tanz hat im Stück letzten Endes eine Neuordnung geschlechtlicher Hierarchien jenseits der Maskenball-
sphäre zur Folge. Die Männer schwören demonstrativ, von weiteren Tanzaufforderungen abzusehen und 
werden nachhaltig in die Rolle der Folgenden versetzt, während die Frauen den Handlungsausgang als 
Führende selbst in die Hand nehmen.



 

 

GENDER AND THE DANCING FAIRY BODY IN FREDERICK ASHTON’S 

THE DREAM  

BY 

STEVEN HA 

Introduction 

Nestled in the hollow of a tree lies Titania, Queen of the Fairies. As if plucked out of a 
nineteenth-century lithograph, she assumes the appearance of the romantic ballerina 
with her white satin bodice, tulle skirt, miniature wings, and a crown of flowers. She 
glows in the moonlight as she rests – but her peaceful slumber is an illusion that masks 
the sensuous, unruly creature that lies within her porcelain exterior. A cadre of fairies 
made in her image form a circle in front of this sacred dwelling, first gesturing with a 
finger to their lips to beckon quiet, then raising their arms in a V-shape and lowering 
them crossed, as a chilling chorus of voices fill the air to complete a spell of protection 
for their Fairy Queen. However, resistant to the charm is the compelling Oberon, dark 
eyed and verdant, who observes from above Titania’s resting place. As Titania’s court 
leaves the scene, he creeps in, his diaphanous cape trailing behind him like spider webs. 
He alternates expansive arabesques with a contracted body shape in an upright position 
and bent knees, rebounding precariously on one leg with each repetition, as the hollow 
sounds of reed instruments pepper the night. He then whirls into a pirouette and panther-
like, slides backward into deep lunges with an arched back, while clutching a magic 
flower intended to enchant Titania with a love spell. Majestic and alluring, Oberon too 
has an air of eroticism like his female counterpart – and a streak of wickedness as well. 
For the magic flower is not a benevolent love spell intended for her to fall in love with 
him, but rather to enact his devious plan of impelling her to become enamoured with a 
human transformed into an ass. It is an act of playful cruelty, in the manner of nineteenth-
century supernatural beings, whose mischievous behaviour is as essential to their being 
as is their penchant for the erotic and the grim. 

The aforementioned scene is extracted from Frederick Ashton’s The Dream, a one-
act ballet adapted from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.1 Choreographed in 
1964 as part of a celebration for the fourth centenary of the Bard’s birth, Ashton 
truncates the ballet’s plot, omitting the Athenian wedding and instead highlighting the 
intertwining narratives of the four young lovers, the mechanicals (sans the play-within-
a-play), and most predominantly, the quarrel between Titania and Oberon. He chose 
Felix Mendelssohn’s incidental music for A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Op. 61 (1842), 
a musical interpretation of the play that integrates elements of romanticism from the 

 
1 Choreographic analysis for this paper is primarily derived from two sources, the 1978 broadcast by the 

BBC from the Royal Opera House, London, as performed by the Royal Ballet and featuring Anthony 
Dowell as Oberon and Merle Park as Titania, and several performances I attended of the American 
Ballet Theatre, June 21-23, 2012, Metropolitan Opera House, New York. 
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early nineteenth century (Wright 176). The structure of the Mendelssohn score then 
guided Ashton’s shaping of the narrative. Additionally, instead of setting the ballet in a 
forest outside of Athens, The Dream brings Shakespeare’s story into Mendelssohn’s 
time, taking place in a foggy woodland glade in the Victorian era. The Dream is not 
meant to be an accurate portrayal of the period – however, I suggest that Ashton’s 
aggregation of Victorian elements, imaginary or real, still contains lingering traces of its 
gender discourse that shape how power is mapped onto the dancing fairy body. Dance 
scholar Geraldine Morris argues that the way Ashton portrays fairies in The Dream pays 
homage to the romantic ballet of the nineteenth century, but is also invested in the 
romanticism of the same period that sees them as lustful, vengeful spirits (“Slumbering” 
266-69). This brings to light two major premises: first, that in recalling the romantic 
ballet of the early nineteenth century, The Dream references a time when ballerinas 
dominated the stage and second, that Victorian fear and fascination with the supernatural 
is a central theme of the work. However, The Dream is not simply a replication of 
romantic ballet, as its play on representations of gender is markedly different from ballet 
precedents. As such, in this paper I argue that an examination of gender roles as 
represented and manipulated through the dancing fairy body demonstrates Ashton’s 
blurring of traditional gender roles that go against the conventions of classical ballet. 

Oberon and Liminality 

In this section, I examine the role of Oberon in The Dream and bring into focus the ways 
in which Oberon embodies characteristics of both the masculine and feminine, to then 
situate him as somewhere in between these categories. Traditionally, ballet classicism 
and its codification of gender roles insists upon highlighting sexual difference as a way 
of affirming conventions of masculinity and femininity (Daly 58). However, Regina 
Buccola notes that in early modern times, the fairy was seen as a character of liminality 
(43-45). In this light, I suggest that Ashton employs the fairy body’s liminality and its 
evasiveness of dualistic structures to challenge the binary model of male and female 
gender in ballet. In The Dream, the fairy body must also be examined in the context of 
the nineteenth century, as this era provides the setting of the ballet. Thus, my intention 
here is to demonstrate how Ashton sidesteps these conventions of classicism and gender, 
in ways that evidence his inconspicuous rebellion. 

The role of Oberon in Ashton’s The Dream was originated by the dancer Anthony 
Dowell, then a rising star with the Royal Ballet. It is important to note that Oberon and 
Dowell are intertwined, as Ashton’s choreographic process involved highlighting the 
individual characteristics of the dancers he worked with and distilling those steps and/or 
qualities with the choreographer’s own movement tendencies as experienced through 
his body as a ballet student (Morris, “Dance Partnerships” 12). This enabled Ashton to 
have a more flexible approach to choreography (as opposed to the practice of coming to 
rehearsals with choreography predetermined) and from this, Ashton developed a unique 
partnership with Dowell in particular, one that “is not confined to ‘traditional’ male 
ballet movement” (Morris, “Dance Partnerships” 13). By “traditional,” Morris infers 
that she means the more athletic manoeuvres and bravura steps intended to impress 
audiences; the skyward jumps, multiple pirouettes, and consecutive beats of the legs – 
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frequently distinguished in terms of quantity (the higher the jump, or the greater number 
of pirouettes or beats a dancer can achieve, the more impressive the movement 
becomes). The popularity of emphasis on athletic virtuosity is articulated by Michael 
Gard, who theorises that “the male dancer as athlete has come to occupy a dominant 
discursive position in constructions of who the male dancer is, and what kind of skills 
the male needs in order to become a professional dancer” (76). At times, Ashton’s 
choreography certainly aligns with athletic male dancing but as Morris has observed, it 
can also bend the rules. Oberon is a role that necessitates athleticism, but also other 
qualities not typically expected of male dancers. 

Ashton’s dance passages for Oberon generally sort into two categories: the legato, or 
lithesome movements marked by a smoothness typically assigned to ballerinas and thus 
characterised as feminine and the bravura, choreography that is flashier and more 
dynamic, and in Ashton’s style, densely packed with elaborate sequences of steps à terre, 
meaning movements that are performed on the floor as opposed to the airborne variety. 
The inclusion of the legato phrases is a direct result of Ashton’s working out the 
choreography with Dowell, whose tendency for lyricism helped make available this 
vocabulary of movement (Morris, “Slumbering” 277). In one scene, Oberon approaches 
a sleeping Demetrius and performs a fiendish, agonizingly slow series of carefully 
tempered pirouettes in varying positions in a diagonal across the stage. This necessitates 
a high degree of control so that each turn lands in an extended arabesque, soaking up 
the progressive chords of the orchestra and flutes. The effect of this phrase is ethereal 
and strangely seductive, and it is a fitting response to the narrative. After dabbing the 
potion in the sleeping man’s eyes to correct the turmoil of Puck’s folly, Oberon extends 
one leg behind him to repeat his motif of the elongated arabesque directly over 
Demetrius, creating an illusion of portentous weight over the human and suggesting an 
invasion of his dreams or psyche. This recalls nineteenth-century preoccupations of 
artists like Henry Fuseli, who linked terror with the erotic vis-à-vis a number of 
“grotesques and fairy femme fatale[s]” who prey upon humans while they sleep (Silver 
21-25). In the context of ballet, this fascination with the besieged slumber has been 
canonised in the nineteenth-century ballet La Sylphide (1832), with its famous opening 
scene of the ballerina/sylph admiring a sleeping James by the fireplace. However, The 
Dream displays a reversal of roles in which male fairies (Puck and Oberon) meddle in 
the affairs of humans as they sleep. In this sense, the dancing male fairy body as the 
erotic aggressor of dreams illustrates how the first category of the legato movement for 
Oberon is utilised to reverse gender roles. In classical ballet it is typically the ballerina 
who assumes the role of a supernatural and dances the legato style; beyond La Sylphide 
the motif appears with the wilis of Giselle (1841), the shades of La Bayadere (1877), 
and the swans of Swan Lake (1877) to name a few. Although each ballet is presented as 
a love story, the ballerina’s appearance at night or as a vision is consistent with images 
of the supernatural female haunting men. Less frequent is a supernatural male body 
intruding upon women’s dreams (Michel Fokine’s 1911 ballet Le Spectre de la rose 
comes to mind), as are male dancers performing legato choreography. 

The second category of movement that exemplifies gender play in Ashton’s solo work 
for Oberon is the bravura, though it is reconstituted in Ashton’s style. This consists of 
an amalgamation of steps that resist their more typical gendered assignments, thus 
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indicating a scrambling of the masculine and feminine. This is most evident in the scene 
set to the Scherzo of the Mendelssohn score, where a virtuosic display of mostly pure 
dance occurs after Titania falls asleep with Bottom, while Puck settles the Lover’s 
confusion by enchanting the correct pairings with the love potion. This section is 
primarily a vehicle for Oberon, though it also features Puck as a sort of comic relief. 
Additionally present are Titania’s attendants (Peaseblossom, Cobweb, Moth, and 
Mustardseed) who scintillate in short bursts of petit allegro, or smaller jumps and 
filigree footwork. To be clear, Oberon’s dancing throughout the Scherzo is as 
challenging as it is mercurial, bounding and winding through the stage space with 
incredible speed and dexterity. However, the combination of jumps and travelling turns 
are in some ways atypical of what is often considered masculine in ballet. Some of 
Oberon’s leaps do indeed suspend with amplitude, but in contrast, one series of 
consecutive jumps that briskly rotate in the air eschews suspension in favour of forward 
energy and sharp accents articulated by the legs, demonstrating a quickness more akin 
to the petit allegro dancing of the female fairies. In other moments, Oberon performs 
diminutive beaten steps and flickering footwork with a certain preciosity that actually 
abstains from occupying a lot of space; this quality might normally go hand in hand with 
dancing on pointe that is designed to emphasise the mastery of detail and expressivity 
of the feet by the ballerina. Indeed, the juxtaposition of choreography for Titania’s 
attendants with Oberon’s movements highlights the similarities in some of their dance 
phrases like the footwork and the travelling turns that blister across the stage, of which 
the female fairies also perform in their own featured sections. What becomes 
increasingly clear throughout the Scherzo is that although specific characters are given 
particular motifs, the movement phrases in which they arise weave together the 
characteristics that read as feminine or masculine. Furthermore, while the Scherzo 
prominently features Oberon, Ashton’s stylization of the bravura is not limited to him 
alone; that the childlike Puck and the attendants also perform in this manner suggests 
that the bravura is accessible to all, regardless of gender. 

The way that Ashton counters the traditional gendering of a step can also reference a 
specific historical precedent. For example, towards the end of the Scherzo, Oberon 
performs a whirlwind of steps that travel across a diagonal of the stage. This diagonal is 
interspersed with a sequence consisting of a rapid series of hopping turns in place with 
the leg held straight behind him in an arabesque, the arms changing in oppositional 
oblique lines across the body and punctuated by a suspended pirouette maintaining the 
body position while the arms rise to circle overhead. I interpret this cyclonic motif as a 
reference to the title character of the romantic ballet Giselle (1841), in which a young 
peasant girl dies after learning that the object of her affections, Count Albrecht, deceived 
her by hiding his betrothal to another. In the ballet, she turns into a wili or a vengeful 
spirit and joins a ghostly sisterhood of love forsaken women whose wrath terrorises 
philandering men by forcing them to dance to death (Giselle however, is magnanimous 
and saves Albrecht from his fate). In the transformation scene specifically, Giselle enters 
the stage dressed in a gauzy white skirt, covering her face with a veil. According to the 
libretto, Myrtha, Queen of the Wilis removes Giselle’s veil and the latter launches into 
the aforementioned series of turns, thus completing her phantasmagoric transformation 
(Smith 235). Ashton’s re-purposing of her signature step again speaks to his penchant 
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for quoting the past and because of its iconic use in Giselle, it has a subtle effect of 
feminising Oberon. 

Titania as Matriarch 

In order to further clarify the gender play in The Dream and how it troubles the 
associative power dynamics, in this section I consider Titania and her role as the 
matriarchal leader of the fairy world. First and foremost, there are several layers to 
identify in terms of delineating the dynamics of power and gender in The Dream. 
Buccola notes how the sociocultural context of the early modern period indicates that 
audiences of that time would have recognised Titania as an omnipotent figure (60-61). 
Interpreting Titania as a central figure in Ashton’s ballet then reveals how power pivots 
around her. Additionally, Ashton’s nostalgia for the Victorian era and his decision to set 
the ballet in the mid-nineteenth century necessitates attending to Victorian attitudes 
towards gender that espoused patriarchal rule over the household as a defining feature 
of masculinity, one that I suggest motivates Oberon’s actions in the ballet. Ashton’s 
ballet aligns with Gary Williams’s assertion that the various re-stagings and creative 
liberties artists have taken with Midsummer “have often simultaneously affirmed and 
challenged cultural practices of the social mainstream,” including the codification of 
gender roles (Williams 2). It is through this lens I consider the politics of gender, as 
imparted from the time period of the text and Ashton’s idealization of the Victorian era, 
to establish how Titania expresses through movement her status as an equal, if not 
dominant power in the ballet, which appears more devoted to the idea of the fairies living 
in a matriarchal society. 

To begin, dance plays an especially important role in A Midsummer Night’s Dream in 
that it is indeed an expression of social power. Rodney Edgecombe notes how this play 
in particular “is the only work in the [Shakespeare] canon in which the well-being of the 
cosmos, and of the society that subsists within it, is predicated on the dance” (203). And 
more specifically in the context of the Elizabethan era, Sidia Fiorato describes how 
“dance fostered a gendered and patriarchal kind of hierarchy. Masculine performative 
precedence, conjoined with female containment and subordination in the dance 
movements, created a balance of opposites which symbolised concord: gender balance 
led to social harmony” (154). However, in spite of this discourse, the body also contains 
the potential to move against structures of power, and especially the female body’s 
ability to upend the patriarchy through autonomous self-fashioning (Fiorato 154). In this 
light, Titania can then be seen as a subversive figure, one whose defiant behaviour issues 
a challenge to Oberon’s power. However, when taking into account the folklore 
regarding fairies of the early modern period, Lisa Walters suggests that audiences would 
have acknowledged Titania’s sovereignty and argues that “[t]he figure of Oberon, 
examined through the political lens of Titania’s matriarchy, serves as a figure of 
masculine disorder, where he is more aligned with rebellious and disorderly women in 
the play” (159). Titania’s power also resonates with the political backdrop of the early 
modern era in which Mary I and Elizabeth I became the first reigning queens of England, 
going against the precedent of patriarchal rule (Beemer 258-59). As such, I see Titania’s 
defiance of Oberon’s wish to acquire the Changeling as not so much a subversive act as 
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it is assertive of the power she already possesses, “a statement of sovereignty, a 
challenge to masculine authority” (Fiorato 166). As a matter of coincidence, Ashton’s 
ballet seems to align with this perspective. I do not mean to suggest that Ashton had a 
keen understanding of early modern history, but rather that Walters’s argument offers 
new insight into the ways in which gender and power can then be examined in The 
Dream. Rather than interpret the quarrel between the Fairy Queen and King as a clash 
of equals, it is perhaps more appropriate to lean towards Walters’ stance that Ashton’s 
Oberon is actually an outsider to a matriarchal world, emphasised by his frequent 
presence at the outskirts of the performance space. 

Accordingly, the composition of dancers who portray fairies on stage emphasises the 
matriarchal community in which the ballet takes place. Of female fairies, there is Titania, 
her four attendants, and a corps de ballet of twelve women. Of male fairies, there is only 
Oberon and his lackey Puck, and the newly adopted Changeling – Oberon’s court is 
nowhere to be seen throughout the ballet, which for the purposes of the ballet’s narrative, 
might hint at the reason why Oberon desires the Changeling so much. Oberon is 
essentially without a following of his own and thus begins the ballet from a place of 
disempowerment, while Titania’s devotees populate the stage space as an extension of 
her power. The very presence of the ballet hierarchy – principal, soloists, corps de ballet 
– as exclusive to Titania confirms who is in charge. Indeed, it is Peaseblossom, Cobweb, 
Moth, and Mustardseed who are the first to enter the stage after the curtain rises at the 
beginning of the ballet, skittering to and fro as their wings quiver in response to their 
mercurial runs, eventually followed by the corps. Oberon, however, lurks in the 
background, and emerges from the forest shadows. He is a sinister force, whose 
omnipresence is a vital thread that connects the disparate parts of the ballet’s narrative 
(Morris, “Slumbering” 274-77). And yet, this opening scene clearly centralises the 
dancing of the women, exhibiting a social setting in which Oberon is denied access; he 
is made to be an intruder even in his own alleged domain. Moments later, Titania enters 
with the Changeling and the argument ensues, the verbal jabs expressed through 
punctuated kicks and glaring eye contact. When the kerfuffle ends with the fairy King 
and Queen accidentally throwing the Changeling to the ground, Titania is quick to 
comfort the boy before turning to her coterie of fairies and with two loud claps, 
summoning them to follow her off stage. As they exit in militaristic fashion, Titania and 
the Changeling followed by the four soloists and then the corps, they repeatedly turn 
their heads away from Oberon with haughtiness and disapproval. Oberon is 
disparagingly abandoned on stage, where he ambles about in confusion and 
embarrassment for a moment before devising his plan to humiliate Titania in return. For 
the most part, Oberon is alienated from the various communities he encounters, whether 
they be fairy or human. 

Titania’s power is further underscored by the historical nature of her imagery and 
Ashton’s devotion to the nineteenth century in The Dream. Visually, Titania and the 
female fairies are modelled after lithographs of the Romantic ballerinas dressed as 
sylphs, to the extent that the choreographer frequently quotes their poses as sketched by 
various nineteenth-century artists (Morris, “Slumbering” 269-74). Thus, for Ashton, it 
stands to reason that a ballet with a story that takes place during the Victorian era would 
then allude to the fanaticism for the ballerinas that dominated the early nineteenth 
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century. Mendelssohn’s own infatuation with the iconic Marie Taglioni also suited 
Ashton’s enthusiasm for an impression of historical appropriateness (Kavanagh 455-
56). I use the term historical appropriateness here rather than historical accuracy in order 
to clarify that Ashton was not particularly interested in reproducing a nineteenth-century 
ballet. Instead, his affinity for ballet history served as a source of inspiration for 
engineering his own aesthetic ideals. In any case, the composer’s admiration of the 
nineteenth-century ballerina then figured as a kind of endorsement or affirmation for 
regarding Titania so highly in the ballet. However, it is also important to note that 
Titania’s power is not strictly limited to her status as the Queen of the Fairies and that 
her currency has an element of fear. Folklore throughout the British Isles often noted the 
close relationship between fairies and witches, and the Victorians feared them similarly 
to the extent of confusing the two (Silver 175). Carole Silver elaborates: 

[B]oth witches and fairies were perceived primarily as groups of wild or uncontrolled women 
who were possessed of powers that had not been civilised or domesticated. These powers were 
symbolised by the wild, orgiastic dances both groups performed; dances that suggested the 
savage, sensual nature of the females who participated in them and, through them, lured innocent 
men to destruction. (176) 

Thematically, Silver’s statement is certainly in agreement with Titania’s predecessors of 
the romantic ballet, such as the sylph and her parallel relationship to the witches of the 
ballet (Aschengreen 7-11; Banes 19). Additionally, the idea of women dancing men to 
death is one of the major premises of the ballet Giselle. In her own way, Titania also taps 
into this synthesis of witch and fairy. In appearance, David Walker’s designs for the 
original production dresses Titania like a romantic ballerina with the signature tulle skirt 
and miniature wings but instead of the braids and tidier hair styles of the romantic ballet, 
her hair is only partially tied back, with the rest hanging in a cascade of curls, “unusual 
in ballet” (Morris, “Slumbering” 266). James Kennedy of the Guardian, in reviewing 
the 1964 premier of The Dream harped on this choice in particular and wrote that 
Antoinette Sibley’s hair “made her look less like a fairy queen than a witch.” In contrast, 
in referring to the same production, Andrew Porter of The Financial Times describes her 
as “young, pretty, touching; delicate in all she does.” These opposing views suggest 
Titania’s ability to integrate witch-like and fairy-like qualities, to recall and embody 
Victorian fears of the supernatural and simultaneously be an object of beauty. In other 
words, Titania demonstrates her capacity to play the sexualised fairy of the nineteenth 
century and also to resist eroticization with the underlying terror of the witch. 

This empowerment vis-à-vis a kind of strangeness in Titania is also a testament to the 
qualities that Sibley herself brought to the role as its originator. Initially, Ashton chose 
her for the role because he did not want Titania to just be “sweet” and saw in Sibley a 
“farouche character” that lent itself to developing the role to its fullest potential (Dance 
Master Class). Not only was Sibley’s temperament well matched to the character, it also 
meant that in the rehearsal process she brought her own attributes into the movement. 
For example, the way she elongated her arms beyond the typically rounded shapes of 
classical ballet are incorporated throughout and obviously sanctioned by Ashton when 
he saw the way it worked with the character (Kavanagh 456). In the section referred to 
as the Lullaby, Titania and her court perform a dance that coincides with the Shakespeare 
text, which also serves as the lyrics to Mendelssohn’s music. This scene, featuring the 
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entire cast of female fairies highlights Titania in dizzying, spritely passages of dance 
that weave in and out of geometric formations with the soloists and corps de ballet, and 
functions as a pre-somnial ritual to protect the Fairy Queen. Titania seems to flicker 
across the stage space with hops on pointe and “unusual, straight leg pirouettes” that 
Sibley excelled at and she recalls as enabling her to perform with more speed (Kavanagh 
456). Speed was a favoured quality of Ashton in general and Sibley perfected these 
particular turns en dedans, or inward toward the body, as opposed to en dehors, or 
outward and away from the body. Later dancers often preferred outward turns as they 
were generally less comfortable performing the step in Sibley’s manner (Dowell and 
Sibley, 154). In another section of the Lullaby, Titania’s attendants gently lead her 
upstage toward a hidden hollow underneath a tree, presumably to sleep, and the Fairy 
Queen brings her hands to her face as if to rub her eyes – she then immediately springs 
into a series of hops on pointe, temporarily thwarting her drowsiness. She pivots in an 
arabesque position before switching feet to extend the other leg in front, immediately 
slicing it behind her and dropping her weight into a plié, while simultaneously swinging 
her arm forward in opposition to the leg. Her feigning slumber and unpredictable, 
explosive changes of direction – further accented by another series of hops on pointe on 
two feet that dart from side to side – indicate a wildness, as if to remind both her court 
and the audience that she is a Queen not easily tamed. 

Nocturne Pas de Deux 

In this section I examine the Nocturne as a continuation of the gender discourse between 
Titania and Oberon, and how this duet correlates with Victorian perceptions of 
masculinity. My reasons for focusing on the Victorian construction of masculinity in 
particular are in response to Ashton’s romanticising of the period and also because of 
how Ashton’s version of events comments on idealised love, especially by comparing 
Titania and Oberon to the human lovers who appear to be members of the Victorian 
bourgeoisie. Whereas Titania and Oberon are the first to exemplify discord in the ballet, 
Hermia and Lysander instead represent tenderness and harmony. With this duality in 
mind, I argue that historicising the lovers through the lens of Victorian ideals of 
masculinity offers additional insights as to what Oberon’s motivations might be for 
trying to figure out human love. My interpretation is predicated on Oberon’s existence 
as a fairy who does not understand human love; nevertheless, he attempts to model 
himself after a Victorian household where he sees himself as a father figure, and Titania 
and the Changeling as representative of wife and child. Literary scholar Shirley Nelson 
Garner notes of the play that “Oberon’s wish to have the boy is consistent with the 
practice of taking boys from the nursery to the father’s realm so that they can acquire 
the character and skills appropriate to manhood” (Nelson Garner 49-50). In the context 
of the ballet, one can then interpret Oberon’s pursuit of the Changeling as a way to 
achieve fatherhood and a sense of family. In effect, he is then asserting a sense of 
masculinity, as “the home was central to masculinity, as the place both where the boy 
was disciplined by dependence and where the man attained full adult status as 
householder” (Tosh, “A Man’s Place” 2). While Victorian social norms typically 
gendered the domestic space as feminine, they simultaneously espoused the household 
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as a site of masculine identification and maintained a “belief in the household as a 
microcosm of the political order […] [and] underlined the importance of the man being 
master in his own home” (Tosh, “Manliness” 36). Men were expected to be the masters 
in the privacy of the home, but beyond the domestic space, their dominance extended to 
the public sphere as well, where “masculine authority over women and children, as well 
as over men who were not considered to be fully masculine, had to be maintained in the 
street and in public places, in order for masculinity to be seen to be preserved and 
bolstered” (Brady 25). In bringing these historical frameworks of Victorian gender codes 
into The Dream, I suggest that certain elements can then be re-interpreted in a new light. 
For example, in Shakespeare’s play, much attention is given to Oberon’s cruel prank on 
Titania (Garner 49-50). However, in Ashton’s narrative of the ballet, it is actually Titania 
who first humiliates Oberon. Indeed, the quarrel at the ballet’s opening not only sees to 
her denying him the Changeling, but the argument itself takes place in front of Titania’s 
court, essentially disgracing Oberon in a public space (and to make matters worse for 
him, an all-female social setting). For Oberon, this means that his inability to control 
Titania and confiscate the Changeling emasculates and disempowers the Fairy King. 
This position of subordination then fuels his desperation throughout the ballet to 
interfere with Titania’s affairs and in observing the Lovers, it is as if the Victorian 
household becomes his path to turning the tides to his favour. With Titania and the 
Changeling at his side as wife and child, he can then establish his household unit and 
stake his claim to authority. Indeed, it is only when Titania finally gives the Changeling 
to Oberon, that we hear the familiar fanfare of Mendelssohn’s Wedding March, to signal 
that the marriage is at last consolidated, and the trio exits the stage with Oberon in the 
center. 

Although in Oberon’s estimation, he has seemingly won his bid for power, the 
Nocturne pas de deux tells a slightly different story. Featuring only Titania and Oberon, 
the duet is their most private moment, making ever distant the sequence of tumultuous 
events that led them to this juncture. In my own viewings of The Dream by the American 
Ballet Theatre in 2012, I was struck by the intimacy of the Nocturne, to the extent that 
it almost seems forbidden for the audience to bear witness. Accordingly, the 
choreography of this pas de deux capitalises on this introspective quality where Titania 
and Oberon seemingly dance more for each other than for the pleasure of the audience. 
What transpires is a danced dialogue between Titania and Oberon, which finds its 
moments of presenting the dancers as equals (Kavanagh 457-58). Additionally, although 
the duet contains the formal elements traditional in the pas de deux of classical ballets, 
this one is inflected with Ashtonian twists that discard its gendered conventions (Morris 
2014, 280). Traditionally, the pas de deux of classical ballet “evokes romantic, 
heterosexual love on both a literal and metaphoric level, emphasising opposing 
characteristics and distinctions between male and female” (Novack 43). For example, 
the classical pas de deux begins with a duet, where the male dancers are seen in 
physically supportive roles as cavaliers and princes, there to assist the ballerina on 
pointe, who creates complex body shapes for display. This is followed by a solo for each 
dancer to display their skills individually, where the men show off their bravura skills 
and the women perform solos that highlight precise footwork and refinement of the 
upper body. Then, the pas de deux typically ends with a coda, a high energy finale to 
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showcase technical brilliance. In the classical pas de deux, what men do as dancers and 
what women do as dancers tends to be strictly codified. Although the Nocturne contains 
these disparate parts (partnering between Titania and Oberon, solo phrases for each 
dancer, virtuosic elements), Ashton fragmentizes these elements and reassembles them 
into one continuous dance, dissolving demarcated sections of the classical pas de deux 
and forgoing the traditional order of duet, male solo, female solo, and coda. Instead, the 
various elements are broken into smaller pieces and woven back together, guided by 
musical motifs that link Titania to woodwinds, Oberon to strings, and partnering to the 
brass or the full orchestra. The end result is a seamless progression of alternating solo 
phrases interspersed amongst the partnering, which in muddling the classical structure 
is truer to depicting a conversation between Titania and Oberon, with its various 
moments of individuality and union. In other words, this pas de deux is less about 
showcasing the ballerina as is often the case in a classical pas de deux and more about 
the characters and the nature of their relationship. 

Historians and scholars have attended to the numerous ways that the Nocturne 
illuminates a jostling for power between Titania and Oberon vis-à-vis their pursuit of 
erotic fulfilment (Vaughan 241; Kavanagh 457-58; Morris, “Slumbering” 279-280; 
Fiorato 169). Indeed, these tensions are expressed in the choreography through what 
original dancer Antoinette Sibley describes as a “pulling away and coming together” 
(Dowell and Sibley 149). For example, Oberon will offer a hand to his Queen and she 
accepts, but she leans away in resistance at first, before slinging forward and forcing 
him to pull her back before she strays too far. When they eventually separate, Titania’s 
movements include quick steps ornamented with shoulder shimmies and undulating 
arms to indulge her own sensuality, while Oberon’s solo work primarily consists of 
various leaps that are curved both in body shape and trajectory, emanating a spryness in 
ecstasy. Tellingly, Titania is often the first to move, whether starting a new phrase or in 
leading the manége (a series of ballet steps travelling in a circular pathway), with Oberon 
cavorting around trying to trap her. When he manages this feat, their partnered work is 
a capricious assortment of movements where Titania might fall backwards for Oberon 
to catch her, or spring erratically into wayward lifts, interspersed with melting collapses 
into his arms. As the pas de deux builds in intensity, she sprints into a running dive, with 
Oberon catching her mid-air and gently returns her to the ground. Sibley describes how 
the character is intended to be combative, as if to tease and test Oberon: “She’s as great 
as he is in her own right, and she’s not going to let him win anything off her until she 
finds that he is winning, and then she has to completely wilt for him and mesmerise him 
again” (qtd. in Kavanagh 457). In this sense, Titania retains flashes of authority in spite 
of Oberon’s temporary victory, and neither fairy is ever completely in control of the 
situation, competing even for the viewer’s attention in their constantly crossing 
pathways. 

The fickleness and sexually charged nature of the Nocturne pas de deux is a curious 
focal point in that it presents a relationship that does not immediately jibe with 
perceptions of Victorian marriage as I have previously discussed. Indeed, recalling my 
argument for recognising Oberon’s endeavour to establish his household contradicts 
what The Dream’s pas de deux actually presents, which is far more egalitarian than 
patriarchal. However, it is important to note that the companionate marriage, one based 
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on love and affection rather than social obligation or arrangement defined Victorian 
ideals of domesticity (Tosh, “A Man’s Place” 27). Although Oberon’s position as a 
figurative head of a household is important in the context of the ballet, so too is the 
mutualistic – even if contentious – relationship he maintains with Titania. In one 
moment of the pas de deux, they link both hands and Titania spins into an arabesque 
and tilts her torso forward and extends the arabesque leg upward (also known as 
arabesque penché). It is a pose most often performed by women, however, without 
losing their grip on each other’s hands she turns to face Oberon and they perform the 
movement together – she having done it first as if to demonstrate how it should be done. 
When the fairies execute the step simultaneously, they are angled so as to tip forward 
toward the audience, their linked hands creating a diamond shape, their lifted legs 
pointed behind them on a diagonal, and forming a lattice design by virtue of their 
symmetry. It is an ephemeral picture of harmony, when both dancers must be perfectly 
balanced on their own but also use each other for support. This sequence is repeated 
albeit slightly faster, indicating the transitory nature of perfection. For the time being, 
they have achieved a sort of symbiosis, refusing to release their handhold as they 
perform a frolicsome twirl, with both dancers spinning in unison. This double-handed 
partnering, a frequent choreographic device of Ashton’s, has an appearance more akin 
to social dances than classical ballet by forcing the bodies to dance in closer proximity 
rather than at arm’s length. In total, the profundity of the Nocturne pas de deux lies in 
its wide range of emotions, such as the moments of intimacy to distance, unison and 
individuality, and shifting power between partners. It is an expression of a love unbridled 
but complicated, far from an idealised image of perfection. 

Conclusion 

Our last glance at Titania and Oberon shows the latter gently offering his hand to her, 
she accepts, and they retire to the hollow of the tree, sinking to the ground into a tightly 
locked mutual embrace. Curiously, Puck takes center stage and to the final chords, 
casually shrugs his shoulders with upturned palms, blithely grinning as the curtain falls. 
It is as if his final gesture signals a nonchalance towards the capriciousness of love and 
the entirety of the evening’s events. If love is subject to ambivalence, why not the 
conventions of gender and ballet classicism? An examination of gender, as performed 
by the dancing fairy body in Frederick Ashton’s The Dream indicates the possibilities. 
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Zusammenfassung 

In diesem Artikel untersuche ich die Inszenierung der Körper der tanzenden Feen in Frederick Ashtons 
The Dream (1964), einer Ballettadaption von Shakespeares Ein Sommernachtstraum. Durch choreo-
grafische und intertextuelle Analyse argumentiere ich, dass Ashtons Choreografie für Oberon sowohl 
weibliche als auch männliche Attribute verwendet und so traditionelle Genderrollen im Ballett 
hinterfragt. Im Tanz mit Titania erscheint er als Mann mit devianter Sexualität in einer matriarchalischen 
Gesellschaft. 
 
 



 

 

VISUAL CULTURE AND GENDERED HISTORIES: DANCING FAIRIES AND 

BALLET ADAPTATIONS OF A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM  

BY 

JULIA HOYDIS 

The most visually alluring and ‘danciest’ among Shakespeare’s works, A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream introduces a fully-fledged artistic realisation of the fairy kingdom and 
benevolent, mischievous fairies of diminutive size and supernatural powers. In his 
Dream, Shakespeare did not invent fairies but drew on their popularity in early modern 
folklore, where they occur in male, female or gender-neutral forms and in different sizes. 
While the play’s print version contains little specification of the fairies’ outward 
appearance, creating room for ambivalence, stage productions of the play, and ballet 
adaptations in particular, cannot escape the physicality of the human body and its visual 
markers of identity. The Dream and its many afterlives have established a particular 
iconography of dancing fairy figures, perpetuated through cultural history and 
performance as bodily practice. Focussing on the female, ethereal fairy which has 
emerged as a lasting image formula, this article analyses two particularly successful 
ballets based on Shakespeare’s comedy, George Balanchine’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream and Frederick Ashton’s The Dream as case studies. Engaging with recent 
criticism of these adaptations (Bührle 2018; Rodgers 2019), I argue that they can be 
understood as “crossmappings” (Bronfen 2018) of the play and its performance history, 
the tradition of 19th-century romantic ballet, and music and visual art, especially Felix 
Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s musical score and Victorian fairy painting.  

Rival only to Romeo and Juliet as the most popular ballet based on a Shakespeare 
play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream has seen well over a hundred dance adaptations, most 
of which have not survived, including versions by famous choreographers such as 
Marius Petipa (in 1876) and Michel Fokine (in 1906).1 Among the Shakespearean 
comedies, it has certainly attracted the most choreographies. In the early 1960s, within 
the span of a couple of years, two ballet adaptations of the Dream appeared which are 
now considered canonical: Balanchine’s first full-length American production for New 
York City Ballet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1962), and Frederick Ashton’s one-act 
The Dream (1964), part of the Royal Ballet’s triple bill in honour of the Shakespeare 
quatercentenary. Both rely on another great genius besides Shakespeare – 
Mendelssohn’s overture written in 1813 and the incidental music, written in 1843 for a 
theatre production of the play in Potsdam commissioned by the German King Friedrich, 
based on August Wilhelm von Schlegel’s translation and directed by Ludwig Tieck. We 
are thus confronted with ballets inspired by a musical adaptation first written for a 

 
1 For a historical survey of versions of the ballet see Edgecombe (201-202), Ostlere (54), and Hiscock 

(56-57). Later ballets of A Midsummer Night’s Dream have been choreographed by Heinz Spoerli (for 
Basel Ballet, 1975), John Neumeier (for Hamburg Ballet, 1977), and Christopher Wheeldon (for 
Colorado Ballet, 1997). 
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theatrical staging of Shakespeare’s play in translation, which, while steeped in German 
Romanticism, has since taken on a life of its own and become part of both ‘world’ music 
and literature.  

After an outline of the conceptual approach, I will sketch the historical evolution of 
the Dream’s fairies and their reflection in dance, music and visual art, followed by a 
comparison of the two ballet versions with regards to choreographic structure, setting 
and design. I take them as examples to address a pressing conceptual issue underlying 
all debates of literature and dance adaptation studies. How can these art works be 
grasped, studied (and taught in higher education settings) as adaptations – transcending 
vexed questions of textual ‘fidelity’ and allowing for different reception contexts and 
audience knowledge, especially about dance history? Focussing on the Dream’s 
gendered ‘fairy formula’ in visual culture and performance history reveals that the dance 
adaptations are at least equally, if not more shaped by the structure and atmosphere 
suggested by Mendelssohn’s musical score, the tradition of 19th-century romantic ballet, 
and the iconography of fairy painting which reached popular heights during the 
Victorian age, than by the Elizabethan play. 

Translation, Transposition, Crossmapping 

Proposing to see the ballet as a “translation rather than an adaptation” (Rodgers 328), 
Amy Rodgers begins her analysis of Balanchine’s Dream with the most complicated 
issue at stake when dealing with literary dance adaptations: fidelity to an ‘original’. She 
argues that linguistic translation demands this to a higher degree than kinaesthetic 
translation (327), followed by the claim that choreographers (such as Balanchine) who 
undertake such translations feel no “responsibility” to the dramatist but are instead 
“constrained” by the score of the composer (Rodgers 327-28). This echoes Balanchine’s 
own assessment of his general creative process – and his particular inspiration for the 
Dream2: he takes music as “the controlling image” (Balanchine 82). The constraint is 
thus a deliberate choice, as Balanchine’s almost mathematical process of making music 
visible through meticulously following the score, for example by transferring motifs, 
repetitions, or even the number of instruments into dance, is well documented (see Taper 
257). He specifically employs a metaphor for choreography that links it to visual 
imagery rather than narrative, explaining how “the importance of the story itself 
becomes reduced to being the frame for the picture I want to paint” (Balanchine 82). 
Taking the cue from this, a concept that allows for emphasis on visual cultures, such as 
Bronfen’s crossmapping, appears well suited to capture the interdisciplinary complexity 
of literary dance adaptations.  

In her study of a wide array of examples from visual culture, Bronfen defines 
crossmapping as “a practice in reading, in which theoretical and aesthetic apprehensions 
of our cultural imaginary prove to be mutually implicated’ (Bronfen 3). Drawing on Aby 
Warburg’s notion of affective “pathos formulas” and Stephen Greenblatt’s notion of the 
“exchange of cultural energies” (Greenblatt 19; 12), she argues that the cultural 

 
2 “What has really interested me more than Shakespeare’s words […] has been the music that 

Mendelssohn wrote […] the ballet was inspired by the score” (Balanchine cited in Rogoff 122). 
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“afterlife” of past images and thought formulas shapes contemporary refigurations, 
through the recurrence of patterns and impressions. Greenblatt borrows the term 
energeia in Greek rhetorics – meaning to cause “a stir to the mind” – in order to describe 
the “continual aesthetic power of a Shakespeare play” (Greenblatt 6) palpable in its 
performance. Though produced by historical circumstances far removed in time, and 
with no direct connection to contemporary affective experiences, this energy is passed 
on in refigurations of a work as a belated effect, a “trace that this intensity has left in our 
cultural memory” (4). These traces apply equally, for example to romantic stagings of 
the Dream, the original play script, or the structure of romantic fairy ballets. 
Crossmapping advances the notion of intertextuality and intermediality and interrogates 
what “can be gleaned from appropriations and refigurations that attest to the cultural 
afterlife of a given pathos formula or thought figure” (Bronfen 6; see Hoydis 2020). The 
concept makes visible the overlap of different formulas, image and thought figures, or, 
as we might also call them, different maps which constitute and await deciphering in the 
adaptations. 

To sustain the argument for the value of cross-mapping for conceptualising the 
relations between play text and choreographic works, a few other approaches are helpful 
to consider. Rodgers’s distinction between adaptation and translation, defining the first 
as a process of transference from one medium into another and the second as linguistic 
project, is one that is easily challenged, for as she admits, “one might well argue that 
Balanchine’s Dream should stay where it clearly belongs – in the unwieldy but endlessly 
capacious category of adaptation” (328). However, there are clearly parallels between 
(verbal) language and dance as (non-verbal) linguistic structure based on movement 
vocabulary. Rodgers’s nuanced analysis understands translation as an interpretative 
practice that turns textual passages into choreography. Focussing on aspects such as 
tempo and rhythm, this approach usefully highlights the triangular relationship between 
text, musical score, and choreography, but neglects any wider historical context and 
aspects of memory that crucially shape the experience of adaptations. As Linda 
Hutcheon explains, especially if the adapted work is a canonical one, the reliance on 
cultural memory, “bred through repetition” (Hutcheon 21), typically overtakes the 
judgement of the new artwork, or rather it determines the degree of pleasure or 
frustration in the viewing experience.  

In her reading of 20th-century adaptations of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, including 
Balanchine and Ashton’s, Iris Julia Bührle (2018) traces the roots of both works to the 
structure and storytelling devices of 19th-century ballet and details the associations to 
ballet history created by both works. As far as adaptation theory is concerned, Bührle 
only briefly refers to “each choreographer’s transposition of the source” (176; my 
emphasis), without delineating the advantage the term ‘transposition’ offers over 
‘adaptation’. In music theory, transposition refers to a unidirectional process of moving 
a melody – or a musical gestalt – up or down in pitch by a constant interval. As such, it 
captures the element of moving ‘across’, but still suggests the existence of a binary of 
‘source/new version’, rather than a plurality of influences or dialogic exchange. 

With Ashton and Balanchine’s Dreams we are, in fact, dealing with two ballet 
adaptations which fuse British Renaissance drama, German Romantic music, 19th-
century Russian/European ballet and visual art, the Dream’s theatrical history, and 
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influences of post-war 20th-century American and British ballet. Thus, confronted with 
the complexity of transcultural adaptation across time and media, I argue that Bronfen’s 
conception of crossmapping allows us to grasp these Dreams as adaptations. It also 
allows for different readings, depending which angle of comparison or which maps are 
chosen. Seeing the ballet adaptations as crossmapping places the emphasis on visual 
culture and memory, rather than textuality, and reveals the function of the cultural 
imaginary “as a domain in which the real of history can be read through the inscription 
of its effects” (Bronfen 13) – in other words, how an Elizabethan comedy is 
‘crossmapped’, i.e., refigured and grafted, upon 20th-century ballet. The concept of 
crossmapping has potential for adaptation studies across media,3 but especially for dance 
as visual culture. The approach facilitates comparative study in interdisciplinary 
contexts and diachronic and transmedial analysis; it is also particularly suited for 
teaching contexts (rather than scholarly expert studies), because it allows for critical foci 
on obvious transfers, citations and parallels, and more implicit references that require 
decoding. It highlights instances of continuities of gendered image formulas such as the 
Dream’s fairies and their signification in different contexts. 

Dance, Music, Art, and the Dream 

From its theatrical beginnings, performances of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
supposedly written in 1595/96 for a noble wedding, have featured dance. Yet aside from 
including more dance than any other of the bard’s plays, the Dream has several 
characteristics which make it suitable for expression through dance; agreement persists 
that it is in many ways Shakespeare’s most balletic play and the one most frequently 
adapted into dance (see Klett 14; Sanders 61). Reasons are the play’s inherent lyricism 
and rhythmical language, its features of a wedding play and the fact that dance is central 
to the dramatic action, rendering it “an essential part of the plot, a summarising action 
and a universal symbol instead of merely leaving it the delectable embellishment it 
might have been” (Brissenden 1981, 43; 2; Brooks li; liii). In particular the creation of 
the separate realm of the fairy world, ruled over by Titania and Oberon and their 
entourage of miniature fairies, and dialogues full of references to song and dance, 
suggest a natural fit with ballet. According to Rodney Edgecombe, Titania’s speech in 
Act III contains the play’s “Romantic Ur-plot” (Edgecombe 209) in a nutshell: 

TITANIA. Out of this wood do not desire to go: 
Thou shalt remain here, whether thou wilt or no. 
I am a spirit of no common rate; 
The summer still doth tend upon my state; 
And I do love thee: therefore, go with me; 
I’ll give thee fairies to attend on thee, 
[…] 
And I will purge thy mortal grossness so 
That thou shalt like an airy spirit go. (3.1.134-43) 

 
3 Menzel (2019) also employs crossmapping in her study of adaptations of Richard II in a recent issue 

of SSO. 
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Airy spirits, nocturnal wanderings and sleepwalking, the mix-up of lovers, and the 
transformation of Bottom, are all easily (if not best) conveyed through the vehicle of 
dance. Dealing “with young love, magic and the elemental” (Macaulay n.p.), the Dream 
does indeed feature base elements of “the tropes of the Romantic repertoire” 
(Edgecombe 209) and several of the stock elements later associated with romantic and 
classical ballet. Among the Dream’s “proto-balletic elements” (Edgecombe 203; see 
Barnes et al. 214), aside from moonlight settings and ‘airy spirits’, are furthermore the 
grouping and age-range of the original characters (the eternally young, agile fairies; 
human characters all of marrying age or younger, and mostly couples) which make it 
suitable for showing off a ballet company’s talent and a variety of styles of dancing. The 
Dream offers opportunity for both ensemble scenes and pas de deux, for distinct 
characteristic movements, either virtuous, airy, courtly, or burlesque. These correspond 
to the four groups of characters in the play, three of which are also clearly distinguished 
by musical motifs in Mendelssohn’s score: the four young lovers (Hermia, Lysander, 
Helena, and Demetrius), Oberon and Titania and their fairy attendants Peaseblossom, 
Cobweb, Moth, Mustardseed, and the rustics performing the “Pyramus and Thisbe” 
play-in-the-play. As the incidental music focuses exclusively on the fairy realm and does 
not include music for Theseus and Hippolyta, many choreographic versions, such as 
Ashton’s, opt to omit the Athens court scene or these two characters altogether. This 
aspect alone renders a debate of ‘faithful’ textuality in the ballet adaptations redundant 
from the onset.  

Mendelssohn’s score appears to be a main reason for the popularity of ballet 
adaptations of the Dream today. For, as Alastair Macaulay notes, “Only when the right 
music is found does a Shakespeare ballet have a chance of surviving” (Macaulay n.p.). 
Recognized as one of the great composers of German Romanticism, Mendelssohn first 
wrote the overture for concert performance, the “Incidental Music to A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream” (1843) was added later for a full-length performance with the play. 
While this score has long been seen as “one of the finest musical realizations of a literary 
fairy tale” (Zipes 316), neither piece was originally commissioned for ballet. 
Consequently, the overture makes no attempt to follow the plot of the play. Instead, it 
introduces and repeats motifs referencing the different character groups in the play – 
most famously the opening chords played by woodwind instruments attributed to the 
fairies. The incidental music incorporates motifs from the overture and consists of the 
wedding March (a piece of music that has acquired ubiquitous presence in popular 
culture), music between acts and other scenes and songs, two of which are compositions 
for text from the play.4 As a whole, the composition has a brisk, flighty tempo (allegro 
di molto) and the score begins with the fairies’ entrance in act II, omitting the play’s first 
act. Mendelssohn composed music for a four-act translation of the play by Schlegel, 
which Tieck then compressed into three acts, all set in the forest, in his light-romantic 
rather than Elizabethan staging. As Gary Willams argues, the 1843 Tieck-Mendelssohn 

 
4 These are the first songs of Titania, preparing for sleep in Act II: “Come, now a roundel and fairy song 

[…]” (II, 2, 1-8); and the finale of Act VI, 1: OBERON: “Through the house give glimmering 
light./[…] Sing and dance it trippingly” (403-408); TITANIA: “First rehearse your song by rote,/To 
each word a warbling note./Hand in hand with fairy grace/Will we sing and bless this place” (409-
412). 
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production is in fact “one of the most prominent occasions of the German appropriation 
of Shakespeare as cultural capital” (Williams 104; my emphasis), although music and 
Shakespeare scholars alike still commonly take it as “the ultimate musical realization of 
Shakespeare’s intentions” (Williams 104).  

Both mid-20th century ballet versions are thus close to a mid-19th century German 
drama adaptation that first used Mendelssohn’s incidental music. They also contributed 
to a lasting revival of a score that went out of fashion in theatrical productions after the 
1950s, which began to turn away from Victorian traditions, along with a “scenic 
vocabulary for the play that romantic ideology and the aspirations of empire had 
constructed” (Williams 109; 195). The latter found a prolonged life especially through 
Ashton’s The Dream. We can see the composition of Mendelssohn’s score as a watershed 
moment with a lasting impact on productions and adaptations of the Dream, which from 
then on guided audience expectations towards Mendelssohn’s music and ballet, 
triggered by “a steady stream of productions with singing fairies and otherworldly 
ballerinas in white” (Homans 2015; see also Halio 7). Mendelssohn’s music also 
cemented the authoritative dominance of the fairies and impacted both visually and 
structurally on all following transmedial adaptations. Music historian R. Larry Todd 
explains: 

When Robert Schumann reviewed an 1844 performance, he thought that perhaps Felix had 
overstated the ‘fairy parts’ (Feenparthien) […]. But Felix viewed play and overture as 
interdependent, and the incidental music as organically connected – its characteristic thematicism 
and coloration derive from the elves.  […] The originality of his portrayal of fairy life has become 
typical; all later composers have […] followed in his footsteps. (Todd 463) 

Affirming the major role of Mendelssohn’s musical adaptation and ballet sequences in 
the play’s performance history from the 19th century onwards, Julie Sanders emphazises 
that especially in Victorian Britain audiences came to expect “gauzy winged fairies, 
invariably played by child actors” (Sanders 62).5 While the romanticized interpretations 
of the Dream encouraged by these stagings remained popular for over a century and the 
only “surprise” (Sanders 62), as Sanders puts it, was that a full-length ballet production 
came rather late, the highly pictorialized image formula of the beautiful, miniaturized, 
and typically female fairy also found reflection in and was perpetuated through literature 
and visual art.  

From the late 18th and throughout the 19th century, fairies and goblins had a renewed 
strong presence in poetry (for example in Rossetti’s Goblin Market or Scott’s The Lady 
of the Lake) and painting. Victorian fairy painting was regularly exhibited at the Royal 
Academy and the artists mostly took inspiration from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
enriched with details from folklore, mythology, or from the poetry of Milton and 
Spenser. Examples include Henry Fuseli’s Midsummer Night’s Dream (ca. 1790s), 

 
5 In the Elizabethan stagings of the play, the fairies were played by adult male actors, as the Shakespeare 

company’s four male child actors would typically take on the roles of the female leads. The fairies on 
stage resembled the actors that represented them, thus exhibiting the instabilities of sex and gender 
identity that characterize English fairy lore (see Simons 48; 34; and Fuller 2017). In the play script, 
Bottom addresses one of the fairy attendants as “Master Mustardseed” (III, 1, 199); Puck is also clearly 
depicted as male. 
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William Blake’s Oberon, Titania, and Puck with Fairies Dancing (1785; see Figure 1), 
Francis Danby’s Scene from a Midsummer Night’s Dream (1832), Richard Dadd’s 
Titania Sleeping (1841), Edwin Landseer’s Scene from ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ 
(1849), and Robert Huskisson’s The Midsummer Night’s Fairies (1847). While the 
origins of fairy painting can be traced back to 18th-century British art, the genre, Jack 
Zipes argues, gained new popularity from the 1840s onwards, offering a pictural escape 
from the ugliness of industrial society into beautiful pastoral landscapes, with fairy 
mythology, lost innocent worlds, and erotic nudity thrown in for good measure (see 
Zipes 535; 73).  

 

 
Figure 1: William Blake’s Oberon, Titania, and Puck with Fairies Dancing (1785), Tate Britain. Photo ã Tate. 

Fairies, Shakespeare’s Play, and Ballet Tradition 

The importance of fairies and their lore in Victorian Britain is well documented (see 
Zipes xxvii-xxviii). The Dream’s original dancing fairies derive from the English folk 
tradition of the Elizabethan era, another golden age of fairy lore. They present, in fact, 
a “sanitized” refashioning of different sources and an “unusual mingle-mangle of 
classical myth and native folklore” (Lamb 93). The figure of the devious house spirit 
Robin Goodfellow, for example, is reimagined as the benevolent trickster Puck. For his 
Dream, perhaps the most influential fairy play of all times (Zipes 69), Shakespeare 
changed the fairies’ customary character, intentions, and their size and looks. According 
to Zipes, “it was Shakespeare’s depiction of fairies as diminutive and picturesque, with 
pretty garden names, employed in hanging pearls in cowslips’ ears and gathering bats’ 
wings to make elfin coats” (Zipes 69) that captured not just the literary imagination. The 
Dream forged nothing less than the beginning of a new aesthetic and imagery – a 
normative iconography of fairies that is still valid today (see Edgecombe 208; Brooks 
lxxii). According to Harold Brooks, historical interdisciplinary research sustains the 
argument that Shakespeare refigured existing fairy lore to create a new kind of 
miniaturized, benevolent fairies fitting for a wedding play. Toning down their 
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association with ill-omens and practical jokes for this occasion, all later appearances of 
fairies in stage contexts “derive ultimately from him” (Brooks lxxi; lxxxiv).  

Though one might doubt the “single genius”-thesis inherent in Brook’s argument, the 
scaling-down of the anthropomorphised fairies adorned with gauzy insect wings and, 
above all, their association with flighty, airy movement suggests the inspirational 
parallels to the sylphs, the characteristic roles for ballerina and all-female corps de ballet 
in romantic ballet. Female dancers were transformed into supernatural beings, dressed 
in white tulle skirts with tight bodices with little wings attached, while the invention of 
the point shoe by Italian ballet master Filipo Taglioni's for his daughter Marie (see Figure 
2), allowed an ethereal hovering above the ground and aided the illusion of flight. Alan 
Brissenden sums up this connection, explaining how  

[…] dancing was one of the main occupations of Elizabethan fairies. […] It was their principal 
means of getting from one place to another. Shakespeare’s fairies do not walk or run. Such 
constant lightness of movement is possible because of the fairies’ weightlessness; […] It was just 
this effect of airy delicacy that the nineteenth-century romantic ballet tried to achieve when its 
dancers began using point shoes for the first time. (Brissenden Shakespeare, 42-43) 

 
Figure 2: Marie Taglioni as Flora in Didelot’s Zéphire et Flore. 1831, Lithograph by Chalon and Lane. ã Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London.  

 

The genre of the fairy-dramas shows a strong affinity with dance, opera and musical 
theatre from the origins in 17th-century theatre onwards. With more and more fairy tales 
and plays appearing in the course of the 18th century, the genre became more established, 
and, during the 19th century, it began to differentiate and expand also into the realm of 
ballet. It is noteworthy, however, that although the Romantic movement brought a 
general turn to Shakespearean themes which “seemed to have something special to say 
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to the romantic spirit” (Barnes et al. 212), 19th-century romantic ballet did not turn to 
Shakespeare adaptations – but it did turn to fairy tales. The fundamental affinity between 
ballet and fairy tales as art forms containing elements of fantasy and the supernatural 
reveals itself in particular in the ballets drawing on the fairy bride motif that dominate 
the romantic period.6 Established by Filipo Taglioni’s La Sylphide (1832), it is taken up 
in Giselle (1842), while classical ballets in the second half of the 19th century also turn 
to folk and literary fairy tales (The Sleeping Beauty, Swan Lake, The Nutcracker). The 
early 20th century sees an abstraction of the sylph-tableaux in non-narrative ballet blanc 
such as Fokine’s Les Sylphides (1909) and a steady decline of fairytale ballets, until their 
revival in the post-war period (see Zipes 37). 

Balanchine and Ashton’s Dreams 

Like Mendelssohn’s music, which both choreographers used for their adaptations, 
Balanchine’s and Ashton’s versions are inseparably tied to the performance history of A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream (Sanders 70) and function as a kind of visual archive, 
premising the image formula of the fairy.7 Dividing his ballet into two acts Balanchine 
condenses acts 1-4 of the play into the first act, doing away with the rustic’s production 
of ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’ and the court scene with Theseus and Hippolyta. True to his 
choreographic method and style, Balanchine focusses most of his ballet on the central 
ballerina – in this case, Titania. With regard to the play text, this can be interpreted as a 
softening of “Shakespeare’s darkly cynical portrayal of romantic love” (Naughtin 280), 
or, as a toning down of the depiction of patriarchal domination and “threats of sexual 
violence which Shakespeare sounds throughout the play” (Levine 116). Either way, the 
choreographer is loyal to the musical score, also adding music from five other works by 
Mendelssohn for Act 2.8  

Following the structure of the incidental music, Act 1 opens in the forest with the 
fairies and Oberon and Titania’s quarrelling over the changeling boy,9 followed by the 
confusion of the four human lovers. The act’s humorous highlight is the pas de deux of 
Titania and Bottom with the ass’s head. The choreography in the first act also intersects 
brief traditional mime scenes and pas de deux and ensemble scenes, with a narrative 
function. Act 2, set at Theseus’s court, is strictly ceremonial and transcends the narrative 
context of the play; it features a court procession and a grand wedding celebration 
arranged as a divertissement which showcases the beauty and virtuosity of the female 

 
6 See Zipes (34). However, as Zipes notes, typically these were not comedies: “The fairy bride legend 

dramatized a central dilemma of romanticism – the search for the unattainable ideal, and its often 
tragic outcome” (36). 

7 I’m not limiting the discussion to particular stage productions of each ballet here; depending on casting, 
stage and costume design the depictions of the fairy may, of course, vary, but not to a degree that 
challenges the argument. 

8 These are: Overtures to Athalie, Son and Stranger, The Fair Melusine, Symphony No. 9 for Strings, 
and The First Walpurgis Night. See Naughtin (280) for details on the musical structure of the ballet. 

9 As Julie Sanders notes, the changeling boy has no presence in the play, but appears on stage in ballet 
versions; this follows a long ballet tradition of having children on stage (Sanders 64) and can also be 
seen as an instance of crossmapping in which ballet history takes precedence over the play.  



Julia Hoydis 

https://shakespeare-gesellschaft.de/publikationen/shakespeare-seminar-online/ 

39 

dancers. All these aspects recall 19th-century Russian ballet conventions and the 
divertissements which typically follow the so-called ‘white’ acts, dream-like tableaux 
often set in gardens or forests, such as those in Sleeping Beauty, Swan Lake, and La 
Bayadère. Balanchine’s Dream thus crossmaps 19th-century ballet conventions and 
Shakespeare’s play, while the music provides the central ‘controlling image’. 
Considering the fairy costumes, they evoke romantic painting and ballet, but the 
traditional mid-calf-length full tutu skirts are radically modernized and shortened.10 
Though Balanchine’s version includes fairies and butterflies danced by small children 
of both sexes, the fairy corps de ballet consists of adult female dancers, as it also does 
in Ashton’s version.11  

Ashton’s Dream keeps the same structural entry to his ballet as Balanchine, i.e., an 
exposition of a fairy corps de ballet in the woods, followed by the entrance of Oberon 
and Titania and the Indian changeling boy, but condenses the play’s plot into a one-act 
ballet, using only Mendelssohn’s incidental music. Concerning the narrative level, it 
also eliminates the “Pyramus and Thisbe” play, the court characters, and the play’s first 
and last acts, placing the focus exclusively on the fairy realm; Ashton also incorporates 
traditional ballet mime sequences.12 The ballet narrates the quarrel and reconciliation of 
Oberon and Titania, the entanglements of the four human lovers and of Titania and 
Bottom, ending with him on an empty stage – puzzled by memories of his dream.13 Most 
apparent is the crossmapping on the level of choreography, stage and costume design. 
Ashton sets his ballet during the Victorian era, evoking romantic fantasy and referencing 
the mid-19th century in setting, costume style and choreography, while adapting the latter 
to his signature style, which is characterized by musicality, quick footwork and port de 
bras. In his Dream, he employs numerous ballet conventions and cites iconography, 
movements and formations from specific romantic ballets (see Vaughn 340-41; Klett 
27), such as La Sylphide and Jules Perrot’s Pas de quatre (1845). Examples include the 
formation of the four fairy dancers in the centre, standing or kneeling pairs of fairies, 
the corps de ballet lines linked through one arm crossed at the waist (see Figure 4), the 

 
10 For images of the fairy costumes see photographs from recent productions of Balanchine’s A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream by San Francisco Ballet and Pacific North West Ballet. Available at: 
https://www.pnb.org/repertory/a-midsummer-nights-dream/ and https://www.sfballet.org/whos-who-
in-a-midsummer-nights-dream/. 

11 Another example of crossmapping that would warrant closer analysis is Botticelli’s painting The Birth 
of Venus (ca. 1480s) that arguably inspired the costume and set design in Act II, Titania’s pink seashell 
throne, and her nude pink costume and flowing hair. Although Balanchine denied that the painting had 
any influence (see Levine 118) and it precedes Shakespeare’s play, the striking visual parallels offer 
grounds to explore the tension between the depicted gender hierarchies in both art works. 

12 See Brissenden (2011, 102) and especially Bührle (180-81) for a detailed analysis of Ashton’s version 
with regards to ballet history. 

13 The role of Bottom is portrayed by a male demi-character dancer, who dances en pointe when he is 
transformed into a donkey. Many critics take this episode as an instance of humour bordering on 
slapstick, the inspiration for which Ashton supposedly ‘borrows’ from Balanchine’s version (cf. 
Rogoff 124). However, considering the choreographer’s style and his other ballets which include 
narrative comedy scenes and male dancers en pointe, typically portraying old female roles such as the 
evil stepmother in Cinderella (1948) or the mother in La fille mal gardée (1960), it seems more 
plausible to argue that Ashton borrows from himself.  
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angle of the titled upper bodies and heads (épaulement) and the style of port de bras, 
the precise, brisk batterie (foot work, little jumps). But Ashton cites with innovation, 
rather than resorting to pure mimicry. Julie Kavanagh argues, “fairies flitting intricately 
round about the stage to Mendelssohn’s buzzing violins may look like a pastiche corps 
of nineteenth-century sylphs, but Ashton has characterized them and set them free” 
(Kavanagh 455-56). With choreography and costumes explicitly turning to romantic 
ballet and Victorian lithographs (such as the one of Marie Taglioni in sylph wings, see 
Figure 2) for visual inspiration, Ashton acknowledges also Mendelssohn’s admiration 
of Taglioni, a contemporary dance icon who emblemized the ethereal female fairy.  
 

 
Figure 4: The Royal Ballet in Ashton’s The Dream, David H. Koch Theater at the Lincoln Center June 23, 2015. ã Photo: 

Timothy A. Clary/AFP via Getty Images. 
 

Structurally and visually, Ashton’s fairy ballet alludes to the time of Mendelssohn and 
his adaptation of Shakespeare’s Dream rather than to the Elizabethan play. Reading it as 
crossmapping captures the layering of allusions from Shakespeare, Romanticism and 
ballet history on the level of aesthetics, and narrative and gendered iconography. With 
Balanchine’s version, it shares what Williams describes as “variations on the 
neoromantic idiom for the play as represented in the mid-1950s, that idiom itself only 
one remove from the Victorian vocabulary” (Williams 199). This idiom hinges on the 
fairies as “prototype” (Kavanagh 458) in Ashton, whereas Bührle argues about 
Balanchine that his choreography “seems little interested in giving depth to his 
protagonists, most of whom remain close to ballet stereotypes” (Bührle 178). Justified 
as these critical observations are to some extent, reading the ballets primarily as 
crossmappings allows sidestepping judgement with regard to the ‘fidelity’ of adapting 
the ambivalence and complexity of the Shakespearean characters in ballet, and 
highlighting instead the aspect of structural and visual citation and overlay. Undeniably, 
both ballets show traces of influence “by previous encounters with A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream in a theatrical context” (Sanders 63), epitomized by the focus on the fairy realm 
which aligns the play’s performance history with ballet history. The depiction of gender 
relations in the two choreographies, especially the staging of the central ballerina roles, 
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Titania (Ashton, Balanchine) and Hippolyta (Balanchine) as powerful female figures 
can also be seen as a reflection of ballet conventions rather than of Shakespeare’s play.14 
Overall, “the visual presence of women is far greater” (Bührle 180). In contrast to the 
play, the 19th-century fairy world is characterized by female supremacy, embodied in 
19th- and early 20th-century ballet by the leading ballerinas and an all-female corps de 
ballet, typically dressed in white tutus with fairy wings, representing supernatural, 
posthuman creatures such as bird-women (Swan Lake), dead brides (Giselle), sylphs (La 
Sylphide).  

Regarding the male leads among the fairy characters in both ballets, Puck takes a 
prominent role as Oberon’s comedic sidekick, especially in Balanchine’s version in 
which he is present in the opening and closing scenes. Thus, he comes to resemble a 
commentator/narrator and therefore takes on a function similar to the one in Shakespeare’s 
play. As there is no such role in traditional ballet, as Bührle notes (see 185), it might be 
seen as being inspired by the text. We might also read the powerful, playful virtuosity 
of Puck’s character and his choreography (full of spectacular tricks such as speedy turns 
and jumps) as another crossmapping from ballet history. Puck’s comedic bravado 
appears in contrast to Oberon’s noble masculine elegance and evokes the male court 
jester figure in Swan Lake or the slave servant in La Bayadère that accompanies the male 
prince. 

Conclusion 

In a recent study of ‘Shakespeare choreographies’, Elizabeth Klett argues that ballets 
based on literary sources generally tend to move beyond textuality and that they do so 
in three ways: by celebrating pure movement and “the dance form itself” rather than the 
source text; by tapping into visual and affective memory and asserting “the importance 
of bodily knowledge, rather than literary or linguistic knowledge”; and, lastly, “by 
acknowledging the important influences of dance, musical, and other performance 
traditions” (Klett 5). Though both Balanchine and Ashton’s ballets were created in the 
mid-20th century, they reference a specific movement history and vocabulary that 
stretches back to the 19th century, that of romantic ballet, as well as being ‘faithful’ to 
the musical score. In my opinion, the great value of adaptation studies such as Klett’s is 
thus that it undoes traditional hierarchies (still largely intact especially in the field of 
Shakespeare and dance) and argues for choreography’s ability to create “meanings that 
are worthy of analysis in their own right, not solely in relation to their textual sources” 
(Klett 7). This echoes Laura Levine’s argument about an “alternative history” created 
“iconographically” (see Levine 111; Klett 18) by choreographers. It challenges the 
supremacy of the verbal in debates about adaptation. 

Undoubtedly, any “study of afterlives and borrowings”, as Sanders writes, needs to 
try to account for complex processes of “cross-fertilization” (Sanders 5; my emphasis) 
as every artwork and performance is inevitably in a dialogic, intertextual relationship 
with the history of its own medium (here: dance), as well as music and drama. The two 
examples show how literary dance adaptations create their own intertexts, which are 

 
14 See especially Bührle and Levine’s readings. 
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equally, if not more important than the textual source. Approaching the artworks as 
crossmappings – rather than as literary adaptations or translations – reveals the cultural 
afterlife of “aesthetic formalizations” (Bronfen 3) such as the female fairy figure, rather 
than asking how the source text is transformed. As reading/viewing practice 
crossmapping reveals how ballets capture cultural history. It allows zooming in on 
particular entanglements of the “web of multiple traditions”, allusions and citations 
(Klett 7; my emphasis; see Marcsek-Fuchs 132) that remains perhaps the most crucial 
metaphor for the study of literature and dance adaptation. Haunted as we might be by 
the Dream’s dancing fairies, it is ultimately the audience’s gaze, conditioned by 
individual knowledge and cultural history which determines what crossmappings are 
revealed. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Shakespeares Ein Sommernachtstraum und dessen vielfältige Nachleben haben eine Ikonographie 
tanzender Feenfiguren geprägt, die sich durch die Kultur- und Aufführungsgeschichte des Stückes 
fortschreibt. Der Artikel konzentriert sich auf die dominante Bildformel der weiblichen ätherischen Fee 
und zieht zwei besonders erfolgreiche Ballette, die auf dem Stück basieren, als Fallstudien heran: 
Balanchines A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1962) und Ashtons The Dream (1964). Aus 
adaptionstheoretischer Perspektive wird argumentiert, dass diese Werke sich als transkulturelle, 
transmediale „Crossmappings“ (Bronfen 2018) verstehen lassen. Insbesondere sind sie strukturell wie 
visuell geprägt von der Auseinandersetzung mit der Tradition des romantischen Balletts und der Musik 
und Malerei des 19. Jahrhunderts, vor allem Mendelssohn Bartholdys Partitur und viktorianischer 
Feendarstellungen. Daher lässt sich mit diesen Beispielen auch für eine Auflösung der Hierarchie von 
Textualität und Visualität in der Analyse von Shakespeare-Balletten plädieren.



MISSING WORDS, POLYDIRECTIONAL ADAPTATION AND META-
REFERENCE AS CHOREOGRAPHIC STRATEGY IN SHAKESPEAREAN 

DANCE ADAPTATIONS  

BY 

MARIA MARCSEK-FUCHS 

Introduction: Polydirectional Adaptation and Metareference as  
Choreographic Strategy in Shakespeare Ballets 

“What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other word would smell as sweet” 
(Romeo and Juliet 2.2.43-44). Can Juliet’s philosophical meditation about language be 
put into balletic movement? Any choreographer attempting this media change will face 
quite a challenge. Dance and the written/spoken word seem to be medial antagonists. 
Yet in drama, especially in Shakespearean drama, they often form a symbiotic 
relationship and have more in common than meets the eye. As both Brissenden’s iconic 
study on Shakespeare and the Dance (1981) and The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare 
and Dance (2019) show, dance serves a variety of functions in the plays, be it as 
metaphor, as means to propel the action or as festive conclusion to a performance. It is 
this simultaneously ambiguous and symbiotic relationship of Shakespearean language 
and movement alongside the gripping plots, timeless characters, and finally, the Bard’s 
role as celebrity in cultural history that have inspired countless choreographers to 
attempt their kinetic pen1 to form yet another Shakespeare ballet. Yet, how create a ballet 
of a work that lives off the ambiguities of Shakespearean language, coined words, puns 
and numberless intertextual references? How represent soliloquies that express 
emotions precisely through the artistic use of words, when movement and music is all 
there is? Symbolist poets thought the exact opposite way and admired dancers of 
Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes at the beginning of the twentieth century for being able to 
signify in a way that language cannot. Stéphane Mallarmé describes the signifying 
potential of ballet as follows:  

[T]he ballerina is not a girl dancing; […] but a metaphor which symbolizes some elemental aspect 
of earthly form: sword, cup, flower, etc. […], she does not dance but rather, with miraculous 
lunges and abbreviations, writing with her body, she suggests things which the written work could 
express only in several paragraphs of dialogue or descriptive prose. Her poem is written without 
the writer’s tools. (Mallarmé 112, emphasis in original) 

 
1 The term choreography is “[d]erived from the Greek for dance and writing.” As the Oxford Dictionary 

of Dance relates further, it “originally referred to the actual writing down of steps (which today is 
called dance notation), ever since the late 18th century it has meant the art of composing dance” 
(“Choreography”). The metaphoric coinage ‘kinetic pen’ is meant to allude to the simultaneity of 
narrative and kinetic composition that is connected to the act of choreographing. 
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John Cranko, director of the Stuttgart Ballet and “reformer of the literature ballet, 
stylistic innovator, and mentor and inspiration for a number of emerging 
choreographers” (Bührle 361), made it his goal as a choreographer to “find that thing 
which movement says and no other art can find” (Cranko qtd. in Bührle 361). Yet, theatre 
and the ballet stage share more than one might suppose with Cranko’s statement in mind. 
Both rely to some degree on non-verbal communication and in both it is the body, 
movement quality and the use of space that function as important means of signification. 
It is this simultaneity of medial similarities and differences that offers the great variety 
of ways in which dance can enrich textual interpretation, and vice versa. These 
observations hold equally true for the question of adaptation. Film and ballet adaptations 
share choices and adaptational techniques, when it comes to questions of casting, setting, 
costuming, and movement, as in fencing scenes. The most common ground all these 
processes share are of course the dance scenes in the respective plays. Still, the greatest 
particularity of ballet is its lack of verbal language, on the one hand, its multimodal co-
dependency of dance and music, on the other. In cases where the musical score is a 
Shakespearean adaptation of its own, such as Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet, there are 
multiple and mutually influencing adaptation processes at work. Linda Hutcheon 
classifies adaptations as “palimpsestuous works, haunted at all times by their adapted 
texts” (Hutcheon and O’Flynn 6). In ballet adaptations, it is not only the Shakespearean 
text that shines through, but also other adaptational processes, such as the musical 
composition and other Shakespeare ballets in dance history, adding the aspect of dance 
style and its respective cultural contexts to its signification. The entire theatre apparatus 
and most centrally every dancer becomes part of this rhizomatic adaptational process 
and thus demonstrates one of adaptation’s many descriptions: Eckart Voigts defines 
adaptation as “reception in action” (161); reception applies here to the choreographer 
who creates a kinetic re-writing or ‘new writing’ of the Shakespearean pretext as well 
as to each dancer who interprets both the role and the choreographed movements via 
her/his own ‘reading’ of the play. With Douglas Lanier’s “rhizomatic concept of 
Shakespeare” in mind, where cultural authority is given to each and every adaptation, 
each and every Shakespeare ballet adds to the “Shakespearean rhizome”, which in itself 
is “never a stable object but an aggregated field in a perpetual state of becoming, ever 
being reconfigured as new adaptations intersect with and grow from it” (29–30). Since 
the medial differences are so essential and the choreography works less through verbal 
transposition than through kinetic allusion, condensation, expansion, or periphrasis, an 
intermedial perspective on reading the dance works will reveal much about the 
adaptations as both processes and performative products. As Regina Schober observes 
“adaptations are embedded in complex intermedial, cultural and perceptional 
configurations shaped by dynamic and reciprocal interactions” (91). These intermedial 
configurations apply to both the interaction of dance and music as well as to the 
relationship of the dance adaptation and the Shakespearean text. Thus, for this paper, I 
would like to suggest reading each ballet adaptation as a contribution to what John 
Bryant calls “the fluid-text” where “a work is the sum of its versions” (47). Each Juliet 
in each theatre production, film or ballet adaptation contributes with each new ‘reading’ 
of the role another interpretation of it. Influenced by the medium’s unique ways of 
signification, its characteristic possibilities and constraints, every new production/ 
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adaptation comments both on the Shakespearean text and the history of the chosen art 
form. In this way, each Shakespeare ballet speaks back to its textual source and to other 
dance adaptations and at times even to adaptions in other media/art forms, such as 
Romeo and Juliet-ballets alluding to and influencing earlier filmic and/or musical 
adaptations.2 I would like to close this introductory survey of perspectives on (dance) 
adaptations and their multi-layered and multi-directional processes with Jørgen Bruhn’s 
suggestion, “to study both the source and result of the adaptation as two texts, infinitely 
changing positions, taking turns being sources for each other in the ongoing work of 
reception in the adaptational process” (73). 

Each dance adaptation studied here forms a medially influenced interpretation of 
Shakespeare’s words and can be read as both a kinetic and a cultural contribution to the 
rhizomatic web of Shakespearean texts in the widest sense. Shakespeare ballets form a 
particular addition to the medial variety of adaptations. Studying dance adaptations and 
their processes of creation with a particular focus on the use of meta-medial strategies 
of choreography offer further insights into the particular ways ballet can contribute to 
the wide variety of adaptation strategies of Shakespearean texts. As Robin Wharton 
contends, “representational conventions of ballet as a performance medium influence 
the interpretation of the text that emerges on the stage” (13). While on the one hand it is 
a given that a ballet adaptation makes use of dance conventions to evoke the 
Shakespearean plot, it is these particularities of dance culture that add medially 
influenced readings of the plays; especially when it comes to elements of dance that 
refer to and implicitly comment on its own form and performance culture, so-called 
meta-references.3 John Cranko, John Neumeier, Christopher Wheeldon and José Limón 
have all used meta-choreographic means to offer their readings of the respective plays 
(Romeo and Juliet, The Winter’s Tale, Othello). For instance, Neumeier has Juliet grow 
to maturity through learning how to dance on point and Limón in his The Moor’s Pavane 
(1949) compresses Shakespeare’s Othello into a courtly dance. This paper studies the 
use of meta-choreographic elements and the blurring of medial boundaries as means of 
characterisation and re-interpretation of Shakespeare’s plays. 

Juliet (Re-)Interpreted, Hermione (Mis-)Understood: Ballet Conventions as 
Means of Signification 

Dance conventions and choreographic solutions can serve as additional means of 
signification in the adaptation processes from text to ballet. By foregrounding these 
meta-choreographic elements, they offer unique, kinetic readings of Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet and thus add medially formed interpretations to the play’s rich history 
of theatrical stagings and filmic adaptations. This is particularly telling when it comes 

 
2 Every choreographer adapts not only Shakespeare’s play and interprets Prokofiev’s music, but also 

engages in a process of remaking of earlier Shakespeare ballets, which themselves can refer to other 
forms of Shakespeare adaptations. For a more detailed study on Romeo and Juliet-ballets as remakings 
see Marcsek-Fuchs (“Romeo and Juliet Re-danced”).  

3 For an extensive study on Metareference across Media and the distinction between ‘self’- and 
‘metareference’, see Werner Wolf 19; 22-23. 
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to characterisation and setting the scene. Every stage director already sets standards by 
her/his choice of casting, setting, and verbal tone when first introducing Shakespeare’s 
thirteen-year-old heroine. While Shakespeare’s highly informative and poetic lines are 
missing, in dance it is through body language, use of ballet conventions, and staging of 
relationships, all inspired by the musical score, that Juliet’s character is developed. John 
Cranko’s and John Neumeier’s respective versions of Juliet’s first entrance 
choreographically establish the scene and, with that, prepare for the conflicts to come.  

In Shakespeare’s play, the Nurse first addresses Juliet as “lamb” and “ladybird” 
(1.3.3),4 with that introducing both her innocence and their loving relationship. It is then 
through Lady Capulet’s dialogue with the Nurse that we learn more about the heroine’s 
early childhood and the Nurse’s close connection to the girl. Through the Nurse’s 
reminiscences, Juliet is characterised as a happy and agile child (1.3.17–49). John 
Cranko represents Juliet’s childlike speed and humour in his ballet adaptation 
(1958/1962) by having her play pranks on her most dear confidante, and encircle her via 
vivid movements, which, on the one hand, are inspired and amplified by Prokofiev’s 
rapid musical tempo (referenced as ‘vivace’) and, on the other, contrasts the Nurse’s 
heaviness. Cranko even picks up on the Nurse’s complaint of her being “out of breath” 
in Act II (2.5.30) and has Juliet lovingly tease her about that. At the same time, all of 
this adheres closely to ballet conventions throughout by Juliet dancing in point shoes 
and executing neat footwork with virtuoso ballet steps.  

In contrast to this, John Neumeier, who himself had been a dancer in John Cranko’s 
Stuttgart Ballet, created a much more revolutionary entrance for Juliet in his own 
adaptation (1971). Not only is Juliet dressed in merely a large towel after seemingly 
having finished her bath, but she is also bare footed, dancing around and teasing her 
Nurse, who tries to have her put on her slippers; a scene which stresses Juliet’s childlike 
playfulness even more and reminds every parent of a familiar situation. Juliet parodies 
her mother’s and, with that, the court’s rigid dance conventions, which is soon 
sanctioned by Lady Capulet, who has entered the scene unnoticed. Juliet stands in stark 
contrast to everyone at court. Even her playmates have mastered both the art of dancing 
on point as well as the codified movements of their society. Juliet, on the other hand, 
rebels against anything constraining her. Her barefooted and seemingly more natural 
dancing stands in opposition to her mother’s movements and reminds of early twentieth 
century pioneers of Modern Dance, like Mary Wigman, Martha Graham or Gret Palucca. 
Thus, Juliet’s revolutionary and brave character is underlined by contrasting dance 
styles. Both Cranko and Neumeier chose an accessory or piece of costume to signify 
Juliet’s coming of age. In Cranko’s version, she is given her first gown in preparation 
for the engagement ball to come. Neumeier decided on an amulet and a dance 
movement, which Juliet is to own. 

Neumeier makes use of self-referential ballet conventions, such as the use of point 
shoes and codified dance movements, in order to represent Juliet’s introduction to 
society. This choreographic choice adds new layers to both, the ballet conventions and 
Shakespeare’s Juliet. While dancing on point generally transports the idea of weightless 

 
4 Further references to Shakespeare (Romeo and Juliet) are taken from The Arden Edition, Third Series, 

edited by René Weis (2012).  
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yet powerful artistry and alludes to its rich history, from nineteenth century sylphs to the 
prowess of an Odette in Swan Lake, in Neumeier’s scene, it adds the meaning of 
confinement and cultural codification. This is enhanced by the stiff movements of Lady 
Capulet’s signature dance that she is trying to teach her daughter. Elsewhere, I have 
proposed the term “moving text” for dance-related allusions in literary works, implying 
that references to dance or dance conventions will add both kinetic and cultural allusions 
to the medium at hand (Marcsek-Fuchs, Dance and British Literature 5–6).5 In this case, 
Juliet’s transition from her carefree childhood to arranged marriage is accompanied by 
a symbolist and at times contradictory array of allusions through dance. Her dancing on 
point will render her an accomplished and accepted member of her community, will 
show her as both a vulnerable and strong woman complying to her social standing, all 
visualised through the kinetic impression her dancing leaves with the viewer. But 
dancing on point also stands in stark contrast to the freedom Juliet enjoys while jumping 
barefooted across the stage. Dancing on point is a ballet convention that has been 
reserved for female dancers and has been perfected throughout dance history since the 
early nineteenth century. Mastering its art stands for lightness, beauty, and technical 
virtuosity while at the same time putting quite some strain on the dancer. However, like 
many of the standards representing feminity in ballet, it has been questioned only since 
the early twentieth century. For Robin Wharton, “the ballet stage is a social space in 
which the representation of gender is circumscribed by a rigid and adamantly 
heterosexist kinaesthetic vocabulary” (12). These kinetic and cultural allusions which 
are added to the scene via dance conventions not only help transpose Shakespearean 
content into the ballet adaptation, but also offer medially informed interpretations of the 
scene in the play. Patriarchal customs of arranged and forced marriage are thus displayed 
and interpreted as a stiff, constraining convention, which is unquestioned, just like 
dancing on point is a gendered, hegemonic practice that displays the heroine as an 
accomplished, yet subdued victim of her society. Thus, Neumeier’s choreographic 
adaptation of the scene ‘writes back’ both at nineteenth century ballet and Renaissance 
social culture through meta-referential use of kinetic means. 

Hermione (Mis-)Understood 

While John Neumeier’s use of ballet conventions adds clarity to the dance version of 
Juliet’s coming-of-age scene, Christopher Wheeldon’s use of them enhances the 
ambiguity of the relationship between Hermione and Polixenes in the beginning of his 

 
5 “[D]ance enriches the literary text by kinetic as well as cultural implications, by medial qualities, which 

at times remain unmentioned but are nevertheless present on the level of connotation. Both parameters, 
the kinetic and the (other) cultural implications, are complementary and contribute to this experience 
of the ‘moving text’ on the side of the recipient” (Marcsek-Fuchs, Dance and British Literature 5–6). 
Here an example: When Beatrice uses the term “Scotch jig” for the wooing process of lovers 
(Shakespeare, Much Ado about Nothing 2.1.71) and with that metaphorically describes the vivid 
quality of emotions involved, the reader/listener will associate both, movement qualities and cultural 
implications with this vehicle. The multimodal metaphoric effect will be reached by the vehicle’s 
kinetic quality. 
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ballet The Winter’s Tale (2014).6 Shakespeare’s late romance is, as Nicholas Hytner 
pointed out in a dialogue with Wheeldon, a problematic play to stage. Hytner thought 
“it might work for dance [… and added that] some of the problems may sort themselves 
out if there’s no one actually talking!” (qtd. in Winship). However, it is difficult to adapt 
a play so full of epic and ambiguous elements, in which prehistories are narrated and 
gestures are misleading, when the most central means of clarification is missing, namely 
Shakespeare’s complex and poetic language. A good case in point is the moment in 
which King Leontes’ fatal jealousy ignites in the play. Although Leontes and his wife 
Hermione are portrayed as having a loving relationship at the beginning, he seems to 
question her love from the start, especially when it is not due to his but her urging that 
Polixenes, Leontes’ closest friend and Bohemian King, agrees to stay longer at Sicilia’s 
court (1.2.8–88). Although his jealousy is clearly unjustified in Shakespeare’s version, 
unlike in its source,7 the play leaves room enough to give the sting of jealousy its verbal 
and visual shape: Hermione calls Polixenes, the king’s own closest ally, her “friend” and 
“[g]ives [him] her hand”, as the stage direction suggests (1.2.108).8 Both are ambiguous 
signs: as explained in the annotation, “friend” actually “could mean sexual lover” (Fn. 
108), and offering a hand can range from polite gesture to a promise of marriage. This 
ambiguity is intensified by the fact that Hermione, who already has a young son, 
Mamillius, with her husband, is at this point nine months pregnant, the exact amount of 
time Polixenes has spent at Sicilia’s court as its guest (1.2.1). Christopher Wheeldon 
solves the problem of rendering all the expository information, such as the life-long 
friendship between Leontes and Polixenes, narrated by Camillo (1.2.21–31), by creating 
a ‘prologue’, which meshes ritualistic dance with pantomime. While this overture, 
which he deliberately entitles with a term akin to drama, cleverly helps to clarify 
relationships and prehistories, the following pas de trois, in which Hermione is lifted 
and danced with by both her partners, Leontes and Polixenes, adds ambiguity to the 
scene through the conventions of dance. Partnering in ballet often serves the function to 
express emotion, while at the same time exhibiting kinetic virtuosity. Pas de deux are 
centre pieces in all story ballets, establishing passion of love or the pain of parting, as in 
many of the Romeo and Juliet ballets. For Nancy Isenberg, pas de deux are there “to 
express the heightened emotion of intimate relations” (1821). They can also serve to 
visualise a battle of the sexes, as in Cranko’s The Taming of the Shrew, where the couple 
wrestles with each other to gain the upper hand, which is difficult both to portray and to 
physically perform, since in conventional ballet there is a clear gender divide and 
hierarchy: the gentleman is the one lifting the lady, keeping her on balance and helping 
her shine with multiple turns. Even if he seems to be in the background, he is the one 
who makes it possible for her to fly through the air, or so it seems, since the lady must 
exert quite some force and perform technical brilliance herself, in order to help her 

 
6 An article on Wheeldon’s The Winter’s Tale, which studies the ballet as an adaptation that fuses several 

processes of medial interpretation into a multidirectional web of signification, is forthcoming in 
Shakespeare Jahrbuch 157 in Spring 2021: Marcsek-Fuchs (“Von Shakespeare zum Ballett, und 
zurück,” 157). 

7 One of Shakespeare’s sources was Robert Greene’s novella Pandosto: The Triumph of Time (1588). 
For further information on Shakespeare’s pretexts, see Pitcher 8–10. 

8 Shakespeare (The Winter’s Tale): the quoted stage direction follows line 108. 
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partner execute the lifts.9 Even in twenty-first century societies, in which gender equality 
is the goal, theatre audiences expect and enjoy traditional partner work in ballets, and 
rarely explicitly question the kinetically-established gender hierarchies. Thus, one needs 
extra thought to question the pas de trois in Wheeldon’s early scenes, in which it is not 
one but two men lifting the pregnant Hermione through the air and, more pointedly, 
handing her from one to another. So, while the choreography and harmonious music 
imply friendship, the technically required and visually shown close body contact with 
Polixenes thwarts this distance between Hermione and her husband’s best friend, thus 
implying a more romantic connection. In contrast to this, Christopher Wheeldon (the 
choreographer), Joby Talbot (the composer) and Bob Crowley (the set designer) created 
a scene later in the ballet which offers clarity about Leontes’s insane jealousy as caused 
solely by his own imagination: he observes Hermione taking a walk with Polixenes in a 
hall filled with marble statues that stand with the back to the audience. To show that 
Leontes’ jealousy is unjustified, the pas de deux in the well-lit stage indicates innocent 
friendship. Then the stage switches to darkness; only Leontes stands in a spotlight, 
turning the statues one by one and revealing increasingly outspoken erotic art. In these 
dimly lit moments, the couple forms shadows of erotic scenes in the dark. This interplay 
of light and dark helps distinguish reality from imagination. Choreographic finesse and 
precision help give clarity to the question of guilt: Hermione was innocent, and Leontes’ 
jealousy is a result of his imagination, hubris, and patriarchal discrimination. By 
contrast, the earlier pas de trois in the opening of the ballet has the exact opposite effect: 
the conventions of partnering help blur the lines between friendship and love. Thus, gaps 
left by the play are filled by dance standards. While, on the one hand, this effect is a 
result of the adaptation process from play to ballet, on the other, it helps one think about 
Leontes’s jealousy and Hermione’s resulting conviction in the play as the effect of 
shallow, unquestioned patriarchal morals and gender politics. Partnering conventions in 
ballet are ‘performative’, in Judith Butler’s sense, and stereotypically stabilised through 
re-performance: by hegemonically instrumentalising this convention in choreography, 
its gender-specific signification remains ignored and women’s subordinate 
representation reiterated; similar to Renaissance gender politics and the resulting legal 
consequences of men’s jealousy for women. 

The Ball-Scene: The Missing Media Change 

While the examples so far have been based on gaps left by verbal and dramaturgical 
ambiguities or were founded on medial discrepancies in the adaptation process, the next 
one is inspired by a literal and medial gap left in the play text of Shakespeare’s Romeo 
and Juliet: the dancing at Lord Capulet’s ball. All the explicit information we get about 
the ball are either revealed through ‘word scenery’, as in Capulet’s question “which of 
you all / Will now deny to dance?” (1.5.18–19), characters referring to their own 
dancing, or through stage directions, such as “Music plays and they dance” (1.5.25). 

 
9 For a discussion on traditional gender hierarchies, femininity and masculinity in ballet, see Isenberg, 

1824–1826. 
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There is little other information about the style of dancing or the accompanying music. 
As Emily Winerock points out, 

[t]he precise footwork and exact dance figures performed in the original sixteenth-century 
performances of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet may never be recovered. Yet, surviving dance 
instruction manuals and choreographic notes from the period, spectators’ descriptions of dance 
practices in England, France, and Italy, comparisons with similar dance scenes in contemporary 
plays, and references to dance elsewhere in the text of Romeo and Juliet itself enable some 
reasonable hypotheses regarding what dances might have been done in the original productions 
and how those dances were “read” or understood by audience members. (n.p.) 

The stage or film director will now have the pleasure of deciding which style, either 
period or modern, is to signify, underline, or contrast the famous first encounter of the 
‘star-crossed lovers’ in their sonnet-like dialogue. It is by this change of medium (from 
text to movement), as well as the overlap of verbal and non-verbal signification in this 
scene, that the situation is given its multimodal context of romantic suspense. 
Shakespeare’s scene, the ballet’s pretext, is already multimodal in design. A stage 
director, on the one hand, needs to expand the stage direction into an actual ball scene, 
at the same time orchestrating movement with speech. The hierarchical society is 
represented by the movement of the dance and the privacy of the lovers by the spoken 
sonnet (Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet 1.5.92-109). The choreographer, on the other 
hand, needs to create a scene where this medial overlap is represented by dance only 
and where the choreography, together with the music, is to show the contrast between 
the public dancing of the guests and the private talking of the lovers. There are two 
adaptational processes that the choreographer needs to master: 1) the staging of the stage 
direction “they dance” and 2) the choreographing of an entire ball scene, a multimodal 
theatre convention, through movement only.10 When it comes to filmic adaptations, one 
is reminded of the broad variety of solutions, ranging from Franko Zeffirelli’s period 
style, Baz Luhrmann’s queer costume party, or Bernstein/Robbins’ Mambo in West Side 
Story. More importantly, when Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet is staged or adapted for 
the screen, a director can make conscious use of this medium change from 
predominantly verbal dialogue to the inclusion of a ball scene, and benefit from the 
medial and scenic contrast. Yet, when it comes to ballet, the choreographer is left with 
a dance-within-the-dance. In choreography, it is this medium change and, thus, medial 
contrast that are missing, and the choreographer is left with the choreographic means 
only to highlight this central moment. Julie Sanders calls the ‘Dance of the Knights’ in 
Prokofiev’s music and its respective ballets the “most memorable of all the aural 
leitmotifs, which first sounds when the male guests ‘perform’ at the Capulet ball in i.ii 
of the ballet” (Sanders, Shakespeare and Music 68). John Cranko employs a 

 
10 The adaptation process can be read as taking differing paths, depending on the entry point of the 

research project and the concept of ‘text’ in mind: if the pretext is seen in Shakespeare’s dramatic text, 
then the adaptation process involves a medium change from written language to danced performance. 
If the performance texts and traditions are seen as the source of the ballet adaptation, then the staging 
of the ball scene involves a change of art form, which then reduces the outcome by eliminating the 
spoken words. This paper takes the first path as its starting point and includes aspects of performance 
conventions as secondary source material. 
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combination of lavish movements with simplicity of style, and of a luxurious opening 
scene with the stasis of the first image to which the curtain opens. He has the scene 
commence with a stepping dance with the men holding cushions, a scenario that could 
be said to connote the Renaissance tradition of the Cushion Dance, a courtly tradition 
common since the 1570s, which The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Music describes as 
“[a]n old dance in which a participant chose a partner by dropping a cushion before him 
or her, who then knelt on it and bestowed a kiss on the cushion-bearer” (“cushion 
dance”). John Cranko’s ‘Dance of the Knights’ has three parts, analogous to Prokofiev’s 
music: the slow steps are first presented by the gentlemen, then the ladies encircle their 
partners, and finally, the couples repeat the first movement together with a slight 
variation, ending with the gentlemen dropping the cushion, kneeling in front of their 
ladies who then reach their hands to their partner. Unlike the above description of the 
Cushion Dance, it is the bearer of the cushion, the gentleman who kneels, and the lady 
who points to her partner’s shoulder, thus, inverting the gender hierarchy typical for 
Renaissance culture. Since the closing image shows Lord Capulet kneeling in front of 
Lady Capulet centre stage and in analogy to the other couples, the ladies are given more 
power through their superior standing position. In Leonid Lavrovsky’s version (1940), 
which was the original that influenced Cranko and many of his followers, such as 
Kenneth MacMillan, Lord Capulet throws the pillow, she subsequently kneels, he joins 
her and kisses his wife passionately. Here, this gesture is reserved for the hosts only. 
With that, Lavrovsky renders a quite different interpretation of the couple’s relationship 
to each other and to the rest of society. Yet, in both versions, the dance is performed 
synchronously by all couples and in public at the ball, thus presenting it as a superficial 
convention of a longstanding dance tradition. Nancy Isenberg highlights the role of 
group dances in that they are “to establish social contexts” (1821). Cranko’s Lady 
Capulet is shown in these dances as a strong lady, who at the same time perfectly 
performs her role as Lord Capulet’s wife. Her seemingly dispassionate movements show 
her as fulfilling conventional roles and customs, which later stands in great contrast to 
her emotional scenes following Tybalt’s and Juliet’s death. Just as the cushion dance 
helps visualise Lady Capulet’s gender role as predefined in aristocratic Renaissance 
society full of norms and rules (just as her dance is made up of preconditioned steps and 
poses), so does the choice of choreography and style at the ball help characterise Juliet 
and her relationship to both her parents and Romeo for the rest of the play. The ‘Dance 
of the Knights’ and her parents’ convention-driven postures represent the stiff and 
superficial society Juliet rebels against by choosing her own husband, marrying secretly, 
and dying for her love by her own hand. This subversive passion is visualised in all three 
pas de deux, in which the ballet conventions of partnering, coupled with the especially 
powerful lifts and loving embraces, aide this contrasting function. So, while Cranko’s 
choreography and reading of Lord and Lady Capulet’s relationship reinterpret the 
original function of the Cushion Dance, as an implicit intramedial reference the dance 
helps foreshadow Romeo’s first encounter with Juliet. 
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Othello Condensed into a Stately Dance: Limón’s The Moor’s Pavane 

While the previous example focussed on monomedial choreographic strategies to mark 
multimedial contrasts in Romeo and Juliet, this one looks at the dramaturgical 
foregrounding of a courtly dance as the central structuring and contextualising element 
in a choreographic adaptation of Shakespeare’s Othello.  

José Limón’s The Moor’s Pavane (1949) is subtitled “Variations on the Theme of 
Othello”, which clearly indicates both the piece’s acknowledgement of its source and its 
conscious departure, marking it more as an appropriation than adaptation in Julie 
Sander’s terms (Adaptation and Appropriation 35). The piece reduces Shakespeare’s 
utterly complex plot to 20 minutes and four characters only. As Susan Jones indicates, 
it “universalizes the idea of the play Othello since the characters are unnamed and 
instead given figurative titles”: Othello is simply called ‘The Moor’, Iago ‘the Moor’s 
Friend’, Emilia ‘The Friend’s Wife’, and Desdemona ‘The Moor’s Wife’ (295). 
Consequently, the main title signals Othello’s centrality in the dance piece, as well as 
the Pavane’s both literal and metaphoric means to signify. The entire work is framed and 
structured through this quartet. This is the dance with which it begins and to which the 
characters return after their expressive solos or duets. Limón juxtaposes elements of 
modern dance and stylised versions of the Renaissance Pavane in both movement and 
spatial arrangement as he switches from showing the mental state of his characters back 
to the social decorum that they keep up through joining the circling round of the court 
dance.  

Elsewhere, I introduced the concept of the “moving text” to indicate a mixture of 
kinetic and cultural allusions that are triggered through a reference to dance in literary 
texts (Marcsek-Fuchs, Dance and British Literature 5). Here, I would like to widen the 
intermedial perspective to be applied to intramedial references as well. For Limón’s 
Shakespearean appropriation, this would mean that the incorporation of the stately dance 
Pavane into an otherwise modern dance piece helps activate kinetic and cultural 
associations in the viewer and, thus, add perspectives for the interpretation of both the 
dance performance and Shakespeare’s Othello.  

So, how can the Pavane contribute to our readings of both Limón’s and Shakespeare’s 
work?11 The Oxford Dictionary of Dance defines the Pavane as a “formal court dance” 
in duple time, popular in Italy, France, and Spain during the 16th and 17th centuries” 
and characterises its movements as “sedate and dignified” (“Pavane”). Thus, the dance 
adds cultural and kinetic allusions to the work’s settings, social contexts, and the 
relationship of the specific four characters to which Shakespeare’s complex plot is 
reduced. According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, “the pavane opened ceremonial 
balls and was used as a display of elegant dress” (“Pavane”), with the ladies exhibiting 
the trains of their gowns during the dance. These references to movement quality, pace, 
spacing, and codified movements in a quartet render Limón’s character constellation the 
illusion of elegance and structured power, at the same time allowing this to be read as 
superficial and conventionalised harmony. The dancers then intermittently break out of 

 
11 I will be focussing on the Pavane as a dance, although Purcell’s music used for this dance piece and 

arranged by Simon Sadoff adds further means of characterising Othello’s tragedy. Some pieces used 
is the Pavane are taken from Purcell’s Pavane and Chaconne. 
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the ordered and harmonious quartet for solos or duets performed with expressive modern 
dance movements, which represent Iago’s intrigues, Othello’s growing jealousy and 
Desdemona’s martyrdom. Iago’s kindling of Othello’s jealousy, in the play through such 
simple questions, as “Did Michael Cassio, when you wooed my lady, / Know of your 
love?” (3.3.93–94)12 are represented here by expressive modern dance movements 
conducted in silence; a strong contrast to the Pavane, which is performed with 
harmonious synchronicity of the dancers and to the melodious music by Purcell. Susan 
Jones describes the interplay of courtly and modern dance as follows: “Limón uses the 
pavane, showing how the equilibrium of power relations, tightly held in play by the 
symmetrical forms of the courtly dance, implodes as individual emotional desires and 
anxieties destabilize the harmony of the quartet form”; with this also “signal[ling] the 
deconstruction of the formalized patterns of conventional modes of movement” (290). 
Thus, this juxtaposition of dance styles and of sound and silences does not only help 
visualise the contrast between inner turmoil and upkeep of social appearances, but it 
also shows the coexistence of individual tragedy and social hypocrisy. The harmonious 
movements of the Pavane help make Limón’s modern dance style appear even more 
revolutionary and expressive. By interpreting Limón’s The Moor’s Pavane, Othello’s 
tragic role is highlighted through the contrast of styles and through the metaphoric power 
of the Pavane representing the hypocritical, even racist morals of society, represented 
through a seemingly harmonious courtly dance. Iago can be interpreted as the master 
utilising the codified patterns of decorum and gender stereotypes to reach his aims. The 
brilliance of his mind, intrigues and conversations are mirrored in the complexity and 
virtuosity of his executed steps. 

Another inspiration to revisit the final scene of Shakespeare’s Othello is Limón’s 
choice of ending. Instead of closing his dance piece with dramatic justice, The Moor’s 
Pavane ends in a powerful tableau, showing Othello’s maddening grief and revealing 
Desdemona’s dead body by all three dance characters, Iago, Emilia, and Othello. As 
Susan Jones puts it,  

Limón thus emphasizes the ultimate breakup of the social form as the implication of responsibility 
for the crime falls on both the Moor and the two onlookers. Instead of the relatively formal 
political harmony provided by the play’s closure, Limón’s version associates personal tragedy 
with social/political breakdown from which there is no recovery. (296) 

Instead of merely functioning as a means of transposing word to movement, the 
interplay of courtly Pavane and Modern Dance, the juxtaposition of movement and 
stillness as well as of music and silence represent the contrasts in Shakespeare’s Othello. 
The power of Limón’s final tableaux intensifies the catastrophe of Shakespeare’s tragic 
hero and visually stresses the role all three (Iago, Emilia and Othello) played in bringing 
it forth. 
 

 
12 References from Shakespeare (Othello) are taken from The Arden Edition, edited by E. A. J. 

Honigmann.  
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Concluding Remarks: Speaking Movements and Polyvalent Signification through 
Ballet Conventions 

Like the director, the choreographer will choose means offered by the theatre apparatus 
carefully to represent and reinterpret intricacies of the Shakespearean texts. Meta-
choreographic strategies help make use of all that the ballet vocabulary has to offer to 
transpose complexities of the texts into movement. It is these kinetic strategies and 
artistic conventions particular to dance in general and to ballet in particular that offer 
polyvalent and multi-layered means of signification in a word-less but multimodal 
artform. Be it the meaningful and metaphorical employment of point shoes, the 
choreographic clashing of dance styles, as well as the intramedial reference to or 
structuring use of particular (court) dances, these signifying processes help enrich the 
Shakespeare adaptations by their own medial and cultural specificities. Choreographers, 
dancers, and the entire theatre apparatus connected to the Shakespeare ballet offer their 
own, multi-layered, multi-modal and above all kinetic web of interpretations, open for 
polyvalent readings by the audience. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Was passiert, wenn ein Shakespeare Text in Tanz übertragen wird? Wie sollen all die metaphorischen, 
philosophischen und emotionalen Inhalte sowie Ambiguitäten transportiert werden, wenn gerade das 
wichtigste fehlt: Shakespeares malerische und komplexe Sprache? Tanz im Allgemeinen und Ballett im 
Speziellen kann über die (teils starren) Konventionen, über die non-verbale Ausdruckskraft des 
tanzenden Körpers und der Bewegung vieles ausdrücken, wofür die Sprache viele Zeilen benötigt; so 
zumindest der Dichter des Symbolismus Stéphane Mallarmé, und in seiner Nachfolge der Choreograph 
John Cranko. Dieser Aufsatz zeigt, dass es gerade die medialen, selbstreferentiellen choreographischen 
Strategien sind, die einer Ballettadaption eines Shakespeare-Werkes ihre vertiefende, durch 
Multimodalität unterstützte, polyvalente Aussagekraft verleihen. Nach einer kurzen Erörterung der 
Besonderheiten von Tanzadaptionen einerseits und der Gemeinsamkeiten mit Theaterinszenierungen/ 
Filmadaptionen andererseits, beleuchtet der Artikel, wie das metaphorische Potential des Spitzentanzes, 
die bedeutungsgenerierende Kraft der Tanzstile sowie deren intramediale Referenzen, und die 
bedeutungslenkende Energie von Ballettkonventionen, wie etwa des Partnertanzes, zu Charakterisierung 
der Figuren und zur Darstellung der jeweiligen persönlichen und gesellschaftlichen Konflikte beitragen 
können. Als choreographische Beispiele hierzu dienen John Crankos und John Neumeiers Romeo und 
Julia ebenso wie Christopher Wheeldons The Winter’s Tale und José Limóns The Moor’s Pavane. 
 
 



“FOR OTHER THAN FOR DANCING MEASURES”: JIGS AT 

SHAKESPEARE’S GLOBE AND THE POLITICS OF SHAKESPEAREAN 

PERFORMANCE 

BY 

MARLENA TRONICKE 

Introduction 

Anyone coming to see a performance at the reconstructed Shakespeare’s Globe will 
likely encounter a substantial amount of onstage dancing – during the play itself, but 
also in the form of a concluding jig. This should not surprise, given that Shakespeare’s 
works provide ample opportunity for dancing. As Alan Brissenden’s Shakespeare and 
the Dance (1981) and, more recently, The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Dance 
(2019), have shown in great detail, the concept of dance is woven into the fabric of 
individual scenes as well as entire plays across the dramatic canon.1 Notably, several 
comedies conclude with an explicit call for song and dance. To name but a few examples, 
prior to Puck’s epilogue, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1595) features a song sung by 
Titania and Oberon, with Oberon inviting the other characters to dance along (5.1.385-
390).2 As You Like It (1599/1600) concludes with music and dance to celebrate the 
weddings of Rosalind/Orlando and Celia/Oliver. When Jacques announces that he will 
not participate in the imminent festivities indicating that his melancholic disposition 
makes him “for other than for dancing measures” (5.4.191), this is a political gesture that 
has the potential to subvert the play’s otherwise conservative tendency to smooth all 
previous discord and redirect its characters onto the path of order and stability. And in 
Love’s Labour’s Lost (1594/95), wedding festivities and dancing are even postponed 
entirely, an ending which may appear unexpected within the generic framework of 
comedy but which echoes the play’s preoccupation with “the unfinished, the broken and 
the incomplete” (Brissenden 35). At Shakespeare’s Globe, however, concluding 
company dances are not restricted to the staging of comedies; rather, the jig has become 
a trademark of Globe performance style and practice more generally.  

Evidence suggests that from the fifteenth century onwards, plays on the London stage 
– Shakespearean or other – concluded with some form of dancing loosely referred to as 
‘jig,’ even though the term was used with reference to various forms of musical 
conclusions to a play (Clegg 83–84). Robert Clegg discusses how Shakespeare’s Globe 
re-instigated the jig as part of their experimentation with what they termed original 

 
1 For an overview of extant scholarship on both dance in Shakespeare and Shakespeare as dance (the 

latter of which, as McCulloch suggests, has long remained understudied [70]) see McCulloch 2016. 
The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Dance has significantly advanced scholarship in both these 
areas.  

2 All references to Shakespeare’s plays are to the Arden Shakespeare Complete Works. 
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practice, and how they eventually established the final company dance as a new “‘Globe 
tradition’ in the 21st Century” (van Kampen qtd. in Clegg 98). Since then, Clegg 
suggests, the jig’s “guiding aesthetic has been that of consistency: the conclusion has 
been in keeping with the play, the choreography driven by harmonization” (101). Whilst 
this sounds commercial above all, more recent jigs at the theatre point in another 
direction, which raises the question of what and whom exactly this “harmonization” 
relates to. In recent years, performances at Shakespeare’s Globe have become more 
overtly political, as indicated by so-called colour- and gender-blind casting as standard 
practice. In this article, I explore the ways in which the jigs, even more so than the 
productions they are attached to, have the capacity to intervene in normative discourses 
concerning, for instance, able-bodiedness or Whiteness. Drawing on a number of 
selected Globe performances from 2014–2019, and understanding dance as a distinctly 
political form of embodied expression and knowledge, I discuss to what extent the jig 
may not only function as commentary on the specific production it succeeds but also 
challenge ideologically charged assumptions concerning Shakespearean drama more 
generally, particularly when presented in period costume. 

Early Modern Jigs and the Embodied Politics of Dance 

The theatrical convention of finishing a play with a dance precedes the early modern 
stage and can be traced back as far as the medieval mystery cycles. Whereas dancing 
had always been a major feature of English country life, by the end of the sixteenth 
century dance became increasingly characteristic of courtly culture, where it found its 
prime expression in the courtly masque (Clegg 88–89; see also Brissenden 2–3). The 
term ‘jig’ itself originated in the context of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century drama, where 
dancing was equally common. There, it referred to the dramatic jig, “a short, sometimes 
bawdy, often comic musical-drama that included elements of dance, stage-fighting, and 
disguise” (Clegg 89) – in other words, a proper dramatic piece in its own right rather 
than a choreographed accessory to the play it succeeds. In its looser connotation of ‘a 
type of dance,’ the term first occurred around the year 1560 (Clegg and Skeaping 4). 
Whilst comparatively little is known about the exact nature of jigs in original 
Shakespearean performance, it is safe to assume they featured jigs in some shape or 
form (see Clegg 87–96). Such dances at the end of a play, Clegg proposes, served various 
purposes:  

Dancing that concluded the plot might symbolize harmony, restore character roles or hierarchy, 
and offer closure to the dramatic plot; however, the type of dance may lay challenge to collective 
order. Dancing that occurred after the play might bridge the liminal space between player and 
character, between the world of the drama and the reality of the spectator, and foster a sense of 
community—the energy and symbolism of which may, however, spill into the streets beyond the 
theater, making those responsible for civil, moral and religious order nervous. (Clegg 84) 

The jig’s function as a “bridge” between what Clegg identifies as “the world of the 
drama and the reality of the spectator” is especially important, because it suggests the 
jig has the capacity to involve the audience much more effectively than a play, however 
much immersive. The jig forges a bond between actors and audiences. In doing so, it 
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subtly flattens hierarchies between observer and observed, and reminds the audience of 
their complicity with the events on stage.  

Even though primarily associated with the stage, jigs also existed outside the theatre 
and were frequently presented in communal settings such as private houses or 
marketplaces. Performed by household servants as well as professional actors, so-called 
libellous jigs called attention to transgressions and failings, both private and public, by 
members of the community. Albeit in comical form, they sought to sanction what was 
perceived as immoral conduct. Importantly, these critical voices developed out of the 
respective communities themselves; they were mostly written by amateur rather than 
professional writers and hence proved a powerful subversive tool that was difficult to 
censure or contain (Clegg and Skeaping 3).3 Libellous jigs thus opened up “sites of 
conflict that brought into sharp focus opposition between literary ambition and sub-
literary popular culture, civic order and public disorder, controlled and uncontrolled 
behaviour, lawfulness and lawlessness, morality and immorality” (Clegg and Skeaping 
3). As can be taken from this overview, the jig has always been politically charged.  

Conceiving of the jig as a distinctly political form of expression begs questions 
regarding the relationship between dance and politics more generally. As Rebekah 
Kowal, Gerald Siegmund, and Randy Martin argue via the philosopher and political 
theorist Jacques Rancière, “art and politics do not reside in separate spheres. Rather, one 
needs to think of their primary connection as being embedded or enfolded in the raw 
material of our sensible world” (4). Dance, therefore, is political per se, regardless of its 
context. They further differentiate between “political dance,” i.e., dance that seeks to 
communicate a specific political message, and “‘the politics of dance’ (Kowal, 
Siegmund and Martin 3). The latter, “in a self-reflexive manner, questions its own modes 
of production, its relation to the institutions in which it takes place, and the power 
relations among the different players (dancers, choreographers, audiences) in the game” 
(Kowal, Siegmund and Martin 3). In the following, I discuss the selected jigs at 
Shakespeare’s Globe with regard to both their politics and as political dance. In 
particular, I probe the ways in which they self-reflexively engage with the status of 
Shakespeare’s Globe as a powerful cultural space for negotiations of Shakespearean 
drama, and with twenty-first century debates on historical theatre and representation 
more generally.  

Before proceeding with the question of where the politics and political impetus of the 
jig extend beyond that of a given play itself, it is worth taking a closer look at the concept 
of corporeality. It is a truism that bodies on stage matter. According to Nadine George-
Graves, both “[d]ance and theatre serve as correctives to the Cartesian emphasis on 
‘cogito’ experience, advancing embodied knowledge” instead (6). Both art forms 
“remind us that the human body is not just another physical object but […] the 
mechanism by which the world is made manifest and, indeed, existent” (George-Graves 
6). Arguing in a similar direction, Ann Cooper Albright proposes thinking through the 
concept of corporeality in order to “reflect on the very slippery way that bodies carry 

 
3 For a more comprehensive overview of the history of the dramatic jig, see Clegg and Lucie Skeaping’s 

eponymous chapter in Singing Simpkin and other Bawdy Jigs (1-65). They not only distinguish 
between various forms of jigs but also compare the performance traditions of England and mainland 
Europe. 
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meaning in contemporary performance” (19). As she makes clear, audiences do not 
solely respond to a performance on a psychological or physical level, and neither is their 
role in watching a play or dance a passive one. Rather, she suggests, audiences bring to 
a performance their body and mind, both of which are actively implicated in the process 
of watching a performance and also in constant dialogue with other bodies in the 
performance space (Albright 20). Albright therefore understands “corporeality here as 
an intertwining of sensation and perception where the body remains anchored as the 
central scope of awareness. […] Within the context of performance, corporeality 
circulates between the bodies onstage and those in the audience” (20). For its 
aforementioned function of bridging the space between audience and actors, this is 
particularly true of the jig. It encourages the audience to follow the beat they feel in their 
bodies, and join in the dialogue that has unfolded in the previous hours. It thus conditions 
an embodied form of perception that develops in a corporeally articulated discourse with 
all the other bodies that are co-present in the same space.  

Political Jigs at Shakespeare’s Globe 

Since its opening in 1997, Shakespeare’s Globe has been a theatre as much as a space 
for research and education on early modern theatre practice. To begin with, during Mark 
Rylance’s artistic directorship (1997–2005), researchers and theatre practitioners made 
use of ‘original practice’ wherever possible. Seeking to achieve close approximation of 
original Shakespearean performance practices in order to find out what insights such 
experimentation might yield, they tested the potential of single-gender casting, 
Renaissance costume, stage design, as well as dance in a setting that is concomitantly 
early modern and twenty-first-century.4 Such deliberations also included pondering 
possible ways to end a play, whether with a dramatic jig in a narrower sense, or a looser, 
more communal dance of the cast. As Claire van Kampen indicates, the former appeared 
too obstructive because “[t]he notion of a ‘curtain call’ is too engrained in modern 
audiences to cope with the idea of appreciatively but silently watching four actors dance 
a pavane at the end of a long play” (86; see also Clegg 97-99). Since there is limited 
documentation of Shakespearean jigs, Clegg remarks, “historical precedence became 
secondary to establishing the new Globe’s new tradition” (Clegg 97–98), and so the 
result was a company dance that mixed early modern performance tradition with more 
contemporary flavours. Whereas strict adherence to original practice performances was 

 
4 In their introduction to Shakespeare’s Globe: A Theatrical Experiment, an overview of the insights 

gained from the first ten years of ‘original practice’ at Shakespeare’s Globe, Christie Carson and Farah 
Karim-Cooper emphasise the project’s claim to experimentation rather than authenticity. As they 
explain, “[t]he Globe Theatre has been a disappointment to many scholars. It has not told them what 
they wanted it to and it has not involved them as they had hoped. But some of the initial visions of 
recreating a historical moment through the harmonious collaboration of practitioner and scholar must 
be seen to be a romantic ideal. Instead, what this theatre has offered up to the scholarly community is 
a real understanding of the possibilities of practical experiments that are historically and critically 
informed” (Carson and Karim-Cooper 9; emphasis added). For further reading on the individual areas 
of performance that were informed by ‘original practice’ see the edited collection in its entirety. 
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discontinued after Dominic Dromgoole’s appointment as artistic director (2005–2016), 
the jig – by now a favourite with audiences – stayed in place.  

As in-house choreographer who is responsible for all kinds of musical onstage 
movement at Shakespeare’s Globe, Sian Williams has shaped the jig into a product with 
a distinctive design. And yet, as Veronica Howell points out, “this isn’t choreography in 
a conventional sense” (n.p.). Always developing the jigs in dialogue with the actors, 
Williams goes beyond “a re-creation of a formal dance of the period. Her ideas are 
always more of an action replay of the play, all the important themes restated in motion” 
(Horwell n.p.). Akin to the libellous jigs, the jigs at the Globe are communal creations 
that all the actors involved can agree on. One of their foremost functions, Williams 
indicates, is to provide a welcome moment of release after a potentially strenuous, often 
three-hours long performance. “‘The jigs have rhythm, rhythm first’ and as to the 
audience clapping along, ‘you try and stop them’” (qtd. in Horwell n.p.). Referring to 
Williams’s quote, Evelyn Tribble aptly describes the jigs as “one of the most powerful 
forms of synchronized experience” through which “[a]ctors and audience are engaged 
in constant affective negotiation” (161). This “synchronized experience” of the jig 
activates the audiences’ bodies in a visceral manner and thus achieves a pulling effect.  

As indicated by these descriptions, the jig seems a part of an evening’s (or 
afternoon’s) entertainment that audiences await eagerly. This becomes especially 
palpable when such anticipation is frustrated: for his 2014 staging of Anthony and 
Cleopatra, director Jonathan Munby initially decided to finish without a jig. The 
production was saturated with numerous, extended Egyptian dance scenes, and so he 
felt the final dance was not needed and might furthermore distract from the powerful 
concluding image of Cleopatra’s statue-like, dead body (Munby qtd. in Horwell n.p.). 
This directorial choice sparked discontent among many audience members, though. As 
Horwell puts it, “[i]t didn’t feel right to Globe-trotters. This is not how death and life in 
the wooden O goes, there is no end of history. Get up, woman!” (n.p.). Since reviewers, 
too, commented on the jig’s notable absence (Taylor n.p.), Munby felt compelled to 
reconsider his decision and reinsert a jig in later performances (Munby and Neill n.p.). 
It thus seems the concluding jig has become a commercial feature of the Globe 
experience, something that audiences expect to get delivered with the purchase of a 
ticket. At the same time, however, recent jigs (or the absence thereof) have struck 
decidedly political notes, in terms of both ‘political dance’ and ‘the politics of dance.’ 

To begin with another of Munby’s productions, his 2015 The Merchant of Venice had 
no concluding jig at all, an absence that many reviewers addressed. Rather than ending 
on the resolution of the comic plot – a resolution which is rather uncomfortable in itself 
–, the production concluded with a coda staging Shylock’s forced baptism. For 
Alexander Coghlan, this frustration of audience expectations proved particularly 
effective. As he wrote,  

[t]here’s a certainty, a reassurance that comes with attending a Globe show. You know that 
however bad things get, however bloodied the stage at final curtain, however bruised the 
relationships on stage, everyone – corpses and all – will rise and come together for a spirited 
closing jig. […] How much more striking, then, is Munby’s Merchant of Venice – not a tragedy 
turned on its head with a lively dance, but a “comedy” ending with the sudden shock of pain and 
cruelty. (Coghlan n.p.) 
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After Gratiano’s final “I’ll fear no other thing / So sore, as keeping safe Nerissa’s ring” 
(5.1.306–7), the scene merged into a tableau of Shylock’s daughter Jessica (Phoebe 
Pryce) receiving a letter, erupting into a mournful Hebrew lament, and getting down on 
her knees. Her song was then layered with the beating of drums and Latin chants of 
Priests who were leading Shylock (Phoebe Pryce’s real-life father Jonathan Pryce) onto 
the stage for his forced conversion to Christianity. Shylock’s tearful “Amen” concluded 
the performance. This concomitantly disturbing and compelling image would have been 
especially effective for those expecting a jig as per Globe convention; instead, Munby 
offered a punch in the gut. Surely, adding a jig onto this alternative ending would have 
provided closure and harmony where neither is called for. The performance thus refrains 
from offering a sense of emotional and physical relief that might paint over the play’s 
antisemitic overtones. In this particular case, therefore, the decision to withhold the jig 
was a political statement in itself. 

Since Emma Rice’s brief time at the helm (2016–2018), performances at 
Shakespeare’s Globe have become more overtly political. Rice’s iconoclastic 
productions, and those staged by some of the guest directors she contracted, certainly 
upended traditional notions of Shakespearean drama. Even though not subscribing to 
the terms herself (Rice n.p.), she practiced colour- and gender-blind casting,5 and cast a 
drag performer, Le Gateau Chocolat, in the role of Feste in her 2017 production of 
Twelfth Night. Her 2016 staging of A Midsummer Night’s Dream fused Renaissance and 
contemporary aesthetics on the levels of setting, costume, and sound. Much of this 
production’s storytelling relied on the usage of music which, next to modern pop and 
punk songs, boasted Elizabethan tunes mixed with Indian styles. The concluding jig 
amplified this cultural mash-up as it had the actors dance to Bollywood tunes that were 
at least to some degree played on Renaissance instruments in a Bollywood-inspired 
choreography. This was political dance in the sense that it countered the dominant image 
of Shakespeare as a cultural icon of White excellence by relating it to a (post)colonial 
setting; in clapping and moving along with the actors, the audience celebrated and 
literally applauded this message of a re-appropriated, decolonised Shakespeare. In 
addition, through highlighting the production’s ambiguous approach to historical 
accuracy, the politics of dance here called attention to both the constructed nature of 
authenticity associated with historical drama and the ideological implications of 
furthering such orthodoxies – for an institution like the Globe especially, whose 
productions had been considerably more reverential so far. 

Rice’s split with the Globe gained a lot of attention in the media.6 Michelle Terry’s 
arrival in 2018, and with that, the question of where the Globe would be heading 

 
5 On the inconsistent terminology and potentially problematic ideology behind gender-blind casting, as 

well as the crucial question of who is considered to be blind to gender in the first place, see Bachrach 
n.p.; on related questions in the context of colour-blind casting, see Thompson 2006. 

6 It would be trivialising to reduce reasons for Rice’s departure to what is often presented as a fallout 
over her decision to rely more strongly on enhanced lighting and sound (Furness n.p.); rather, it seems 
her overall artistic vision sat uncomfortably with ideas on what kind of cultural space the Globe should 
be, and what kind of Shakespearean performance it should house. Furthermore, Rice repeatedly 
admitted to finding Shakespeare “hard to understand” (Gardner n.p.), a phrasing that – whilst intended 
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politically and aesthetically, was therefore anxiously anticipated. Terry appeased critics 
and audiences alike by productions that looked and sounded less jarringly modern, but 
her approach proved just as radical in other ways. Terry’s main innovation was a 
consistently democratised rehearsal room: first, she decided to loosen the concept of one 
director in charge of the production and handed over the authority to the ensemble 
instead – a decision that was widely criticised (Billington n.p.; Wolf n.p.). Second, based 
on the view that “what the Globe can offer is Shakespeare for all, by all” (Terry qtd. in 
Hemming n.p.), she introduced gender-, colour-, and disability-blind casting as 
consistent Globe practice. Ayanna Thompson draws attention to the gatekeeping 
function Shakespeare has, and to how, even in the twenty-first century, people of colour 
are still often excluded from discourses on Shakespearean drama, scholarship, and 
performance (n.p.); surely, similar barriers operate along the lines of class and normative 
able-bodiedness. Onstage representation of actors therefore needs to be more diverse, as 
Terry points out: “If our job is to hold a mirror up to nature, [we should ask] who is 
holding the mirror and who is being reflected” (qtd. in Hemming n.p.). The metaphor of 
the mirror is a poignant one in the context of the jig, especially where audiences are 
invited to join in the dance. In such cases, the positions of those who hold the mirror and 
those who see their image being projected back begin to blur, so that actors find 
themselves as much reflected in the audience as vice versa. 

The 2018 double bill of Hamlet and As You Like it (both co-directed by ensemble 
directors Federay Holmes and Elle While) marked the beginning of Terry’s artistic 
directorship. The same company of twelve actors, equally balanced between male and 
female, performed in both plays, and so several male characters (e.g., Hamlet, Orlando) 
were cast with female actors, and vice versa (e.g., Ophelia, Rosalind). Even though the 
cross-gender casting received a lot of critical attention, the most innovative aspect of 
both productions, according to many critics, was that the roles of Guildenstern and Celia 
were played by Deaf actor Nadia Nadarajah.7 As Guildenstern, she signed her lines in 
British Sign Language (BSL) with Rosencrantz acting as an interpreter. Other characters 
at least partly communicated with her in BSL, often simultaneously speaking their lines 
to facilitate understanding among the predominantly non-Deaf audience. Andrzej 
Lukowski considered Nadarajah’s performance “the most important thing about the 
production” and “surely the night’s most progressive flourish” (n.p.). As Celia, 
Nadarajah used BSL not only as a secret language between her and Rosalind but also to 
communicate her “frustrated voicelessness” (Andrews 687) as a bystander in Rosalind 
and Orlando’s courtship. For Meghan Andrews, Nadarajah was “[t]he highlight of the 
production” (687). These enthusiastic responses to Nadarajah’s performances relate the 

 
to reduce potential anxieties regarding the ‘high culture’ label that is often attached to Shakespeare – 
raised a number of eyebrows.  

7 It should be noted that Nadarajah is not the first Deaf performer on the Shakespearean stage in the UK. 
In 2018, Gregory Doran directed a 50/50 gender balanced production of Troilus and Cressida at the 
Royal Shakespeare Company in which the prophet Cassandra was played by Deaf actor Charlotte 
Arrowsmith, who also communicated in BSL. Arrowsmith furthermore played the role of Curtis, a 
servant, in Doran’s 2019 production of The Taming of The Shrew. During its run, she also understudied 
the role of Vincentia and thus became the first Deaf performer to understudy for a non-Deaf actor 
(RSC n.p.).  
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politics of the two individual plays to larger debates on how Deaf and other non-
ablebodied actors can be better involved in theatre practices, and what more 
participatory interchanges between Deaf and Hearing communities could look like 
(Shakespeare’s Globe, “Michelle Terry & Nadia Nadarajah,” n.p.).  

Most forcefully, however, the production of Hamlet positioned itself within such 
debates by taking up BSL as a joint communicative language between characters/actors 
on stage and the audience during the concluding jig. Following the final scene, the dead 
characters slowly came to life again, regrouped with the others, and then started signing 
in BSL along to a rhythmic beat. On one level, and in line with Williams’s understanding 
of the jig as a condensation of a production’s most important themes, questions of power 
and communication, of who has the capacity to speak, and who listens, thus re-emerged 
as a key concern of this Hamlet. On another level, the usage of BSL in the jig was not 
accompanied by spoken words for non-Deaf audience members to make sense of, which 
caused a certain amount of (productive) frustration amongst audience members. Whilst 
Peter Kirwan, for instance, praised “[t]hat the signing was such an organic and 
unremarkable part of the production” he also indicated that he “would have loved to 
know what was being said during the final jig” (“Hamlet,” n.p.). For non-speakers of 
BSL, their own able-bodiedness in this respect did not enable them to read the bodies 
onstage, a dynamic which turned traditional power- and knowledge-relations upside 
down. The politics of dance thus exploited the embodied nature of both communication 
and knowledge as dramatised in this production by enlisting the audience in a dialogue 
most of them could partake in to a limited extent only. This awareness of their own 
Hearing bodies manifested in tacit communication with the bodies of other non-Deaf 
audience members who were cast in the same, rather passive position. Resounding the 
libellous jig’s function of calling out social grievances, the politics of the Hamlet-jig 
foregrounded the communicative power relations at play in normative Hearing culture. 
What is more, it took to task theatre culture’s tendency to exacerbate such formations of 
able-bodiedness as the norm.  

Another memorable use of the jig could be witnessed in the 2019 production of Henry 
V, or Harry England (co-directed by ensemble directors Federay Holmes and Sarah 
Bedi), this time shifting the focus to preconceived notions of Shakespeare as an icon of 
(White) Englishness. Through stagings of Richard II, Henry IV Parts 1 and 2, and Henry 
V – all of which could be watched as a trilogy on selected dates – the 2019 summer 
season “explored the past, present and future of our ‘scepter’d isle’” (Shakespeare’s 
Globe, “Summer 2019,” n.p.). As the mission statement on the Globe’s website 
continues, the season “scrutinised our national myths and the stories that we tell about 
ourselves” (Shakespeare’s Globe, “Summer 2019,” n.p.). This cycle of history plays was 
staged at a time when debates on whether at all, and on what terms, Britain should leave 
the European Union were in full swing. Prior to, and in the aftermath of, the referendum, 
notions of Britishness (or indeed Englishness) became contested. Neo-imperialist and 
nationalist speech at various political levels, strikingly made visible by the Windrush 
scandal, threw into relief that, in the eyes of many Brexiteers, Britishness was perceived 
as conterminous with Whiteness. Against this backdrop, the 2019 summer season at the 
Globe opened up a forum to interrogate the ways in which Shakespeare, and particularly 
the history plays, reinforce understandings of who and what is perceived as part of 
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English history, and how much these dominant formations of Englishness resonate to 
the present day. Arguably, Henry V is Shakespeare’s most patriotic play, as also indicated 
by the slightly revised title for this Globe production. The Globe confronted this issue 
head-on by casting a Black female actor, Sarah Amankwah, in the title role, thus creating 
a friction arising from the discrepancy between the role, “the eponymous king’s place 
in the myths of English nationalism” (Ludmon n.p.), and the actor’s Black, female body. 
As another major change to the playtext, the lines of the Chorus were allocated to a 
number of characters, thus “fragmenting the jingoistic message and highlighting how 
the words often have little to do with the action they commentate on” (Ludmon n.p.).  

Rather than obliterating Amankwah’s race and ethnicity in a manner that the term 
‘colour-blind’ might suggest, the production drew attention to her being non-White, 
most forcefully via the use of music and dance. Of course, this Henry V also featured a 
concluding jig which “brought all of the musicians as well as the cast onstage carrying 
drums, offering a loud and rousing percussive rhythm to close off the trilogy day” 
(Kirwan, “Henry V,” n.p.). More importantly, however, it deployed a variation of the jig 
within the play itself through the rendition of “Non Nobis” after the victory at Agincourt 
in act 4, scene 8. Kirwan describes this interlude as follows:  

Accompanied by the BSL interpreter (doing a fantastic job translating both Latin and French as 
well as early modern English), the ensemble knelt and sang Tayo Akinbode’s setting, which drew 
on American Roots melodies that evoked anything from deep South spiritual to the second lines 
of New Orleans jazz funerals. (Kirwan, “Henry V,” n.p.) 

In making use of a number of languages, this jig within the play presented a version of 
English history that was multicultural and multilingual, inclusive and accessible. 
Moreover, through drawing on various historical and cultural contexts simultaneously, 
none of them properly aligning with what are considered realist depictions of medieval 
England, it playfully called into question history’s (and the history plays’) claim to 
narrative authority. Even though historical evidence attests to a significant Black 
presence in early modern England even outside forms of enslavement (see Kaufmann 
2017; Nubia 2019), English history is still predominantly imagined as White. Explicitly 
linking the origins of twenty-first-century England/Britain to African American culture 
and, implicitly, transatlantic slavery, the politics of dance here offered an image of 
Britain at odds with constructions of Britishness as White – constructions not only 
perpetuated in pro-Brexit discourse but also enshrined in the history plays’ critical 
reception and performance history. These alternative imaginings of ‘England’ strove on 
the signifying power of corporeality, calling attention to what Albright names the 
“slippery way that bodies carry meaning” (Cooper Albright 19); they were negotiated 
through a joint awareness of a range of ‘different’ bodies and cultures, on and offstage, 
that communicated with each other in the same space.  

Conclusion: Jigging Shakespeare for Everyone? 

In February 2020, in an article for The Telegraph, the paper’s theatre critic Dominic 
Cavendish bemoaned the decline of ‘traditional’ Shakespeare vis-à-vis the rise of what 
he called the “woke Brigade” (n.p.). He claimed that in recent years, “Shakespeare 
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performance has increasingly marched to a ‘woke’ drum. […] We’ve seen greater 
diversity in casting and much gender-flipping. Fine, OK. A traditionally cast production 
is now a rarity, ever more unthinkable. That’s less fine” (Cavendish n.p.). A continuation 
of such performance practices – i.e., gender-, colour-, and disability-blind casting – he 
predicted, “will render our national playwright as much taboo as totemic” (Cavendish 
n.p.). Cavendish’s argument warrants some commentary. First, what he calls 
“traditionally cast” productions are certainly not rare these days, and in the context of 
Shakespearean drama and its early modern tradition of all-male casting this is also an 
unfortunate phrase to use. Second, his argument ignores that casting processes are not 
just a matter of identity politics but that they, above all, endeavour to arrive at new, 
perhaps surprising, readings of well-known texts.  

Cavendish’s article sparked considerable outrage in various quarters. Gregory Doran, 
artistic director of the RSC, responded with a fierce rebuttal, indicating that any director 
working on a Shakespeare play should “want to reveal what is most urgent, most 
resonant and sometimes most challenging in his work, and address those issues head 
on” (n.p.). He reminded readers that, rather than a form of censorship, finding new ways 
into a play through casting choices or making changes to the text is part and parcel of 
every successful production, and invoking – like Terry in the above quotation – the 
metaphor of the performance as mirror, concluded: Shakespeare “held a mirror up to 
nature, and whatever gender you are, whatever your racial heritage, your social 
background, whatever your physical or mental differences, you should be able to look 
into that mirror and recognise yourself reflected back. That is our purpose and our 
responsibility” (Doran n.p.). Representation, in other words, does matter, and identity 
politics understood in this way always operate in dialogue with, rather than in opposition 
to, the plays’ content and cultural signification. 

Arguments such as Cavendish’s raise the question of who can lay claim to 
Shakespeare and his works in what ways. As I have argued, the twenty-first-century jig 
as a more open form of expression than historical drama (even when staged today), is 
ideally designed to negotiate such anxieties. For their historical associations with 
bawdiness (via the libellous jigs) and their reputation as a commercial feature of Globe 
entertainment, the jigs discussed above lack the hefty cultural capital and, hence, 
ideological baggage of ‘high art’ usually associated with Shakespearean drama. Their 
liminal status as neither play nor dance, as neither part of, nor mere attachment to, a 
given play renders them model sites to perform frictions that may arise in between the 
conflicting positionalities of roles and actors, on- and offstage bodies; frictions that, as 
I have suggested, may pertain to constructions of historical accuracy, dominant 
formations of (White) Englishness in both diachronic and synchronic perspective, or 
normative able-bodiedness. Also, the jigs’ reliance on the body “as the central scope of 
awareness” in Albright’s sense (20) complicates, if not negates, the idea of a passive, 
apolitical spectatorship. In an essay on Globe audiences more generally, Penelope 
Woods (2015) has proposed thinking about spectatorship at this particular theatre as a 
form of doing rather than being. The jig here proves a case in point, because its political 
impetus extends beyond mere “dancing measures,” as Jacques would have it. Rather, it 
presents a pertinent vehicle to spark debates on what Shakespearean drama in the 
twenty-first century is, looks like, and should be. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Obwohl nicht hinreichend belegt ist, wie genau diese im frühneuenglischen Kontext ausgesehen haben 
könnten, ist doch anzunehmen, dass Theaterstücke auf Londoner Bühnen des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts 
mit einem sog. Jig endeten. Neben einer rein ästhetischen oder unterhaltenden Rolle kam dem Jig dabei 
auch eine sozialkritische Kommentarfunktion zu. Mit seiner Eröffnung im Jahr 1997 hat das 
rekonstruierte Shakespeares Globe den Jig als Teil einer größeren Annäherung an zeitgenössische 
Theaterpraxis wieder aufgenommen und als festen Bestandteil der ‚Globe-Erfahrung‘ im 21. 
Jahrhundert etabliert. Während dieses Alleinstellungsmerkmal zunächst kommerziellen Zwecken zu 
dienen scheint, deuten jüngere Jigs des Globes in eine andere Richtung und ordnen sich in die 
zunehmend explizit politische Ausrichtung des Theaters ein, die etwa durch inklusive Castingprozesse 
unterstützt wird. Der vorliegende Artikel diskutiert am Beispiel ausgewählter Produktionen aus den 
Jahren 2014–2019, inwieweit zeitgenössische Jigs in normative Diskurse zu Themen wie Gender, 
Whiteness oder able-bodiedness intervenieren können. Basierend auf einem Verständnis von Tanz als 
einer dezidiert politischen Form des künstlerischen Ausdrucks wird untersucht, in welchem Maße diese 
Jigs nicht nur die ihnen vorangehenden Produktionen kommentieren, sondern zugleich ideologisch 
besetzte Konzeptionen von Shakespeare und seinen Dramen gemeinhin zur Disposition stellen.
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In Roland Emmerich’s Anonymous, the playwriting Earl of Oxford looks on from the 
galleries of the Globe as a performance of his/Shakespeare’s Henry V whips up a large 
crowd of groundlings, just as the Earl had intended it. Earlier the Earl had already 
enthused over a match of tennis about the possibilities of theatre – “That’s power.” This 
year’s Shakespeare Seminar seeks to discuss the countless ways in which Shakespeare, 
his works, early modern culture as well as later performances of Shakespeare’s works 
are political or have been politicised. To what extent can his plays be seen to endorse 
certain power politics? Are politics in Shakespeare ultimately a question of genre? What 
impact did the transition from Elizabethan to Stuart rule have on ‘Shakespeare’s 
politics’? As Elizabeth Frazer notes, Shakespeare’s works feature “numerous styles of 
political action and role, from statesmanship and the competition for state office or for 
sovereignty, to the everyday relations of kinship and friendship that interact with state 
government and law” (2016: 503). Widening the perspective beyond the early modern 
context, the seminar also endeavours to explore the myriad ways in which Shakespeare 
– the icon and his plays – have been used for political purposes in contexts that often 
seem to be far removed from the political realities of Tudor or Stuart England. Thus, 
John J. Joughin observes that “over the last four hundred years the playwright has been 
adopted by almost every faith, political hue and persuasion,” including “neo-
Conservative, Protestant, Catholic, Republican, Liberal, Tory, Marxists, high Anglican, 
and so on” (Shakespeare and Politics 1). When groups ‘adopt’ the playwright as an 
advocate of their politics, they often adapt and appropriate his plays in ways that are far 
from obvious. As Linda Hutcheon has pointed out, “the politics of transcultural 
adaptations can shift in unpredictable directions” (A Theory of Adaptation 148). It is this 
inclusive view on Shakespeare’s ‘politics’ that this year’s Shakespeare Seminar seeks to 
address. Topics may include, but are not restricted to 
 

• Shakespeare as political writer 
• political approaches to Shakespeare and his works 
• censorship and the politics of authorship 
• royal succession 
• acting troupes and/as rivaling politics 
• Shakespeare and class 
• Shakespeare and revolution 
• Shakespeare and (post)colonialism  
• Shakespeare and the Holocaust 
• identity politics 
• politics and/in the sonnets 
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Our seminar plans to address these issues with a panel of six papers during the annual 
conference of the German Shakespeare Association, Shakespeare-Tage, which is 
scheduled to take place from 12–14 November 2021 in Weimar, Germany. Should travel 
be restricted or deemed unsafe by participants we endeavour to host the seminar as an 
online or hybrid event. As critical input for the discussion, we invite papers of no more 
than 15 minutes that present concrete case studies, concise examples and strong views 
on the topic. Please send your proposals (abstracts of 300 words) by 15 June 2021 to 
the seminar convenors 
Dr. Lukas Lammers, Free University Berlin: l.lammers@fu-berlin.de   
Dr. Kirsten Sandrock, University of Göttingen: ksandrock@phil.uni-goettingen.de 
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