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ABSTRACT 

MARA MANDRADJIEFF BENNETT 

DANCING DOLLS AND EXTENDED BODIES: A POSTHUMAN EXPLORATION 

OF LIVELY OBJECTS IN TWENTIETH AND TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

BALLETS 

 

MAY 2020 

 This dissertation investigates the on-going theme of dolls and doll-like characters 

in Western ballets starting in nineteenth century France. It specifically analyzes French 

choreographer Maguy Marin’s Cendrillon (1985), Groosland (1989), and Coppélia 

(1994), Dutch choreographer Ted Brandsen’s Coppélia (2008), and Canadian 

choreographer Crystal Pite’s Dark Matters (2009). These twentieth and twenty-first 

century works present the contemporary applications and continued relevancy of doll 

ballets in current Western culture, while sparking conversations around objects and 

object-centered practices that transform and extend the human body, such as costuming 

or the act of puppetry. With the research methodology of choreographic analysis and a 

posthuman, feminist philosophical framework, I examine ways these ballets explore 

notions of what constitutes human, nonhuman, subject, and object through movement, 

narrative, and costume. I unpack the complex becoming co-construction of the material 

and semiotic actualizing on and off stage and claim these pieces dismantle human-

nonhuman, subject-object, and lively-dead binaries by highlighting matter as, to use 

philosopher Karen Barad’s terms, agential and intra-active. This dissertation reveals how 
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doll ballets position both the human and nonhuman as uncanny lively objects and provide 

a posthuman perspective towards bodies and understandings of objectification in ballet.  
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CHAPTER I 

DOLLS AND BALLET IN WESTERN CULTURE 

Scene I 

A curly-haired seven-year-old girl grabs a book from the playroom and skips 

back into the ballet studio. Her favorite teacher Anastasia has lined up children’s chairs 

for the students. The young ballerinas take their seats with closed legs and pointed toes 

lightly touching the floor. With books opened across from their chests, the dancers stare 

blankly at the pages. Léo Delibes’s musical score begins to dictate short, precise 

movements: hop up, hop forward, throw the book, arms in. Anastasia, playing the role of 

Dr. Coppélius, channels more magical power into the little girls’ limbs, initiating 

everyone’s arms to transition between first and fourth position. She animates the 

dancers’ faces with another jolt of energy shooting out from her swooping arms. 

Perfectly matched with the musical notes the children blink…blink…blink, blink, blink, 

blink, blink. The choreography continues until the class’s favorite part occurs, where 

their teacher bends down to read the spell book. The dancers then tip-toe over and 

gingerly pound her back with their tiny fists. Skittering to their original spots, the little 

girls hold in giggles and return to being dolls.   

Scene II 

Six years later, the young girl has become a teenager. She stands inside a mirror-

covered box calming her nerves, while two male party guests roll the enormous prop on 
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stage. Her teacher Robert, in the role of Drosselmeyer, dazzles the audience by opening 

the oversized music box. The dancer remains perfectly frozen with pursed lips, extra-

large false eyelashes, and pink felt circles stuck to her cheeks. Head cocked to the side, 

she begins moving under the direction of Drosselmeyer’s dramatic hand gesture. Her 

opening movements feel familiar. As though generated from deeply ingrained muscle 

memory, she jerks her arms between first and forth position before mechanically blowing 

kisses to the audience. Then, a dancer dressed as an enormous teddy bear helps her 

down, and the two begin to partner. Holding the ballerina’s waist, the teddy bear 

promenades the dancer around in an arabesque position. Her fingers stay glued together, 

hands like paddles, and her feet flex when in the air. At the end of the scene’s music, like 

an uncharged toy, she comes to a jolting stop. A male party guest lifts her upside-down 

and carries her off stage. 

Scene III 

Now a professional ballet dancer in rehearsal, the young woman waltzes across a 

large studio scanning her image in the mirror. Caught in 3/4 time, the dancer embodies 

the effects of crashing waves. Her arms maintain this fluidity, while her legs begin 

executing sharp pointe work. A male dancer runs in behind her and grabs the ballerina’s 

extended hand. He then positions it over her head to start a set of finger turns. The 

dancer tightly engages her core and relies on the strength of her standing leg as she 

becomes, or already is and is not, a stabilized rotating object. The director pauses the 

music bringing the dancers to an abrupt stop. He looks over his choreographic notes, 

addresses two changes, and with a wave of his hand, tells the dancers to start over. The 
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ballerina takes her beginning position, knee behind knee, arms placed by her side—still—

until the music plays once more. 

Backstage 

As these scenes from my own life show, starting at a young age ballet dancers 

learn to perform as dolls, quite literally. Doll and doll-like characters, such as puppets or 

masked performers, persist throughout ballet history. Examples include Coppélia (Saint-

Léon 1870; Marin 1994; Bart 1996; Lao 2006; Brandsen 2008), Die Puppenfee (Bayer 

1888), The Nutcracker (Petipa/Ivanov 1892), Petrushka (Fokine 1911), La Boutique 

Fantasque (Massine 1919), Triadic Ballet (Schlemmer 1922), Harlequinade (Balanchine 

1965), Nijinksy the Clown of God (Béjart 1971), The Steadfast Tin Soldier (Balanchine 

1975), Muñecos (Méndez 1978), Cendrillon (Marin 1985), Groosland (Marin 1989), The 

Second Person (Pite 2007), Dark Matters (Pite 2009), Whipped Cream (Ratmansky 

2017), and more. Why do dolls appear so frequently in ballets? Are there aspects about 

dolls that innately speak to ballet’s dynamics or cultural representations? Is there 

something potent about the doll trope to Western societies that supports its enduring 

balletic use? In other words: What is it about dolls and ballet? 

This dissertation explores the doll ballet phenomenon through a selection of 

twentieth and twenty-first century works referenced above: Coppélia (Marin 1994; 

Brandsen 2008), Cendrillon, Groosland, and Dark Matters. Using choreographic analysis 

and operating within a feminist, posthuman philosophical framework, I claim doll ballets 

expose organic and nonorganic “intra-actions” (Barad 2003) and disclose the paradoxical 
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nature of all entities regarding notions of subjecthood-objectness and liveliness-death.1 

Through this, they blur dividing lines between human and nonhuman and cause an 

uncanny effect. My research not only contributes to discussions about the performing 

body within dance and performance studies, but it additionally provides valuable analysis 

towards puppetry, doll, costume, and posthuman scholarship.  

In this chapter, I set the stage for my dissertation by contextualizing dolls and 

ballet. Since doll ballets originated in nineteenth century France, I start there in exploring 

the cultural meanings dolls have acquired over time in Western society. Investigating this 

history reveals the doll’s associations with girls, feminine traits, and sexual allure. I then 

dive deeper into the sexualization of dolls with the sex doll and ways it provokes the 

uncanny. This leads to me defining the term uncanny and discussing its connection to 

dolls and automata. Once I have fully contextualized dolls, I briefly outline a 

corresponding history of ballet that, similar to dolls, reveals associations with feminine 

traits, sexualized bodies, and women. Lastly, I provide an overview of my dissertation, 

pointing to how a posthuman perspective can unpack the layered material and semiotic 

relationships that occur when dolls and ballet combine.    

Dolls 

Dolls, most broadly, are items with human features and form, usually made from 

“dead” or inorganic material. They take on numerous shapes, sizes, and purposes. A doll 

 
1 Intra-action is Karen Barad’s (2003) term that addresses the instability of entities prior 

to their budding relationships. I go into more detail on the concept in Chapter II and 

Chapter IV.  
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might be made of leather, cotton, plastic, metal, porcelain, or wood. It might be five-feet 

or two-inches tall, programmed to say simple words, walk, or wet itself. The doll may 

come with clothing items, accessories, or even background stories. It may house ancestral 

spirits, symbolize a rite of passage, or represent a human during a ceremony. Dolls can be 

collected, played with, cut apart, or refashioned as puppets by attaching strings or poles. 

Their historical, economic, cultural, and ritual significance varies drastically across time 

and location, and their presence throughout literature, art, and film is extensive. Yet, 

when I ask those around me, “What comes to mind when you think of dolls?” the 

answers almost exclusively include three ideas: 1) Dolls are feminized through form and 

marketing tactics (they are seen as passive toys for little girls or are something older 

women collect); 2) dolls are sexualized (they are used as sex toys or the word is applied 

as a derogatory term for women); and 3) dolls are creepy (they generate feelings of 

unease). Doll history, as well as how dolls have been marketed and portrayed in different 

media forms, sheds light on why these three doll associations persist within the Western 

imagination.    

Pretty Dolls: Little Ladies for Sale2 

Walking through Toys “R” Us in the mid-1990s, the doll aisle radiated a hot pink 

glow. The perfectly lined Barbie boxes shone like pieces of hard candy, and I could not 

 
2 “Before the 18th century, dolls were called ‘little ladies’” (Hoffman 1984, 112). The 

Latin root pupa, which becomes puppet (English), poupée (French), and puppe (German), 

translates both as doll and little girl, as does the Greek word kore, which additionally 

holds ties to the word “virgin” (Smith 2013, 9; Robertson 2004, 4-6; Hoffman 1984, 

107).  
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wait to devour the array of options. One aisle over offered a quieter pastel haze, where 

Magic Nursery Dolls rested, and us 90s kids from the States eagerly took them home for 

their big “gender reveal.”3 Marketing was not subtle. These dolls were “for” girls, and 

with the purchase came normalized gendering. While the “boy” aisles showcased action 

figures with big muscles and guns, promoting strength through aggression and large 

bodies, the “girl” aisles presented thin, big-breasted, blonde idols concerned with 

fashion or baby dolls in need of care. 4  

Items like Barbie mentioned above stem from eighteenth and nineteenth century 

“fashion dolls” that had female features and modeled the latest Parisian clothing trends 

(Robertson 2004, 22), and similar to Barbie, also occasionally received criticism in their 

time for the type of femininity they portrayed (Peers 2004). Many high-end fashion dolls, 

such as the popular Parisienne or poupée in 1850-1880, which took an adult woman 

form, or the bébé (1870-1900), shaped as a young or teenage girl, included trunks full of 

fine clothing and accessories (Peers 2004, 43). To some, these dolls functioned as useful 

tools in instructing young ladies how to present themselves; less expensive versions, 

which did not always include clothes, also encouraged girls to learn how to sew and 

 
3 Mattel produced Magic Nursery Dolls in the early to mid-1990s. Once the package was 

opened, a child could dip the toy’s “homecoming robe into water” to reveal the doll’s 

gender (Harrington 1990).  

 

4 Action figures are masculinized figurines, which even though they are comparable to 

Barbie (but originally with more joint mobility), are not called dolls because of the 

word’s feminine connotation (Bainbridge 2010). Similar to early Barbie studies, research 

shows that many of these unrealistic, hyper-muscularly shaped toys cause body image 

conflicts within young boys (Pope et al. 1999; Barlett et al. 2005).  

 



 7 

construct outfits (Reinhardt 2006, 39). Yet, due to the doll’s connection to material 

goods, some criticized it as a bad influence on girls, saying it incited materialism, vanity, 

and an interest in frivolous things like fashion (Peers 2004, 47, 64-67). Art historian 

Juliette Peers claims a part of these critiques were based in “misogynist” beliefs that 

belittled female endeavors or desires and imagined women as “suspectable to the 

superficial” (2004, 64-65). Simultaneously, they spoke to societal anxieties surrounding 

the “newly rebellious womanhood, the refusal of the angel of the house, high fashion and 

the visible prostitution of the Second Empire” (Peers 2004, 67). In other words, these doll 

critiques perhaps dealt less with the physical doll itself but rather with what the French 

fashion doll came to symbolize and its link to women during a particular time in history.   

The bébé especially embodied a complex mixture of cultural signs with its child 

or adolescent shape and adult attire, blending innocence with a type of adult knowing. 

Bébé advertisers and designers presented the doll as “an alluring girl-woman” with a 

beautiful face and an elaborate adult wardrobe (Peers 2004, 85). In this way, the bébé 

embodied larger contradictory Victorian thoughts surrounding childhood; in the Western 

world, it was a moment where the “new concept of the child as an innocent, helpless 

Other clashed most dramatically with an older version of the child as an adult in the 

making” (Gubar 2009, 156). The developing image of the Romantic, pure, one with 

nature child coexisted with the reality of “brothels specializing in children” and 

pornography for men interested in “unripe fruit” (Gubar 2009, 155). Artwork by Mary 

Cassatt, James Tissot, and John Singer Sergeant (Peers 2004, 85) and photography by 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’s (1986) author Lewis Carroll and Julia Margaret 
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Cameron (Gubar 2009, 95, 155) all displayed images of eroticized children. Female 

vaudeville entertainers often played off of this tension between innocence and seduction 

by performing as young girl-doll characters—for example, the public considered 

performer Anna Held “a living copy of a Bébé Jumeau” (Peers 2004, 86). With the 

underlying eroticism behind French fashion dolls, and their link to what certain people 

considered frivolous, sexually-forward women and girls, it is perhaps unsurprising that 

the word “doll” was at times even applied to prostitutes (Robertson 2004, 4). The bébé 

doll, then, functions as an artifact of cultural understandings towards children and women 

at a particular time in history, and the blurry line it created between naïveté and 

experience. As I will detail later, it is within this cultural climate the first doll ballet 

premiered, which additionally evokes the era’s complex connotations surrounding 

dollness, sexuality, ballet, and the female body.5   

It was not until the turn of the century that the infant-like baby doll began taking 

form, a shift established mainly in America (Formanek-Brunell 1993; Robertson 2004, 

25). Unlike French fashion dolls, which had been critiqued for encouraging immoral 

practices (Peers 2004, 64), the baby doll banked “positive” associations of developing 

 
5 Although I do not explicitly discuss the topic within my dissertation, the doll’s 

intersection of innocence and hyper-sexuality additionally seems present within Western 

contemporary images of ballet. There are many films and books showing little girls in 

pink tutus, presenting the field within the realm of young girl fantasy (Turk 2014). Yet, 

these media portrayals are also matched with highly sexualized ballet films and television 

series, such as Black Swan (Aronofsky, dir. 2010) and Flesh and Bone (Walley-Beckett, 

dir. 2015). Could the frequency of doll ballets speak to ways ballets and dolls have come 

to resonate within Western culture as both innocent and sexual, or does this have to do 

with a larger trend to position the female body within the binary of Madonna or whore?   
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one’s nurturing skills (Formanek-Brunell 1993). These dolls also took a different form; 

while fashion dolls resembled adult women or older children, baby dolls looked like 

infants or toddlers. In fact, Grace Storey Putnam, who designed the first “commercially 

successful infant doll” (Formanek-Brunell 1993, 158) called the Bye-Lo doll in 1920, 

actually had push-back from manufacturers because the toy was too realistic. Women 

appreciated the Bye-Lo doll, but male manufacturers found it unattractive and 

manipulated the design to be more artificially cute (Formanek-Brunell 1993, 159). This 

example highlights the tension caused during the shift of what constitutes Western 

society’s notion of doll. The doll around 1920 until 1959 was still mainly marketed 

towards girls and women, but it lost some of its nineteenth-century sexual implications; it 

was no longer a fashion-forward attractive girl-woman, but an infant in need of care.    

The introduction of Barbie in 1959, the French fashion doll’s contemporary 

counterpart, marked a return to the sexualized nature of dolls within mainstream society. 

Barbie’s creator Ruth Handler aimed to make an adult-form doll for little girls to project 

their futures onto. Yet, she modeled the first Barbie on the German Bild Lilli novelty toy 

(Lord 1994, 7-8; Rand 1995, 25), which itself was based on a prostitute character from 

Reinhard Beuthien’s comic strips and was sold to adult men as a “sort-of three-

dimensional pinup” (Lord 1994, 8).6 In other words, the design for the original Barbie 

used a physical appearance that sexually appealed to heterosexual men as a form onto 

which girls were meant to project their aspirations.  

 
6 The same Lilli doll that inspired Barbie even became “the prototype for the modern sex 

doll” (Smith 2013, 201). 
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As of 2019, Mattel continues to claim that Barbie “inspire[s] the limitless 

potential in every girl” (Barbie n.d.) and promotes images of girls with their matching 

Barbies as pilots, artists, computer programmers, bakers, and vets.7 In addition to these 

options, however, one can also purchase a “Lingerie Model Barbie” from the Silkstone 

Barbie Fashion Model Collection. The Lingerie Barbies (2000-2008) don see-through 

lace or silk negligees, thigh-high stockings, garter belts, and high heels. Almost as a nod 

to its French fashion doll ancestry, the Silkstone Barbie is “made of a very hard plastic 

that is intended to mimic porcelain” (Fashion Doll Guide n.d.), and the suggested age for 

the toy reads: “For the adult collector” (Barbie n.d.). It would seem then that the toy’s 

link between femininity and sexual appeal remains, even as Mattel expands its roster of 

“appropriate” roles and appearances for the twenty-first century Barbie.  

One of Barbie’s most famous roles is that of a ballerina. The company’s website 

currently offers at least 30 different versions of Ballerina Barbie, including two modeled 

off of real dancers: American Ballet Theatre’s Misty Copeland (2016) and San Francisco 

Ballet’s Yuan Yuan Tan (2018). Compare this number with the four doctor, two scientist, 

 
7 Mattel currently markets Barbie as a tool to empower little girls. Depending on the 

decade and the person, this statement may seem ridiculous, contradictory, or accurate. 

After all, Barbie has been viewed as both an anti-feminist and feminist icon over the 

years due to her major transformations, often in relationship to changing notions of 

women’s rights. Over the last decade especially Barbie dolls have become more diverse 

in terms of race, ability, career paths, hair, and as of 2016, even body type. As one of the 

most influential and best-selling dolls of the past 40 years, Barbie’s complexity and 

cultural value should not be underestimated. See Lord (1994), Rand (1995), McDonough 

(1999), Rogers (1999), and Peers (2004) for more. 
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and zero professor Barbie options. Even when one searches the website for “stereotypical 

feminine” careers, everything else comes up short besides princess or fashion model.  

The doll ballerina as commodity, however, goes further back. In the nineteenth 

century, one could find paper dolls based off of famous ballerinas Marie Taglioni and 

Fanny Elssler (Kant 2014). In the 1950s and 60s, Valentine Dolls, Madame Alexander 

Dolls, and Paris Dolls sold doll ballerinas, while the popular mechanical “My Pretty 

Ballerina Doll” hit the stores in the late 1980s. The trend continues today with the multi-

jointed “My Ballerina Doll” designed by former dancers Tiffany Koepke and Mark 

Erickson (Meehan 2018). Designer Peggy Turchette has even created an entire collection 

based on prima ballerina Anna Pavlova’s life. She mainly uses Tonner dolls (similar 

shape and size to Barbie) and constructs outfits that reflect Pavlova’s past, inspired partly 

from photos and written costume descriptions (Pavlova Project 2019). Just as ballet 

choreographers have used the doll for narrative and choreographic themes, the doll 

industries have equally turned to ballet for design and character inspiration. Existing 

simultaneously, both processes demonstrate and perpetuate a public interest in how ballet 

and dolls intersect, creating a cyclic marketing pattern based on fandom and standardized 

notions of femininity. 

A Brief Sexual Interlude: Dolls for Men 

In discussing the doll as a bearer of culturally-determined forms of femininity 

(pretty and fashionably-aware or moral and nurturing), its connection to the sexualized 

and objectified female body has been ever present. The doll’s marketed audience and 

sexualized nature seemingly function on a spectrum. On one end is the desexualized 
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infant doll predominantly marketed to girls. Fashion dolls exist somewhere in the middle, 

marketed towards women and girls but still considered sexually appealing from a 

heterosexual male perspective. On the other end of the spectrum is the sex doll, which is 

hyper-sexualized and historically marketed towards the male consumer.  

Art scholar Marquard Smith (2013) ties the sex doll’s cultural genesis in Western 

society to the Pygmalion tale, where a sculptor falls in love with his statue. The statue 

eventually becomes a living woman, whom he marries. In Chapter IV, I discuss this story 

at length because it is a foundational element to the ballet Coppélia. The Pygmalion tale, 

Coppélia, and the sex doll all involve life-size, nonorganic female surrogates, created and 

owned by men. Love, desire, and sexual affairs are present within these relationships. 

Yet, with Coppélia and the sex doll, the artificial female never transforms into an actual 

human partner; instead of resituating the human man with a human woman in a 

heteronormative pairing, sex dolls and Coppélia present the possibility of a human-

nonhuman relationship. 

Sex dolls are more and more frequently making appearances in popular culture 

and high art. For example, in the United States, media casually incorporates sex dolls into 

storylines as jokes, fantasy girlfriends, or fetishes, while certain contemporary art 

exhibits, like Laurie Simmons’s series The Love Doll (2009-2011), comment on the 

gender dynamics sex dolls present. Documentaries, such as Nick Holt’s Guys and Dolls 

(2006), additionally attempt to depict the complex relationships sex dolls promote by 
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sharing the stories of RealDoll owners.8 These men explain how the doll functions both 

as a masturbatory device and, at times, a “female” companion and lover that participates 

in quotidian acts (Smith 2013, 227-35). Here, as with the rest of my dissertation, 

conversations on gender relations are at the forefront, and the blurring of lines between 

nonhuman and human run rampant, often prompting a feeling of uneasiness. 

The unease surrounding the human-nonhuman sexual/romantic pairing partly 

deals with the almost natural but unnatural quality of the human surrogates. Whereas one 

might read the potential humor in cheap plastic sex dolls because they barely resemble a 

living human—the 30 Rock episode (season 4, episode 9, aired January 14, 2010) 

involving James Franco and a Japanese sex pillow comes to mind—items like RealDolls 

take us into the realm of the uncanny (a term I will explain in the next section). An 

interesting example of the intersection of sex dolls and uncanniness happened with the 

fashion photographer Helmut Newton. Newton conducted a photo shoot for Playboy 

using RealDolls (Spampinato 2016, 17); “however, the resultant images were apparently 

so uncanny and disturbing that Playboy magazine refused to publish them” (Ferguson 

2010, 46). Even a magazine famous for selling images of naked women for masturbatory 

purposes thought RealDolls in seductive poses crossed some type of normalcy or decency 

line. The situation certainly provokes an endless list of questions surrounding 

hyperreality, agency, the female body, cosmetically-altered bodies, and capitalism—

 
8 RealDolls are realistic life-size sex dolls with a poseable frame and silicone skin. They 

are manufactured in California, and their starting cost is around $4000 with a handful of 

optional upgrades.   
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topics that, as I will show in Chapter IV, arise from Ted Brandsen’s and Maguy Marin’s 

revised Coppélia ballets as well. It additionally addresses the line between human and 

nonhuman and how we might react as that boundary dissolves.  

Hi, I’m Chucky. Wanna Play?9 

As a little girl, I equally divided my time between all of my dolls. I was concerned 

that favoritism would incite jealousy among the toys, and those that felt neglected might 

possibly kill me in my sleep. I even monitored negative thoughts towards certain dolls for 

fear they could read my mind. I knew such a toy rebellion would probably never actually 

happen, but, unbeknownst to my parents, I had seen parts of Puppet Master (Schmoeller, 

dir. 1989) and Child’s Play (Holland, dir. 1988), and I was not going to take that risk!  

The theme of dolls coming to life is prevalent in literature and film (Kuznets 

1994), and as this dissertation shows, in ballet as well. Some of these tales employ spirits 

or magic to enliven the dolls, perhaps evoking a form of animism, idolatry, or other 

ritualistic human replica usages.10 The Chucky (1988-2019) and the newer terrifying 

Annabelle (2014-2019) film franchises exemplify this trope. Yet, at other times, no 

supernatural force intervenes; dolls innately exist as active subjects, such as in the classic 

Twilight Zone “Living Doll” episode (season 5, episode 6, aired November 1, 1963).  

 
9 This memorable line is from the movie Child’s Play (Holland, dir. 1988).  

 

10 For more on the relationship between human figurines, possibility defined as dolls, and 

the spiritual realm see Boehn (1932), Kuznets (1994), and Bado-Fralick and Sachs Norris 

(2010). 
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One reason the doll continues to function as an active agent and vehicle for horror 

comes back to its anthropomorphic form. Since the doll resembles a human (an object 

often exclusively labeled subject through Western thought), we are more likely to ascribe 

a type of agency or personality to the item. The human resemblance, however, can 

additionally prompt an experience of the uncanny. Roboticist Masahiro Mori ([1970] 

2012) explains this reaction by way of the “uncanny valley.” Using a line graph with 

“human likeness” on the x-axis and “affinity” on the y-axis, Mori claims that people 

enjoy humanlike objects up until the object is about 95% humanlike when it drops below 

the x-axis into the uncanny valley. In the New York Times, author Sam Kean summarizes 

it perfectly: “When something is, say, 50 percent human, our brains focus on the 

similarities and we embrace it. When it’s 95 percent human, we focus on the differences, 

and the unresolved conflict we feel—is that human or not-human?—creeps us out” (Kean 

2014). The “creeped out” feeling is that of uncanniness.  

Kean’s question, “is that human or not-human,” lies at the center of this 

dissertation’s use of the term uncanny. I draw primarily on the work of psychiatrist Ernst 

Jentsch, who aligns the experience of the uncanny with disorientation and uncertainty 

([1906] 1997, 9). While Kean and Mori focus on the uncertainty of what is human or not-

human, Jentsch positions the uncanny as “doubt as to whether an apparently living being 

is animate and, conversely, doubt as to whether a lifeless object may not in fact be 

animate” ([1906] 1997, 11). Is this thing dead or alive? Any hesitance in answering that 

question can be disturbing, whether it is the inanimate living object (i.e. a coma patient) 

or animate lifeless object (i.e. a doll moving on its own), for both situations invert 
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assumed object-subject/dead-living binaries. Jentsch offers wax figures and life-size 

automata as examples of such uncanny items.  

The automaton and its connections to Western society’s perspective of the human 

body and the machine are key to how I approach the uncanny. While Renaissance 

automata were designed to spark a magical and frightening sense of wonder, the 

Enlightenment mechanics created works that aimed to demystify the automata, as well as 

the natural world (Kang 2011, 120-121). Many scholars relate the automaton’s continued 

development and popularization specifically to seventeenth century philosophical 

discussions that proposed a mechanical perspective of the human body; René Descartes 

especially played a pivotal role (Kang 2011; Reilly 2011; Tresch 2011). In Treatise on 

Man, a text heavily inspired by the Renaissance hydraulic automata presented in the royal 

château of Saint-Germain-en-Lay (Kang 2011, 119), Descartes (1998) creates an analogy 

between the automaton’s mechanics and the human body, claiming God engineered 

living creatures, just as humans engineered machines. He specifies however that the 

“rational soul,” which directs the machine-like body, separates humans from all other 

entities (Descartes 1998). Herein lies the mind-body/soul-body split. During the 

eighteenth-century, inventors, such as the well-known Jacques de Vaucanson, echoed 

Cartesian thought and created automata—like the Flute-player, Pipe-and-Tabor player, 

and defecating Duck—not only as entertainment to earn money, but as “philosophical 

experiments, attempts to discern which aspects of living creatures could be reproduced in 

machinery, and to what degree, and what such reproductions might reveal about their 

natural subjects” (Riskin 2003, 601). These high-end automata explored the lines 



 17 

between human and nonhuman and further established a mechanic perspective of the 

human body.  

By the early nineteenth century, however, Romantic literature from writers like 

E.T.A. Hoffmann, Mary Shelley, Jean Paul, Georg Buchner, and Ludwig Achim von 

Arnim returned mystery and supernaturalism to the automaton, positioning artificial 

human creations as uncanny and even dangerous (Kang 2011, 187-188). This literature 

told tales of humans being deceived by automata or stories about other man-made 

creatures causing death and mayhem. At this time, Western cultures were experiencing 

the Industrial Revolution, along with all the excitement and anxiety it generated, part of 

which included a fear that machines may function as human replacements. Yet, later in 

the century, advancing manufacturing processes transformed larger, expensive automata 

of the past into smaller, affordable automata, which became common household toys 

(Austin 2016, 69-70). Literature scholar Linda M. Austin claims this automaton 

“domestication” would have positioned the items as less uncanny in the late nineteenth 

century because no one could mistake them as live humans. Although the switch from 

life-size automata to smaller items insured no one could confuse the artificial toys for live 

humans, I claim it did not remove the uncanny effect of still potentially imagining the 

inanimate entities as “lively.” This above history of the automata—where society 

compared the human body to machine, created machines that resembled humans to 

further investigate this connection, and then normalized these mechanical items while 

simultaneously finding them uncanny —is foundational to this dissertation as I explore 

ways doll ballets evoke similar themes.  
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 “Ballet is Woman”11 

The first doll ballet, Arthur Saint-Léon’s Coppélia (1870), premiered in the midst 

of the above discourses around automata and dolls. The ballet’s libretto was inspired by 

E.T.A Hoffmann’s short story “Der Sandmann” (1817) about a female automaton—a text 

that both Jentsch and Sigmund Freud ([1919] 2003) reference in explaining the uncanny. 

The birth of doll ballets, then, occurred just as society was encountering the effects of the 

Industrial Revolution with both excitement and anxiety, as seen in the literary depictions 

of the uncanny automaton, and during a time when French fashion dolls were at their 

peak—symbolizing female desires towards fashion, anxiety towards the female consumer 

and women in the public sphere, and a paradoxical embodiment of childhood innocence 

and sexual allure.  

Having discussed the doll within nineteenth century France, as well as Western 

understandings of the doll as uncanny, sexualized, and marketed to and symbolic of 

women, I will now consider discourses around nineteenth and twentieth century ballet 

and how these parallel cultural readings of the doll, particularly in regard to sexuality and 

femininity. Prior to the nineteenth century, ballet was not deemed a female-centered 

activity (Foster [1996] 1998; Foster 1998). Yet by the time Coppélia (1870) premiered, 

the French Romantic ballet era (mostly 1830-1840) had solidified ballet as an artform 

that starred women performing roles with stereotypical feminine qualities (Adair 1992, 

 
11 “Ballet is woman” is a well-known quote by founder and former director of New York 

City Ballet George Balanchine (Croce 2009; Macaulay 2017).  
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92; Garafola 1997, 4; Banes 1998, 12; Karthas 2012, 963).12 With French ballet’s 

privatization in 1830, the Paris Opera more readily succumbed to wealthy male patrons’ 

preferences to view a stage full of beautiful women (Garafola 1985-86, 35). 

Simultaneously, male dance critics, such as Théophile Gautier and Jules Janin, ridiculed 

the male dancer and essentially petitioned for his removal from stage (Garafola 1985-86; 

Burt [1995] 2007; Chapman 1997; Karthas 2012). These occurrences positioned ballet as 

a woman’s profession and even began to sexualize the performers. With wealthy male 

patrons frequenting the backstage Foyer de la Danse looking for companionship, French 

ballerinas were likened to prostitutes (Garafola 1985-86, 36; Meglin 1997, 83; Karthas 

2012, 972).13 

The classical ballet era, around 1880-1900 in Russia (highly associated with 

French-born Marius Petipa), continued to position the female dancer as a visual focal 

point during performance. This era birthed the iconic ballets Swan Lake (Petipa 

1877/1895), The Nutcracker (Petipa 1892), and Sleeping Beauty (Petipa 1890). At the 

 
12 Garafola has argued that “The feminization of ballet occurred earlier and more 

completely in France than elsewhere” (Garafola 1997, 5); however, Victorian England 

did show a comparable trend (Karthas 2012, 963). Italian and Danish ballet, on the other 

hand, continued to showcase their male dancers in ways that nearly disappeared from 

France by the late nineteenth century (Garafola 1997, 5; Poesio 1997, 131).   

 

13 In September 2013, New York City Ballet released a YouTube advertisement 

encouraging young patrons to support the ballet (newyorkcityballet 2013). It shows the 

day in a life of a female ballerina split-screen to a young businessman, who picks up 

money, while the dancer picks up pointe shoes. In the evening, the man watches the 

ballerina perform. The video ends at an after-party, where he begins a conversation with 

her alone on a balcony, and the words “Come Together” spread across the screen. Based 

off of this marketing approach, clearly trying to reach young, wealthy men, one sees how 

strong the Romantic roots of Foyer de la Danse remain even to this day.  
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turn of the century, though, a change occurred. International touring and exchanges recast 

the ballet stage. Pulling from these talented Russian dancer-choreographers, the art patron 

and critic Serge Diaghilev formed the touring company Ballets Russes. The group 

presented its first performance in Paris 1909, which showcased prominent male dancers, 

the most famous being Vaslav Nijinsky. With its impressive male stars, Ballets Russes 

challenged the previous French perceptions and practices that equated ballet to women.  

However, in looking closely at Nijinsky’s reception and roles, such as in the 

overtly erotic Schéhérazade (Fokine 1910) and Afternoon of a Faun (Nijinsky 1912), one 

finds a reaffirmation of a link between ballet and sexuality, except this time it focused on 

the androgynous male (Homans 2010, 303). As a known lover of Diaghilev, Nijinsky 

attracted a perceivably new ballet audience, and the Ballet Russes was soon seen as “an 

oasis for gay men” (Kaufman 2013). With this in mind, it is perhaps not surprising that 

Nijinsky performed the lead in one of the most significant male doll ballets, Michel 

Fokine’s Petrushka. Unlike the rigid, always erect soldier doll lead in The Nutcracker or 

later in The Steadfast Tin Soldier, Nijinsky’s Petrushka was a puppet with soft, floppy 

movement phrases, who failed to win over the ballerina doll. Though male, Nijinsky as 

“doll” did not sever the associations within the doll-sexual-feminine-ballet dancer 

configuration but rather adapted them for a different audience.  

This openly sexualized view of the male dancer would soon be redirected to the 

ballerina, however. As Ballets Russes dissolved, one of its former choreographers 

emerged as a resounding force in the ballet world. George Balanchine, the founder of 

New York City Ballet, most notably developed the neo-classical style and redefined 
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ballet as an art centered on women.14 Known for saying “ballet is woman” (Croce 2009), 

Balanchine positioned the ballerina as his muse and proclaimed that the art should honor 

her resounding beauty (Daly 1987a). He is also the most well-known choreographer to 

revive the doll ballet trope. After Ballet Russes’s Petrushka and La Boutique Fantasque, 

there was a significant lull in new or reworked doll ballets until 1965, when Balanchine 

premiered Harlequinade with its doll-like characters.15 A decade later, he restaged 

Coppélia (1974) and presented the new doll-centered ballet The Steadfast Tin Soldier 

(1975). Balanchine’s doll ballet revival brings us to the pieces my dissertation analyzes, 

which all premiered in the 1980s to 2000s.  

Lively Things to Come 

With the above histories of dolls, automata, and ballet as its background, this 

dissertation takes the reader into the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, when a 

surge in new doll ballets occurs. While these new doll ballets live within the lineage I 

have just discussed, they also exist in context of contemporary technologies and different 

ways of looking at the world, inviting us to revisit what doll ballets mean today. Chapter 

 
14 This is not to say that Balanchine’s choreography lacked significant male roles. 

Afterall, he did choreograph ballets such as Apollo (1928) and The Prodigal Son (1929).  

 

15 Some minor examples exist from the mid-1950s: Balanchine choreographed part of the 

Steadfast Tin Soldier in 1955, and there is short scene from Jerome Robbins’s The 

Concert (1956), where male dancers carry and position ballerinas like inanimate dolls. In 

general, the absence of doll ballets seems to coincide with the rise of infant dolls, while 

the revival of doll ballets occurred after the introduction of Barbie in 1959. I cannot claim 

a correlation, yet it is interesting to note how doll ballets seem to thrive in eras when 

fashion dolls, that display a particular type of sexualized femininity, are popular. 
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II, “A Posthuman Perspective: Rethinking Matter, Agency, and Body Boundaries,” traces 

major themes within posthuman and new materialist thought, which enable me to center 

my research on doll ballets within larger inter-disciplinary discussions of materiality, 

agency, and objecthood. Specifically, I explore theories by scholars Rosi Braidotti, Jane 

Bennett, Karen Barad, and Donna Haraway on nonorganic liveliness and unstable, 

becoming human-nonhuman phenomena, as well as how dance scholarship overlaps with 

these concepts.  

The next chapter, “Methodology: Choreographic Analysis,” discusses my 

research questions, research design, methodology, data collection, and analysis. Here, I 

explain the methodology of choreographic analysis, why I chose it, and how I 

implemented it. I detail my ballet selection process and my approach to analyzing the 

pieces. Finally, I recount any modifications I made to my research design along the way, 

and how I dealt with ethical issues that arose.  

Chapter IV “A Tale of Two Coppélias: Mediated Automata and Modified Bodies” 

considers the genesis of doll ballets with Coppélia. In this chapter, I review the ballet’s 

history and supporting literature, noting recurring themes regarding female bodies, 

agency, artificial life, and uncanniness. I then analyze two contemporary reworkings of 

the ballet: Maguy Marin’s Coppélia (filmed version 1994) and Ted Brandsen’s Coppélia 

(2008).16 I argue both reworkings unpack different aspects of posthumanism. Marin’s 

 
16 I reference Vida L. Midgelow in using the term reworking to describe revised 

canonical ballets. She explains that reworkings “exist within a double frame, 

simultaneously evoking and questioning their sources” (2007, 10). 
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ballet demonstrates a hyperreality, while suggesting the cyborg’s feminist potential. 

Brandsen’s work shows a transhuman world saturated in body modifications, with a 

fixation on fitness culture, plastic surgery, and fashion. Both pieces consider relationships 

between the material body and technology.  

Chapter V and Chapter VI continue to study Marin’s choreography, whose 

multiple contemporary doll ballets provide fascinating insights into nonhuman-human 

materiality and binary dissolution. “Maguy Marin’s Posthuman Cinderella: Thingness, 

Grotesquerie, and Cyborgs” (originally published in Dance Chronicle 40, no. 3, 2017) 

examines multiple layers of dancer objectification as a staged performer, as a 

student/learner, and as a dance partner. I claim Marin’s all-doll Cendrillon plays with 

posthumanist ideas to offer a subversive ballet performance. Cendrillon calls attention to 

the ways the ballet body is objectified and uses grotesque costuming to counter these 

effects. At the same time, it displays the political potential of the androgynous cyborg and 

how “thingness” can democratize the relationship between humans and nonhumans.  

In Chapter VI, “Groosland: Intra-acting Fat Suits and Sweaty Skin,” the focus 

shifts from dolls per se to costumes. In Marin’s Groosland, the dancers wear identical 

padded bodysuits, commonly known as fat suits. I argue that the fat suit functions as its 

own material agent and intra-acts with the dancing ballet body in complex and at times 

contradictory, ways. I take a “material-semiotic” (Haraway 1988, 595) approach to 

analyzing Groosland’s tensions between fatphobia, uncanniness, and subversion. 

Chapter VII, “Reimagining Human Bodies and Death with Vibrant (Dark) 

Matters and Puppetry,” turns the attention to puppets and the ways that Crystal Pite 
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choreographically parallels puppets and dancers on stage in Dark Matters (2009). I argue 

that this piece asks the audience to reflect upon their own materiality and relationship to 

nonhumans. Being nonhuman in this case raises questions of the body’s vulnerability 

and, ultimately, death. Dark Matters plays with these notions, and by doing so, 

challenges nonhuman-human, life-death binaries, equating all entities as objects on stage, 

whether puppet or human. Despite provoking fundamental posthuman questions about 

objecthood, the ballet nonetheless ends by raising the specter of the female object/male 

subject binary, and we are left questioning whether female ballet dancers can ever escape 

a gendered doll trope. 

In my concluding chapter, “Conclusion: Male Dolls and Posthuman Possibilities,” 

I point to issues this dissertation does not address but that other doll ballets or nonhuman 

ballet characters may be able to elucidate, including masculinity, race, commodification, 

and animal-human relations. I then provide an overview of male doll ballets and question 

how they may reiterate or counter Western cultural notions about boys, dolls, and ballet 

for boys. I also ask whether a posthuman lens might be as applicable to male doll ballets 

as I have argued it is for female doll ballets.  

Opening the Curtains 

 A dance professor sits at home among books on dolls, puppets, and ballet. She 

tries to write, while her twenty-month-old daughter bounces around a stuffed unicorn 

ballerina doll. She scans the space, noting the number of ballet-themed items people have 

gifted her child—t-shirts displaying cartoon images of pointe shoes, sparkly toddler 

ballet costumes, and small plastic animals dressed in tutus. She walks over to the most 
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recent present, a dark blue music box covered with intricately painted ballerinas and 

fairies. Opening the box, a tiny plastic dancer pops up on her small metal spring. Let’s 

turn the key and see what she can do.  
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CHAPTER II 

A POSTHUMAN PERSPECTIVE:  

RETHINKING MATTER, AGENCY, AND BODY BOUNDARIES  

Dancing Masters frequently referred to the body as the human machine and 

believed that their pedagogical strategies effectively calibrated and aligned its 

workings. Like Pygmalion’s statue, the body could be made to come to life and 

move beautifully if the proper care were taken.  

—Susan Leigh Foster, Choreography & Narrative ([1996] 1998, 69) 

 

Dancers and dance scholars alike often use objectifying language when 

referencing the body, such as “Your body is your instrument,” or “The body is the 

dancer’s tool” (Fraleigh 1987, 9). These phrases speak to the dancer’s reality during 

training and later performing, where once onstage, the dancer’s body—its movement, 

shape, and energy—becomes a part of the showcased performance. Dance scholar Ann 

Cooper Albright describes the situation as a sideways figure eight:  

Performing bodies are both objects of the representation and subjects of their own 

experience. I envision this dual moment in dance as a sideways figure eight, with 

the dancing body situated at the intersection of two loops circumscribing the 

realms of representation and physical experience. . . it is important to understand 

that there is a continual flow of the body along the pathway of the figure eight 

such that the dancing body is constantly crossing and crisscrossing both realms. 

(1997, 13) 
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While in the context of her book Albright associates “objects of representation” with 

embodied social identities, such as gender, race, or ability, I find her figure eight analogy 

useful in understanding the performer’s ontology as art-artist. With the infinity symbol in 

mind, one can picture the constant flow and slippage through these unstable states of 

being and being perceived. However, while in Albright’s opening sentence she designates 

the performing body as both object and subject, in describing the figure eight, Albright 

additionally objectifies the dancing body as something separate that moves between these 

two loops of existence or interpretation. My dissertation develops upon this particular 

idea.  

The ballet dancer is both performing artist and artwork, but beyond that, as a 

human, the dancer is also a body. The body is an object one personally feels and is, and it 

is also an object that other objects—humans, animals, tables—interpret or intra-act with. 

If we consider the term “object” outside of social implications of sexually, racially 

charged “objectification” and dismantle the subject-object hierarchical structure through 

a posthuman lens, the word and process need not be negatively perceived. After all, 

according to object-oriented philosophy, ontologically, we are all objects.1 In this 

 
1 When I say “we are all objects” and specifically point to the material body as evidence, 

I do not intend to resurrect body-mind/soul dualism fortified by Western religions and 

certain philosophical threads set by Plato, Augustine, and Descartes (Bordo 1993; Grosz 

1994; Shusterman 2011). Instead of conceiving of a separate mind or soul controlling the 

body, I position the human notion of consciousness as a neurological process of the body 

itself. In other words, there is nothing special about human thought outside of the fact 

that, as humans, we have decided upon its esteemed value and continuously reconstitute 

it as superior to experiences of other objects.  
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dissertation, I explore the potential of such an approach and purposefully apply the term 

“object” in doing so precisely because it calls on the long history of objectifying bodies—

literally making humans into objects—based on gender and race. In reconsidering and 

adapting the term “object,” I hope to think productively about female ballet dancers and 

the roles they play on stage.  

I argue doll ballets most notably highlight the human as body-object, while 

simultaneously revealing nonhuman/object agency. I suggest these ballets demonstrate 

the posthuman potential within the readily “humanist” artform of dance. In order to 

analyze the complexities these ballets present, however, it is necessary to draw on 

philosophical frameworks that provide insight into matter’s agential nature and how this 

challenges human/subject-nonhuman/object binaries. In this chapter, I discuss major 

themes within posthuman and new materialist thought, showing how these philosophical 

lenses reveal nonorganic liveliness and an unstable, becoming human-nonhuman reality 

in a manner that proves useful for analyzing doll ballets. I additionally review ways 

dance scholarship has applied these concepts, and in turn, how this literature shapes what 

is to follow.     

Decentering the Human with Lively Matter and Cyborgs 

 Posthumanism is a response to humanist thought that positions humans above the 

natural world; this hierarchy relies on the notion that human reason elevates the species 

(Ehrenfeld [1978] 1981, 5; Johnson 1994, 4).2 Anti-humanist philosophers like Claude 

 
2 Humanism has come to mean many different things over the centuries. One may speak 

of Roman humanism (Heidegger [1947] 1999, 244-5), Italian Renaissance humanism 
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Lévi-Strauss, Michel Foucault, and Roland Barthes first attempted to dismantle the 

humanist perspective of a person’s individualism and agency by exposing ways different 

political and socio-cultural power structures in fact limit one’s autonomy (Said 2004, 9-

10).3 Feminist and post-colonial theorists furthered this work and critiqued the notion of a 

generalizable human subject, which in the case of humanist and anti-humanist thought 

often takes a white, masculine form. Yet, within postmodern feminist or anti-humanist 

theories, the human maintains the position as subject in relation to the animal or 

inanimate object. For philosopher Rosi Braidotti (2013), this lineage is significant to 

posthuman philosophy, where posthumanism reflects upon the value of anti-humanist and 

postmodern feminist scholarship but contests their centralization of the human.  

 
(Trinkaus 1983), American humanism (Said 2004), radical humanism (Johnson, 1994), or 

even Marxist humanism (Braidotti 2013, 17-19). Among these variances, a few 

resounding consistencies remain: human reason outweighs religious or supernatural 

explanation, and humans are uniquely set apart from the natural world (Ehrenfeld [1978] 

1981, 5; Johnson 1994, 4). In this way, humanism fosters “individualism, autonomy, 

responsibility and self-determination” (Braidotti 2013, 29). Power shifts from God to 

human capability, and ideally, there grows an interest and respect for all that is human. 

 

3 For example, Foucault ([1975] 1995) describes the human as a docile body inscribed 

and inflicted by political power relations that align the human to the power structure’s 

goals and not necessarily to one’s self. Foucault illustrates this relation, applicable to 

religious, political, and educational systems, via a panopticon. The prison’s architecture, 

with its center eye, facilitates an assumed surveillance even if no one is in the 

watchtower. Hierarchical roles are likewise put in place, assigning individuals 

responsibilities to watch over others; the network of power disburses. Individuals 

internalize the surveillance and expectations of others leading to self-disciplining and a 

validation to discipline others. Systematic power works through us, stemming from 

disciplinary matrixes instead of through a singular, dominating source of control, such as 

a monarch. It is de-centered, often times invisible, and unconsciously embodied, 

perceivably limiting human agency.  
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Posthuman studies consider an array of topics, such as ecology, animal studies, 

technological advancements, and object ontology; across these branches two larger 

interweaving trends persist: a recognition of and respect for alternative forms of 

subjectivity and a complex understanding of matter. From a humanist viewpoint, 

matter—all “non-subject” elements, such as plants, animals, or chemicals—is 

traditionally seen as inert. The human subject controls, manipulates, or experiments on 

matter. Posthumanist theorists like Braidotti (2013) and Jane Bennett (2010) complicate 

this assessment and claim all matter is “lively” and “self-organizing.” Even in apparently 

inert objects, material activities occur at the molecular level, even though such vitality 

often goes unnoticed. Bennett gives the example of a trash pile (2010, 6); these discarded 

objects continue to decompose and reorganize with their surrounding environment.  

Further exploring the notion of “nonorganic life,” Bennett describes a nonhuman 

character from Franz Kafka’s short story “Cares of a Family Man” (1971) named 

Odradek (2010, 6). The character Odradek is an animated collection of small items like a 

spool and wooden sticks. Puppetry scholar Kenneth Gross describes Odradek as a “doll-

like thing” (2012, xi), “artificial and yet alive” (2012, x). Bennett dwells on Odradek’s 

seemingly contradictory reality as well, stating it is “wooden yet lively, verbal yet 

vegetal, alive yet inert, Odradek is ontologically multiple” (2010, 8). In working through 

a number of “yets,” Bennett notes Odradek’s “doll-like,” to use Gross’s description, 

existence as both subject and object; her phrase “ontologically multiple” attempts to 

verbalize this paradox. The fact that Bennett turns to a literary tale about a “doll-like 

thing” to exemplify her theory of vital materiality speaks to the doll’s value in thinking 



 31 

through matter’s agency. Puppetry scholars and others writing on dolls have themselves 

looked to Bennett’s ideas to explain the very real effects these toys emit (Smith 2013; 

Posner, Orenstein, and Bell 2015; Tesar and Arndt 2016). I, as well, turn to Bennett’s 

work throughout my dissertation to unpack how doll ballets reveal the nonhuman’s 

vitality and demonstrate ways it disrupts human-nonhuman hierarchies.  

The awareness of nonhuman vitality points to the potential for a more equal 

existence among entities. In Chapter VII, which looks at Pite’s Dark Matters, I 

specifically consider this possibility through the ballet’s application of puppetry and 

performed dead/non-dead bodies. I explore the ballet’s presentation of what object-

oriented ontology scholars like Graham Harman (2011), Levi R. Bryant (2011), and Ian 

Bogost (2012) call flat ontology, where “there is no hierarchy of being” (Bogost 2012, 

22). A flat ontology maintains that:  

First, humans are not at the center of being, but are among beings. Second, objects 

are not a pole opposing a subject, but exist in their own right, regardless of 

whether any other object or human relates to them. Humans, far from constituting 

a category called “subject” that is opposed to “object”, are themselves one type of 

object among many. (Bryant 2011, 249, emphasis in original) 

A flat ontology places all objects, humans included, on the same plane, and as such, 

acknowledges each object’s own reality. This decentralizes the human as subject, which 

ties back to larger posthuman goals.    

However, even within posthumanism, there are disagreements about the role of 

the human. For instance, Bogost (2012) critiques certain strains of posthumanism for not 



 32 

being posthuman enough. He claims many “posthuman approaches still preserve 

humanity as a primary actor” (2012, 7). If they go beyond that, it is often only to include 

familiar living things, in the traditional sense, like animals and common plants. Yet, other 

posthuman philosophers apply an anti-anthropocentric view to human and nonhuman 

relationships, as a way to better understand both entities and the interactions between 

them (Shaviro 2014, 11). My research would seem to center the human with a focus on 

ballets danced (largely) by humans, but the doll ballets on which I focus trouble 

definitions of “human” and challenge the boundaries between what is considered human 

and nonhuman by displaying nonhuman liveliness and, crucially, by revealing the 

human’s own objectness through the materiality of the human body and its inevitable 

transition to “dead” matter.  

Performance studies scholar André Lepecki takes a similar approach in analyzing 

current performances that seemingly align the human with the nonhuman. He states that 

while props or sculptures have in the past been a part of dance as “surrogate performers,” 

the current approach differs; in these shows, “objects are picked up, brought into a place, 

and then, most of the time, just left alone alongside dancers’ bodies” (2012, 76). Lepecki 

argues since the materials exist without being manipulated by a human, they become 

“things” (2012), which alludes to Bennett’s explanation of “thing-power”—“the strange 

ability of ordinary, man-made items to exceed their status as objects and to manifest 

traces of independence or aliveness constituting the outside of our own experiences” 

(2010, xvi). Both Lepecki and Bennett specify a difference between the terms object and 

thing; an object is seen in relation to how a subject uses it, whereas thing points to the 
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entity’s dynamic quality beyond the subject. In other words, things have a reality outside 

of their relationship to humans. Lepecki then expands this claim to the dancer by 

comparing the choreographer-dancer relationship to that of a subject-object. The 

choreographer directs the dancers into desired movements (Lepecki 2012, 77). Lepecki 

questions what it would mean for dancers to become things instead of objects. In this 

situation, dancers would have thing-power, but then what would happen to the position of 

subject? Lepecki argues, “The subject follows the path of the object: the subject 

involutes, becomes-thing” (2012, 78). The binary of subject-object dissolves, and all 

entities level-out as things.  

As I mentioned earlier, I often use the term object throughout this dissertation as a 

means to purposefully evoke the object-subject binary and its specific implications for 

ballet. Whether we label an entity thing or object, does not change the entity itself. In 

fact, specifying an entity’s labeling based off of its relationship to a human, arguably 

brings the conversation back to a humanist perspective (Bogost 2012, 23-25). However, 

in Chapter V, I do explore the political potential of Lepecki’s notion of performer (human 

and nonhuman) as thing in Marin’s Cendrillon and suggest it as a strategy to critique 

ways that ballet dancers have historically been objectified.   

In Chapter V, I also discuss how Cendrillon incorporates other posthuman 

subjectivities, such as cyborgs, to subvert gender norms and traditional notions of stable 

body boundaries. The cyborg is an important consideration when analyzing both Marin’s 

Cendrillon and Coppélia, which build on the cyborg’s feminist potential and queer 

nature. Philosopher Donna Haraway (1991) theorizes the cyborg as an embodied 
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connection between human and technology that troubles the lines between organic and 

nonorganic. In this way, the cyborg symbolizes the subversion of boundaries. Due to the 

cyborg’s resistance to binary divisions and its nonorganic forms of reproduction (the 

cyborg is not birthed), the cyborg has also become associated with a type of queerness 

(Halberstam and Livingston 1995, 17); Haraway even directly states that the cyborg is “a 

creature in a post-gender world” (1991, 150). This is because the cyborg (as a 

representation of a body materializing through relations) embodies the disruptions needed 

to unravel limited notions of subjectivity and body—concepts that have been used to 

oppress others and categorize humans into men or women.4  

As with the cyborg, dance scholars looking at posthuman topics have taken a 

more general interest in technology-human alignment. They study choreographers 

experimenting with computer programs, movement capture devices, and virtual dancing 

images (Sagasti 2019; De Spain 2000). Here, technology and dancers collaborate forming 

aesthetic experiences. Considering dance is often seen as the most “‘human’ of the arts” 

(De Spain 2000, 11) because its medium is the expressive body, many question forms of 

 
4 However, even when outlining the cyborg’s feminist potential, Haraway warns against 

its connection to “militarism and patriarchal capitalism,” which are two (anti-feminist) 

ventures highly invested in technological developments (1991, 151). Braidotti expands on 

this concern saying shifting notions of subjectivities and bodies are “not taking place in a 

vacuum” (2002, 259). The cyborg or cyborg-like subjects are historically and culturally 

specific. They are embodied, embedded, and understood within particular contexts and 

perspectives. So while cyborgs have post-gender potential, popular culture may still 

sexualize and gender them in conforming ways (Balsamo 1996; Balsamo 2000; Parker-

Starbuck 2011), i.e. The Terminator’s (Cameron, dir. 1984) hyper-masculinized cyborg 

or the endless list of femme fatale cyborgs from films like Blade Runner (Scott, dir. 

1982) or Ex Machina (Garland, dir. 2014).  



 35 

embodiment within technological performances and turn to scholars like N. Katherine 

Hayles (1999; 2012) for insight (for examples, see Kozel 2007; Broadhurst and Machon 

2011; Davidson 2016; Hawksley 2016; Naccarato and MacCallum 2016). Hayles claims, 

while discussions on technology tend to exaggerate disembodiment—information breaks 

down into invisible data, and the human body is lost—in actuality, technology and 

humans develop a new subjectivity together, where subjectivity infers embodied 

experiences, in this case, embodied experiences with interactive technology. This 

parallels Haraway’s (1991) work on the co-construction of humans and nonhumans. 

In Chapter IV, I discuss Coppélia’s legacy as a ballet that explores technology-

human co-construction. Although I am not analyzing actual on stage displays of 

technology, I claim Coppélia continues to choreographically and narratively reveal the 

effects of technological advancements on society. I specifically investigate how Marin 

and Brandsen’s versions of Coppélia raise questions involving cyborgs, simulation, 

hyperreality, transhumanism, and/or body modifications. Haraway’s and others’ concepts 

on how technology impacts our existence create a foundation in understanding 

Coppélia’s lasting importance and meaning.  

Intra-Actions and Worlding-Bodies 

Going beyond technology-human co-construction, this dissertation explores other 

human-nonhuman material and cultural relationships. In Chapters V and VI, I specifically 

reflect upon how the dancer-costume performs in Marin’s Cendrillon and Groosland. To 

unpack the dancer-costume phenomenon in these ballets, I turn to philosophers Karen 

Barad and Erin Manning. Through Barad’s and Manning’s theories, I am able to 
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articulate matter’s dynamic, unstable construction and the cultural-material effects of 

matter’s budding relationalities; their works allow me to consider the staged 

performances as fluid, complex events that act out, refashion, or create particular material 

and cultural realities. 

Barad (2003) builds on performance studies scholarship, particularly Judith 

Butler’s pivotal work on performativity, to explain the way matter comes into being and 

meaning. Butler famously established, “There is no gender identity behind the 

expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very 

‘expressions’ that are said to be its result” ([1990] 2006, 34). Butler crucially destabilized 

gender as natural or absolute. Instead, gender performatives are only read as “truth” over 

time. Gender is a verb, a doing ([1990] 2006, 34); it is repetitive stylized acts that through 

reiteration constitute themselves as facts. Butler (1988) develops the idea of repetitive 

stylized acts from Simone de Beauvoir’s ([1949] 2011) theory of becoming woman. As 

Beauvoir famously states, “One is not born, but rather becomes, woman” ([1949] 2011, 

283). This infers gender is a process, a becoming; it is not natural, but rather, comes to 

existence through lived experiences and actions.5 As I will show, Butler’s theory of 

gender becomes valuable in understanding elements of Coppélia and Cendrillon, where 

dancers perform repetitive stylized acts to suggest the construction of gender and even 

how ballet technique itself functions as a gendering process. 

 
5 Taking this even further, Butler ([1993] 2011) deconstructs sex as well. Butler shows 

how gender and sex are always already conflated, linked together by medical and social 

discourse. The continuous equation of the two is in itself a performative act, as is the 

importance of their relationship. 
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Barad takes Butler even further and applies the concept of constituting a sense of 

reality through reiterative acts to all phenomena. For Barad, “Matter does not refer to a 

fixed substance; rather, matter is substance in its intra-active becoming—not a thing, but 

a doing, a congealing of agency. Matter is a stabilizing and destabilizing process of 

iterative intra-activity” (2003, 822, emphasis in original). Barad’s matter is active like 

Bennett’s (2010) and Braidotti’s (2013) vital matter, and reiterative, like Butler’s account 

of gender. In other words, matter actualizes, materially and culturally, through reiterative 

processes.  

Barad uses the term intra-activity to denote this fluid nature of entities, as well as 

the reliance on relationalities to create meaning (Barad 2003, 818). In an interview with 

writer Adam Kleinmann, Barad clarifies the term further:  

The usual notion of interaction assumes that there are individual independently 

existing entities or agents that preexist their acting upon one another. By contrast, 

the notion of “intra-action” queers the familiar sense of causality (where one or 

more casual agents precede and produce an effect), and more generally unsettles 

the metaphysics of individualism (the belief that there are individually constituted 

agents or entities, as well as times and places). (2012, 77)  

Barad’s ideas here align with the kind of posthumanism that seeks to dismantle humanist 

beliefs of individualism both materially and ideologically. Physically, Barad’s concept of 

intra-action suggests that matter’s boundaries are unstable intra-actions constituted over 

time. Ideologically, since entities do not exist independently prior to their intra-action, 
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and arise in fact through the intra-activity itself, her theory also notes matter’s relational 

make-up.  

Barad’s concept of intra-action is coupled with her explanation of agency. Within 

matter’s fluidity lies the potential for the phenomenon to materially and/or culturally 

shift. Barad explains:  

Agency is a matter of intra-acting; it is an enactment, not something that someone 

or something does. Agency cannot be designated as an attribute of “subjects” or 

“objects” (as they do not preexist as such). Agency is not an attribute 

whatsoever—it is “doing”/ “being” in its intra-activity. Agency is the enactment 

of iterative changes to particular practices through the dynamics of intra-activity. 

(2003, 827)  

Contrary to traditional concepts of agency as a power one assumes, Barad nuances 

agency as “intra-active reconfiguring” (Kleinmann 2012, 77). The fluctuating, reiterative 

nature of matter is in itself agency. Through this assessment, agency is not just something 

for humans, but rather accounts for both humans and nonhumans as an enactment of 

change through intra-activity. In fact, it is through intra-activity that “boundaries between 

‘humans’ and ‘nonhumans’. . . are [even] constituted” (Barad 2003, 817). Separations do 

not exist; they only appear through specific, repetitive “materializing relations” 

(Kleinmann 2012, 77).6   

 
6 Braidotti describes a similar interconnectivity through Spinozist monism, where 

“matter, the world and humans are not dualistic entities structured according to principles 

of internal or external opposition” (2013, 56); they are one substance. Comparable to 

Barad (2003), who incorporates a scientific perspective, binaries like body-soul, body-
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Although theorized from a different disciplinary perspective, I believe Erin 

Manning’s work (for example, 2009a) additionally speaks to the permeable boundaries 

between all bodies, all matter, including the perceived separations between the human 

and nonhuman. Based in Alfred North Whitehead’s process philosophy and looking at 

movement’s relationship to the actualization of phenomena, Manning notes that 

“Subjectivity is no longer exclusively located in a body: it is a collective moving-

through” (2009a, 22); a “body is always more than ‘itself’” (2009a, 15). The body 

extends into the world and is the world it is extending into, something she calls the 

“worlding-body.” For Manning, movement—which she breaks down into 

preacceleration and displacement—is key. Preacceleration is movement potential; it is 

anticipation, the peak of opportunity full of “different rhythms, different durations” 

(Manning 2009a, 18). It is the feeling of movement that then intensifies and actualizes 

into a displacement, which immediately becomes preacceleration once more. 

Preacceleration is the breath leading into the step, which is the displacement. This 

movement cycle details the body and world’s “becoming” quality. Subjectivities/bodies 

are always becoming themselves in relation to and through the world around them.  

The term becoming, like the cycle of preacceleration and displacement, evokes a 

continuative process towards an unfixed product. Becoming does not produce a stable 

 
mind, human-animal, human-nature, life-death, and so forth do not “truly” exist as 

opposites; they function on the same plane. Braidotti believes this “Spinozist legacy,” 

with added scientific research, articulates a posthuman framework to study various 

subjectivities (2013, 56-57).  
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identity (May 2003, 150); it “produces nothing other than itself” (Deleuze and Guattari 

1987, 238), in other words, more becomings. If we incorporate Barad’s use of 

performativity and notion of agency into Manning’s ideas, reiterated becoming 

(movement relations, intra-actions) materializes into perceived reality; however, it is the 

instability, the potential in preacceleration/movement/iterative intra-actions that prompts 

possible shifts, which is agency.  

The concept of movement and its connection to perceived reality, as actualized 

through relations to the world, which is already an extension of self/body, is foundational 

to my dissertation. Manning’s theories support my analyses later in this dissertation of 

how nonhuman and human bodies connect, move with, and into one another, particularly 

when looking at costuming and puppetry. I have considered this process before in regard 

to the ballerina and pointe shoe (Mandradjieff 2016), and cultural studies scholar Alanna 

Thain (2008) has analyzed the dancing body’s relational nature to nonhuman items as 

well through Compagnie Marie Chouinard’s (2005) bODY rEMIX/gOLDBERG 

vARIATIONS, where dancers use objects like crutches, harnesses, ski poles, and canes. 

Yet, I believe cultural studies scholar Margrit Shildrick articulates the benefits of 

studying these human-nonhuman explorations best when she says:  

They not only demonstrate the inherent plasticity of the body, but, in the very 

process of incorporating non-self matter, point to the multiple possibilities of co-

corporeality, where bodies are not just contiguous and mutually reliant but 

entwined with one another. Against a modernist convention of fully bounded 
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bodies, separate and distinct from one another, such modes of corporeal 

transformation comprehensively undo the limits of the embodied self. (2015, 16)   

Speaking specifically on prosthetics, Shildrick’s explains the human body’s plasticity, its 

extension to and incorporations of other entities, which dismantles the notion of human-

nonhuman separation. Like with Manning and Barad, Shildrick suggests that all bodies 

(nonhuman and human) are worlding-bodies, intra-actions constituting phenomena, 

generating and reiterating a type of “co-corporeality.” In this dissertation, I put this 

concept in conversation with Bennett’s and Braidotti’s works on lively matter to 

understand all entities as objects, agential matter, that are constituted by budding 

relationalities, which are always in the process of becoming. It is with this view that I 

analyze doll ballets and unpack their cultural and material meanings.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY: CHOREOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS 

In this chapter, I share my original statement of purpose and research questions 

from my dissertation proposal. I describe my research methodology, choreographic 

analysis, and explain my process of choosing choreography, collecting data, and 

analyzing it, along with any ethical considerations that arose. I attempt to articulate the 

“lively,” becoming dynamic of my research process and detail how and when research 

shifts occurred, what guided these moves, and where I see the work at this moment in 

time, knowing that when I return to it, it will continue to evolve. 

Entering the Process:  

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions from the Dissertation Proposal 

This research considers the interactions of dancers and objects primarily in ballets 

from the mid-nineteenth century to the present. In particular, I examined works where 

predominately female dancers perform as objects such as dolls, where objects function as 

performers, and where dancers wear or use objects to transform their bodies. Using 

choreographic analysis and operating within a posthuman, feminist philosophical 

framework, I parsed through dancer-object relationality. This means keeping in mind the 

intersections of gender, sexuality, and other embodied identities, the relationship between 

performance and performativity, the tension of subjectivity and objectivity, and lastly, 

how all of the above relates to both humans and nonhumans, separately but also 
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conjointly. This research is important in that it contributes to larger discussions within 

dance studies, ballet scholarship, and performance studies on the performing body as well 

as nonhuman performativity. It is particularly valuable to ballet scholarship, since it 

provides a new perspective on the ballet body and its subversive potential.   

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What insights could a posthuman perspective bring to dancers-as-objects and objects-

as-dancers in ballets? 

2. What kinds of objects do dancers typically perform as on stage? 

2a. How do gender, sexuality, and race intertwine when dancers perform as 

objects? 

2b. What types of power structures are implied when dancers perform as objects? 

2c. How does this relate to ballet history and criticism?  

3. What kinds of objects typically perform on stage? 

3a. How do objects perform? 

3b. How do gender, sexuality, and race intertwine when objects perform? 

3c. What happens to anthropocentric power structures when objects perform? 

4. When do dancers tend to perform with body-extending objects or costumes?  

4a. How do these moments relate to Deleuzian concepts of becoming-woman and 

becoming-animal? 

4b. What cultural-material intra-actions happen between a dancer and 

costuming/body-extending objects? 
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My research questions center on the ballets themselves—what does the choreography say 

about nonhuman-human relationships and other cultural power structures? I am interested 

in reading the performance, what is presented to and viewed by the public. The research 

methodology, therefore, most suited for this project is choreographic analysis. 

Choreographic Analysis 

Choreographic analysis allows researchers to semiotically “read” choreographic 

codes and conventions in order to analyze what a dance means and how that meaning is 

constructed. While this approach is now well-established, scholars did not always view 

dance in such a light. Dance scholar Susan Leigh Foster (1986), who best articulates 

choreographic analysis, begins her book Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in 

Contemporary American Dance by discussing this debate. Foster denotes dance’s 

association with the “natural” body (1986 xiv-xvii), meaning dance has been described as 

an intuitive, expressive mode—an art form resistant to intellectual analysis due to its 

ephemeral nature. Although dance, as a performance art, does shift constantly—a point 

seen as powerful subversion by performance studies scholars Peggy Phelan (1993) and 

André Lepecki (2004)—Foster (1986) claims one can read choreography as it alludes to a 

particular culture and history and demonstrates a specific aesthetic style. Concert dance is 

a constructed art, not an internal expression of “true” self devoid of outside influence, and 

as such, it requires a special type of literacy for its analysis.  

Foster outlines five board categories that encompass various choreographic 

conventions to guide this analysis process—the frame, modes of representation, style, 

vocabulary, and syntax:  
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1. Vocabulary: Choreographers draw movements and steps from particular 

techniques or pedestrian acts, which embody specific histories and cultural ties.  

2. Syntax: Steps are linked together in a movement phrase like words in a sentence. 

How these movement phrases are formed, how or if they repeat or change 

throughout the piece, indicates syntactic choices.  

3. Style: Style revolves around movement quality, spatial orientation, and body part 

usage. Frequently, choreographers develop their own styles that incorporate a 

certain quality, spacing/staging preferences, or actions centered on particular body 

parts.   

4. Framing: Framing encompasses multiple components from the public framing of 

advertisements and the venue location to the performance’s program and 

choreography, where gaze, formation, or directional flows might guide the 

viewer’s focus.  

5. Modes of representation: Modes of representation address how the dance “refers 

to the world” (Foster 1986, 59) through resemblance, imitation, replication, and 

reflection. During resemblance, a dance resembles something else through its 

quality. Imitation, on the other hand, more directly displays an event, thing, or 

action. Replication deals with performing the relational qualities between or 

within events, things, or actions, and reflection is about movement itself.  

Understanding these tools supports Western concert dance analysis by deconstructing the 

performance into its constitutive elements. As I explain later on, these elements guided 

me in my data collection and analysis process. They provided direction into 
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understanding not only the ballets’ staged aspects but also these factors’ historical and 

cultural ties and implications. Before delving into that procedure, however, I will explain 

my process for choosing choreography for this research. 

Choosing Choreography 

I first surveyed dances that incorporate objects on stage or tell stories about objects. 

These pieces were works I already knew or had performed, ones that colleagues 

suggested to me, or dances I found while researching something seemingly unrelated. 

Within this larger sample, I noted three categories: 1) Dancers performing as objects, 

mainly dolls; 2) Dancers performing with transforming objects, such as bodily extensions 

or thick costuming; and 3) Objects or dolls performing as dancers. From here, I organized 

possible sources for analysis under each category: 

1. Dancers performing as objects speaks to the trend starting in the nineteenth 

century to have ballet dancers perform as dolls. The ballets under consideration 

were Coppélia (1870), Die Puppenfee (1888), The Nutcracker (1892), Petrushka 

(1911), La Boutique Fantasque (1919), Triadic Ballet (1922), The Steadfast Tin 

Soldier (1975), Cendrillon (1985), The Second Person (2007), and Dark Matters 

(2009). 

2. Dancers performing with transforming objects looks at body extensions and 

costuming that significantly reshapes the body’s form. These pieces blur the line 

between organic and nonorganic bodies. The ballets under consideration were 

Sleeping Beauty (1890, animal costumes), The Nutcracker (1892, animal, food, 

and nutcracker costumes), Triadic Ballet (1922, robotic costumes), Cendrillon 
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(1985, padded bodysuits), Groosland (1989, padded bodysuits), and Whipped 

Cream (2017, elaborate head masks, food, and animal costumes).  

3. Objects or dolls performing as dancers questions object vitality. How does the 

object function on its own, and how does it interact with humans? The dance 

pieces under consideration were The Nutcracker (1892, the nutcracker doll), The 

Second Person (2007, puppets), Dark Matters (2009, the puppet), and DV8’s film 

Enter Achilles (1995, the sex doll).  

After organizing the possible sources, I considered how the pieces might broadly 

relate to one another. I began the process by establishing general connections; I then 

allowed those to guide my entrance into the research. Within the first category, I noted 

that Petrushka, The Second Person, and Dark Matters focus on puppets instead of dolls, 

and Triadic Ballet did not necessarily portray either. Coppélia, Die Puppenfee, The 

Nutcracker, Petrushka, La Boutique Fantasque, and Dark Matters all include toy makers 

or inventors, potentially indicating a hierarchal power structure between creator and 

doll(s). Petrushka, La Boutique Fantasque, The Steadfast Tin Soldier, and Cendrillon 

display intimate female-male relationships between dolls, whereas male-female 

relationships between doll/toy and human arise in Coppélia and, arguably, The 

Nutcracker. This latter point helped narrow down the category significantly, since one of 

my main interests involves nonhuman and human relationships. With this in mind, I 

started exploring Coppélia more deeply.  

 Coppélia remains the most well-known and re-staged “doll” ballet in the canon. 

As such, I was faced with numerous versions and had to curtail my options. I first 
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watched several classical renditions—the Royal Ballet’s, Paris Opera Ballet School’s, 

Australian Ballet’s, Bolshoi Ballet’s, and English National Ballet’s—and created a chart 

comparing and contrasting their lineage and choreography, mainly during the doll 

dancing scene. Out of this grouping, I decided to home in on the Royal Ballet (an 

archetype of Petipa-Ivanov-Cecchetti) and the Paris Opera School (closest to the 

original). I then discovered a number of Coppélia remakes by Maguy Marin (1994, 

available on DVD), Patrice Bart (1996, available on medici.tv), Eduardo Lao (2006, 

available on DVD), and Ted Brandsen (2008, requested recording from Dutch National 

Ballet). I obtained recordings of these reworkings, watched them, and constructed another 

comparison chart to assess how each piece adapted the original narrative and 

choreography. The chart indicated that Marin’s and Brandsen’s Coppélias relate to one 

another through a posthuman philosophical framework. This aligns with my research 

questions, and I therefore placed the two pieces at the forefront.1  

Within the second category, Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker, and Whipped 

Cream all include dancers performing as animal characters. This prompted me to 

research Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of becoming-animal, as well as the 

intersection of animal studies and performance studies. The Nutcracker and Whipped 

Cream additionally present food characters, which led me to explore ways food has been 

used in puppetry (to potentially make a connection between food and puppets). After 

 
1 My first drafts on Coppélia included choreographic analysis of the Royal Ballet’s 

version. I ended up removing these moments to focus more on Marin’s and Brandsen’s 

contemporary reworkings of the ballet, which have little to no scholarship on them. My 

research fills this gap. 
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considering the possibilities within animal or food balletic portrayals, I felt the topics 

deviated too much from the overall dissertation, and I would be forcing connections 

between chapters. This is why I turned to Cendrillon and Groosland. Both ballets speak 

to the larger theme of dolls and incorporate human-like costumes that play with body 

proportions, creating uncanny or grotesque effects. Whipped Cream and The Nutcracker 

do this as well but only with select, mostly non-dancing characters. Lastly, within this 

category, Triadic Ballet once again appeared as an outlier with its futuristic, industrial 

costuming. Since this was the second time the dance piece lacked connection to the other 

works, I decided not to focus on it for the dissertation.  

For the third category, The Nutcracker and Enter Achilles seemingly used their 

nonhuman characters more as props. Enter Achilles also falls outside of the ballet genre, 

and so, I removed it from my source list. On the other hand, The Second Person and Dark 

Matters employ puppetry, where the puppet appears as a prominent character. The pieces 

additionally showcase humans manipulating one another like puppets, which challenges 

divides between nonhuman-human, subject-object, a topic within my research questions. 

Dark Matters has been widely reviewed and performed. I easily purchased the recording 

of it on Kidd Pivot’s website (Kidd Pivot 2017). Due to its availability, I started there and 

found myself digger deeper into the ballet’s complexity of puppetry, dance, and text. It 

became apparent that the ballet’s depth constituted its own chapter, and I decided to hold 

off on The Second Person. 

By the end of this selection process, I narrowed down the pieces to Coppélia 

(dancers performing as dolls with a focus on technology and transhumanism), Groosland 
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and Cendrillon (dancers performing as dolls with a focus on transformative, intra-active 

costuming), and Dark Matters (puppet performing as dancer and dancers performing as 

puppets with a focus on vital matter). I had originally planned to write about Groosland 

and Cendrillon in the same chapter. However, I ended up publishing on Cendrillon 

separately, which enabled me to focus on the unique contributions Groosland makes and 

have space to go beyond Groosland’s staged work to its framing in supplementary 

videos.  

Data Collection 

Firstly, I had to obtain access to all of the ballets. I bought DVDs of Marin’s 

Coppélia and Cendrillon and purchased the Dark Matters recording file from Kidd 

Pivot’s website (Kidd Pivot 2017). After watching excerpts on YouTube, I emailed Dutch 

National Ballet and inquired about Brandsen’s Coppélia. After a few email exchanges, I 

signed a copyright protection acknowledgement, and the company sent me files for all 

three acts. I found Marin’s complete recorded Groosland on YouTube.  

With the ballets in hand, I watched the performances straight through taking 

initial notes on each dance’s overall structure (the number of acts or sections and how 

they are differentiated) and/or narrative. Narrative was especially important for ballets 

like Coppélia and Cendrillon that rely on plot. I knew eventually I would need to 

research their literary lineages. Since I was analyzing multiple reworkings of Coppélia, I 

additionally wrote down ways the newer versions adapted the original libretto. 

Brandsen’s version did this mostly through setting and the addition of new characters, 
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while Marin’s Coppélia more drastically altered the second act storyline to present 

multiple cyborg Coppélias. 

The second time I watched the ballets I wrote down basic choreographic 

descriptions and considered different choreographic conventions as indicated by Foster 

(vocabulary, syntax, style, mode of representation, and the framing). For instance, even 

though I am labeling these works ballets, many include non-ballet vocabulary. 

Brandsen’s Coppélia presents the most classical ballet vocabulary, whereas Marin’s 

pieces blend classical ballet with modern, social dance, or pedestrian movements, and 

Pite’s Dark Matters even incorporates elements of hip hop. Consideration of syntax 

became most important in Dark Matters, where puppet movement phrases in Act I 

transferred onto human dancers in Act II. The repetition of these phrases and motifs from 

nonhuman to human was essential to that chapter’s argument. Elements of style and 

mode of representation played minor roles in my analyses. As Foster explains, ballet 

performances often employ the mode of reflection; dancers perform technical feats to 

display their “mastery of movement” (1986, 68-69). I noted this in serval works, as well 

as the mode of imitation, since dancers mimic dolls. Question of style really only 

occurred in Dark Matters when I wondered if the puppet-like movements, a mixture of 

angular joints and limpness, were just indicative of Pite’s larger movement style. 

However, the intersection of these moments with the ballet’s structure, narrative, and 

syntax positioned it as specific to Dark Matters. Lastly, framing, particularly publicized 

materials, provided some of the most interesting data, which I will return to shortly. 
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During my first and second viewings, I also noted sections within the ballets that 

incorporated overt nonhuman or blurred human-nonhuman activity, such as puppetry or a 

dancer moving as a doll. I eventually went back and re-watched these particular sections 

multiple times. I rechoreographed the movements onto paper with thick description, 

denoting the specificity of each gesture and movement and its relationship to other bodies 

(human, nonhuman) in the space. The phrase thick description here references 

anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s (1973) work. Ethnographers use rich, thick description 

to evoke “the meaning a course of events holds for a cultural insider, now made legible to 

a readership that is outside that semiotic world” (Hartblay 2018, 155). It is a way to more 

thoroughly represent a cultural event. In this instance, I apply thick description in 

rechoreographing the ballets onto paper for those who have not seen it for themselves. I 

then inserted these thick descriptive paragraphs into my earlier ballet outline to provide 

prospective on their relationship to the entire ballet. 

Once I had translated my primary source data into writing, I collected items such 

as performance reviews, programming notes, advertisements, photos from the ballets 

available online, published dancer and choreographer interviews, casting and 

performance information (when and how often the ballet is staged), and even student 

packets on Coppélia that guide young viewers in understanding the ballet. Additionally, I 

traveled to New York and searched through the New York Public Library Jerome 

Robbins Dance Division archive for any material that mentioned doll ballets or dolls and 

puppets in relationship to ballet. Next, I transcribed any recorded or filmed interviews (I 
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found some including Pite and Marin) and wrote scene descriptions for the 

supplementary video footage.  

After reading/watching these secondary materials, I had a better grasp on each 

ballet’s public framing. As Foster (1986) explains, the framing partly situates and 

contextualizes the performance. At times, these texts presented me with valuable 

background information so I could better understand the ballet’s performance history. For 

example, I discovered how frequently Lyon Opéra Ballet tours Marin’s Cendrillon and 

that they also perform Groosland, even though Groosland premiered on Dutch National 

Ballet, the same company that reworked Coppélia. I learned that Dutch National Ballet 

presented their Coppélia in December 2009 as a “Festive Family Performance” (Dutch 

National Ballet n.d.). This seemed surprising considering Brandsen’s ballet centers on 

plastic surgery. Texts on Dark Matters revealed Pite’s overall interest in “not-quite-

human” characters (Jennings 2013), as she frequently includes robotic, animal-like, or 

puppet characters. Most recently, people were sharing an excerpt from her work Body 

and Soul (Pite 2019) on social media that includes a section of dancers dressed as 

insect/alien-like creatures. Discoveries such as these did not necessarily add to my 

arguments, but they further contextualized the ballets. Other times, however, these 

materials became essential to my analysis. For instance, I noticed that Groosland and 

Brandsen’s Coppélia employed outside or backstage footage for promotional purposes, 

whereas Marin’s Coppélia and Cendrillon or Pite’s Dark Matters did not. Noting this 

difference, I spent more time investigating Brandsen’s Coppélia and Groosland’s 

publicized framing. Groosland’s dancer-made videos and backstage footage became an 
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important aspect in discerning the ballet’s complex mixture of fatphobia and ballet satire, 

and Brandsen’s advertising video for Coppélia played a significant role in revealing the 

ballet’s connection to the uncanny.  

By the end of my data collection, I had written out each ballet’s narrative and 

structure with detailed choreographic descriptions. I also had gathered and, occasionally, 

transcribed each ballet’s framing resources. I printed out all of the above and prepared for 

my analysis. 

Data Analysis 

 I began my analysis by reading through the printed data documents with my 

original research questions in mind. Considering my notes on each of the ballets, I asked 

myself which sections were most germane to my research questions about nonhumans, 

nonhuman-human intra-actions, and social concerns surrounding gender, sexuality, race, 

and class. I had already chosen these ballets knowing they said something about 

nonhuman-human relationships; the question was what and how were they saying it. 

Therefore, I first went through my written “rechoreographies” and circled the sections 

that included nonhuman involvement and/or imitation. This approach worked well for 

Coppélia because it narrowed most of the action to Act II. Yet, for some ballets, like 

Groosland and Cendrillon, where everyone is doll-like, I had to think more broadly about 

the dancers’ doll transformations. In considering what made the dancers doll-like, I came 

to choreographic moments of inanimacy or physical manipulation, which became 

analytical foci within these two pieces, and the costuming. I went through my notes on 

Groosland and Cendrillon and highlighted when dancers became inanimate or when 
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other dancers manipulated their bodies. I then dug deeper into supplementary documents 

and videos on the costuming so as to consider the material’s effects on the viewer and 

dancer. After noting the importance of human inanimacy and physical manipulation in 

Groosland and Cendrillon, I decided to see if similar moments existed in Coppélia and 

Dark Matters. They did, so I labeled the individual movement phrases, duets, group 

work, or solos as such.  

I then considered human inanimacy and manipulation in relation to social identity 

categories, such as gender, class, race, and sexuality. Who was inanimate and 

manipulated, and how did they present on stage or in the narrative? Due to character 

names, costuming, and casting, I could easily assess gender dynamics within the ballet 

and its intersection with nonhuman portrayal. Costuming moreover often denoted class; 

this was especially true for Groosland, in which the dancer-costume intra-action centers 

on the intersection of working-class identity and the nonhuman. Investigating race 

required more research since casting frequently changes; for this I turned to librettos or 

character descriptions in the narrative or program. For example, the original Coppélia 

libretto certainly links minority races to the nonhuman, and it would seem Brandsen’s 

reworking alludes to this history as well. Lastly, I determined characters’ performed 

sexuality through their interactions with one another. Groosland and Cendrillon centered 

on heterosexual pairings, and while the original Coppélia does too, Marin’s and 

Brandsen’s versions seem to slightly queer the ballet; I discuss this in particular while 

analyzing Marin’s male dancers in Coppélia drag. However, in the end I decided to focus 
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less on the queerness of Brandsen’s Dr. Coppélius as it was subtle and not significant to 

my developing argument.  

Dark Matters was the only ballet that prominently featured a nonhuman character: 

the Puppet. While I examined the ballet for human inanimacy and physical manipulation 

and how it related to social identities, the Puppet added another element for 

consideration. I analyzed the Puppet’s choreography and interaction with humans onstage 

but realized I needed a more scholarly background in the field before developing any type 

of argument about Dark Matters. I gathered and read numerous scholarly resources on 

puppetry, met with Dr. Allen Weiss from NYU’s Performance Studies Department, who 

created Danse Macabre, a marionette performance with Michel Nedjar’s dolls, to discuss 

puppet-object performance, and attended the American Society for Theatre Research’s 

working group on puppetry that included notable puppetry scholar John Bell. I also read 

interviews from Pite that discussed her use of puppetry in the ballet. Afterwards, I 

returned to Dark Matters with more clarity on the discipline—how experts explain the 

puppet-puppeteer relationship, the puppet as agent, the puppet as mirroring the human’s 

own materiality, and the puppet’s uncanniness—and knowledge of common themes 

found in puppetry performance, such as death. This information supported my analysis of 

the ballet and provided me with useful language specific to the art of puppetry.  

Along my analysis path, I frequently turned to historical, theorical, and analytical 

texts to support and shape my arguments. At times, I fell down reading rabbit holes and 

allowed myself to entertain numerous sub-arguments within the ballet that have since 

been deleted as tangential. However, like puppetry to Dark Matters, other times, reading 
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well-established scholarship was more than just a contextualizing literature review, but 

rather, a necessary step in my data analysis process. Fat studies and texts on fat suits, for 

example, became essential tools for analyzing Groosland and organizing the chapter. 

Similarly, I constantly returned to scholarship relating to my theorical framework of 

posthumanism. Posthuman concepts, such as Bennett’s (2010) vibrant matter and Barad’s 

(2003) intra-activity, informed my reading of the ballets and provided me with language 

to explain each phenomenon. I shifted between the ballets and scholarship in establishing 

my own arguments.       

Ethical Considerations 

 A researcher must be aware of their relationship to the data and how their lived 

experiences might affect the study (Creswell 2014, 188-189). My positionality as a 

former ballet dancer and current ballet professor gives me an insider’s perspective to 

what female ballet dancers might experience in the studio and onstage. I have also spent 

multiple years researching eating disorders in ballet and currently work with a group 

looking at the mirror’s effects on a dancer’s body image. These scholarly endeavors 

additionally provide me with insight on relationships between female ballet dancers and 

their bodies. While these factors influence my interest in how gender dynamics, bodily 

control, and body aesthetics function within ballet, I could not let them sidetrack me into 

explorations outside of my current study or methodology. At times, I had to remind 

myself of my research questions and methodology and re-center my analysis on the 

ballets, which are my dissertation’s focus.  



 58 

In qualitative research, one must honor the participant’s voice (Merriam 2009); 

with choreographic analysis, that participant is the dance itself. As mentioned above, 

ethically, I needed to root my analysis in the choreography and not simply place my own 

biases onto the ballets. Like those working with transcribed interviews, who might 

respect their participants by including direct quotes, scholars researching dance have to 

incorporate the choreography into their writing. This requires the additional job of 

rechoreographing the movement from stage to page. To truly honor the dance itself, this 

rechoreographing requires thick movement description full of embodied language that 

enlivens the page with breath and sweat. Dance scholars Thomas DeFrantz (2004), 

Ananya Chatterjea (2003), Ann Cooper Albright (1997), and Jacqueline Shea Murphy 

(2009) inspired me in their modeling of this writing style. I revisited their work during 

my writing process and reflected upon my own choreographic descriptions, often revising 

them to provide clearer, more visceral prose or to move away from personal opinion.  

Other ethical considerations occurred based on specific chapter topics. In the 

Coppélia chapter, I wrote about elective cosmetic surgery and transhuman body 

modifications. While I may have an opinion on some of these practices, my writing 

needed to present multiple positions surrounding the topic and remain focused on what 

the ballet presented. When it came to Dark Matters, I encountered philosophically-driven 

ethical questions: How can I fully explore the potential of human as object without falling 

into an essentialist view that universalizes the body as though social concerns of gender, 

race, or class do not matter? What does my argument suggest about the value of human 

life? For Cendrillon and Groosland, I ran into contradictions dealing with the padded 
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bodysuits that I initially deemphasized but ethically had to embrace instead. I claim 

Cendrillon’s costuming challenges ballet aesthetics by incorporating elements of the 

grotesque. While I believe Groosland’s costumes equally attempt to subvert ballet body 

aesthetics, they simultaneously read as mockery and fatphobia. I had to admit this 

paradox and reflect upon my own descriptions and analyses of the costumes. Fat studies 

scholars have explained the negative effects and stereotypes of associating fat and fat 

bodies with the grotesque and abject (Kent 2001; Kuppers 2001). I use the term 

“grotesque” in Cendrillon and “uncanny” in Groosland, which both evoke these 

problematic connections. I, therefore, needed to specify that Cendrillon’s “grotesque” 

was not directed to the padded suits as layered fat, but rather, was aimed at the masks, 

skewed body proportions, and the blurred distinction between adult-child and human-

nonhuman boundaries. Similarly, with Groosland, I had to clarify that the costumes’ 

“uncanniness” stemmed from their not-quite-human resemblance. Grappling with these 

complexities and allowing contradictions to remain, rather than trying to resolve them, in 

the end, I hope, made my argument stronger.  

The Process Continues… 

 In the pages that follow, the reader will see how my pathway, goals, questions, 

methodology, and ethical considerations stated within this chapter came to fruition. Yet, 

even at this point, with my dissertation in your hands or on your screen, I continue to 

experience the study’s instability and momentum towards change. This research process 

continues to thrive as an agential piece of fluid ideas, budding relationalities to the world 

I experience, and writing that will never quite be, but is always becoming.  
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CHAPTER IV 

A TALE OF TWO COPPÉLIAS: 

MEDIATED AUTOMATA AND MODIFIED BODIES1  

Technologies that remake the body also permeate and mediate our relations to the 

“real”: the real is literally unimaginable or only imaginable within a technological 

society: technology makes the body queer, fragments it, frames it, cuts it, 

transforms desire.  

—J. Halberstam and Ira Livingston, Posthuman Bodies (1995, 16) 

 

2016: MacKnight Culdesac publishes a YouTube video demonstrating a Second 

Life avatar as the mechanical doll Coppelia turning en pointe, while opening and closing 

its arms overhead.2 Available for purchase at the Second Life Marketplace, Clockwork 

Music’s “Coppelia” package includes a ballet outfit (white tutu, ballet shoes, leotard, and 

tights) and a “ballerina key” that goes into your avatar’s back, winds up, and initiates 

dancing.3 

 
1 This chapter includes content from a draft of a chapter that has been accepted for 

publication by Oxford University Press in the forthcoming book The Oxford Handbook of 

Contemporary Ballet edited by Kathrina Farrugia-Kriel and Jill Nunes Jensen due for 

publication in 2020. 
 
2 Here, and in other places throughout this chapter, I honor the source’s spelling of 

Coppelia without the accented “e.” This holds true for the name Coppelius in Hoffmann’s 

“Der Sandmann” as well. 

 
3 Second Life is an online virtual world, whose main site (secondlife.com) links to the 

Second Life Marketplace.  
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2018: Cybernetics artist Geoffrey Drake-Brockman installs Coppelia One at the 

Curious Characters exhibit at Morris Museum in New Jersey. Based on West Australian 

Ballet’s dancer Jayne Smeulders’s basic positions and full-body casts, this robot turns en 

pointe and moves its waist, arms, and head. It is the first doll of his ongoing Coppelia 

Project that he hopes will eventually lead to a staged ballet with four Coppelia robots and 

live dancers (Drake-Brockman n.d.).4  

2019: Dutch National Ballet announces that Ted Brandsen’s 2008 version of 

Coppélia will become a movie. Scheduled to hit the theaters at the end of 2020, the film 

will include animation and feature Michaela DePrince as Swanilda (Lansky 2019). The 

promotional photo showcases DePrince and fellow DNB principal Daniel Camargo 

dancing in a pastel-colored cartoon world.  

What connects virtual bodies performing as mechanical dolls, robotic bodies 

based on live bodies that perform as mechanical dolls, and mediated live bodies 

performing as mechanical dolls? Each example presents ways contemporary technology 

challenges conceptions of the human body and machine. While these three situations 

seem rather specific to the twenty-first century, they all stem from a deeply rooted history 

of constructed doll-like, or idealized, female bodies and directly reference the enduring 

tale of Coppélia, which acts as the epitome of this trope within the ballet world.  

 
4 In addition to the website page that details his Coppelia Project and even includes a 

synopsis for the staged ballet (Drake-Brockman n.d.), Drake-Brockman explains his 

artistic goals and philosophical sentiments during a TEDx Talk (Drake-Brockman 2013). 
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Ballet historians often consider Coppélia the last great French Romantic ballet 

(Brinson and Crisp 1971, 37). The Romantic ballet era thrived between 1830 and the late 

1840s, when popular ballets such as La Sylphide (Taglioni 1832) and Giselle (Coralli and 

Perrot 1841) took the stage, featuring supernatural, ghostly characters and plots about 

unattainable love. Yet, by the 1850-60s, the public started to lose some interest (Guest 

1970, 17; Garafola 1997, 8). With rehearsals starting in 1868, Coppélia premiered 

Wednesday, May 25, 1870, making it Paris Opéra’s last major performance before the 

Franco-Prussian War, which closed the Opéra’s doors in August 1870 (Guest 1970, 25, 

28). Coppélia was a huge success; critics acclaimed both Arthur Saint-Léon’s 

choreography and Léo Delibes’s music, as well as the performance of the young female 

lead, Giuseppina Bozzacchi (Guest 1970, 25-27). After the war, the Paris Opéra quickly 

revived the ballet, presenting it again in 1871 (Guest 1970, 30). Shortly after, the 

company’s ballet-master Joseph Hansen staged Coppélia outside of France for the first 

time in Brussels (1871) and later Russia (1882) (Guest 1970, 33). This transition away 

from Paris led to the most frequently set Coppélia version: Marius Petipa’s 1884 

restaging, which Lev Ivanov and Enrico Cecchetti revised again in 1894.  

Throughout these choreographic changes, the ballet’s narrative remained 

relatively consistent. The Coppélia story centers around the spunky village girl Swanilda. 

Early in the ballet, Swanilda attempts to gain Coppélia’s attention but is seemingly 

ignored. Unbeknownst to the villagers, Coppélia, a girl who sits and reads on a balcony, 

is actually one of Dr. Coppélius’s mechanical dolls. Later in Act I, Swanilda catches her 

fiancé Franz flirting with Coppélia from the street. Questioning Franz’s level of 
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commitment to their relationship, Swanilda decides to confront Coppélia in person. She 

finds Dr. Coppélius’s key and breaks into his workshop with her girlfriends. The second 

act begins with the group exploring this bizarre space full of life-size automata (dancers 

dressed as dolls) and discovering Coppélia’s true identity. Shortly after, Dr. Coppélius 

returns, and upon finding the dancers, chases the intruders into the street. However, 

Swanilda cannot escape and decides to hide with the Coppélia doll behind a small 

curtain. During all of the chaos, Franz climbs through the balcony in hopes of meeting 

Coppélia. Dr. Coppélius sees Franz and begins to scold him. Once Franz explains his 

romantic interest in Coppélia, Dr. Coppélius decides to take advantage of the situation. 

He makes Franz drink until he passes out (some synopses suggest he was drugged) in 

preparation for bringing Coppélia to life. With his magic book, Dr. Coppélius aims to 

transfer Franz’s spirit into the Coppélia doll. Dr. Coppélius rolls Coppélia out from 

behind a curtain but does not realize it is now Swanilda in Coppélia’s costume. Swanilda 

plans to trick Dr. Coppélius, wake Franz, and save the day. This is when the famous doll 

dance begins, in which Swanilda pretends to be Coppélia coming to life and successfully 

fools Dr. Coppélius. The façade ends when Franz awakens and Swanilda reveals her true 

identity. The scene closes with Dr. Coppélius cradling the naked Coppélia doll body in 

despair. Afterwards, many performances include a third act for Swanilda and Franz’s 

wedding, where Dr. Coppélius is given money for damages done to his property and 

dolls. Other versions simply end in the workshop. 

Scholars claim that the original Coppélia illustrates the industrial age's 

relationship to advancing technology and the time’s conflicting perspectives on the 
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human body (Owens 1992; Jackson 2002; Austin 2016). In this chapter, I show how 

Coppélia remains relevant in its ability to comment on Western society's shifting 

relationship to technology and ways this shapes one’s experiences and perceptions of the 

human body. I look closely at two contemporary reworkings of the ballet: Maguy Marin's 

dance film Coppélia (1994) and Ted Brandsen's Coppélia (2008) for the concert stage. I 

use Jean Baudrillard's theory on simulation as an effect of the posthuman condition to 

contend that Marin's work depicts and, as a dance film, creates hyperreality, through 

which the ballet explores gender binaries and the feminist potential of cyborg identities. I 

moreover assert that Ted Brandsen's Coppélia presents how posthumanism, specifically 

transhumanism, lends itself to the normalization of body modifications, which feel 

inherently uncanny. Both versions explore questions regarding embodiment and 

posthumanism in the twenty-first century. Before delving into Marin and Brandsen’s 

pieces, however, I will first discuss the original Coppélia’s literary inspirations, the 

Pygmalion tale and E.T.A. Hoffmann’s “Der Sandmann” (1817), in order to establish the 

ballet’s persistent narrative themes of gender and uncanny technology-to-human body 

relations. 

Two Ways to Build a Woman 

Warm Ivory Lips and Unruly Machines 

The Pygmalion story’s earliest written version comes from Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses in Book X; it begins with a Cyprus sculptor Pygmalion, who upon 

witnessing the Propoetides (local female prostitutes), decides not to marry (Eck 2010, 2-

3). Instead, Pygmalion falls in love with his own ivory sculpture of a woman. He 
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frequently offers it gifts of flowers, birds, and rings, and even terms the sculpture his 

“bedmate” while taking its clothing off and laying it down next to him (Ovid 2004, 351). 

During the feast of Venus, Pygmalion prays to the goddess to bring him a woman as 

perfect as his sculpture. Returning home, he kisses the sculpture and notices its body 

warming up, so Pygmalion kisses it again and places his hand on its breast. The ivory 

turns to flesh, and the kisses continue until she feels them, “blushes,” and opens her eyes 

to gaze upon “her lover” (Ovid 2004, 352). They marry and have children. 

The Pygmalion tale sparked early ballet adaptations by Marie Salle (1734), Louis 

Milon (1739), and even Coppélia’s choreographer Saint-Léon (1847) (Foster [1996] 

1998). Beyond the ballet stage, it became an enduring theme in visual art, theater, and 

film with pieces such as Louis-Jean-François Lagrenée’s painting Pygmalion and His 

Statue (1777), W.S. Gilbert’s play Pygmalion and Galatea (1870), John Hughes’s movie 

Weird Science (1985), and Frank Oz’s film remake of The Stepford Wives (2004).5 

Throughout these many renditions, two major themes surface. First, there is the trope of a 

man creating his ideal woman, one that aligns with the time’s cultural standards of 

femininity. The male creator then becomes a bizarre combination of father-figure and 

husband/lover. The second theme involves technological and/or supernatural 

involvement. The male creator applies his artistic talents or mechanical engineering, 

often mixed with magic, in attempts to enliven the constructed female.  

 
5 See art historian Julie Wosk’s (2015) My Fair Ladies: Female Robots, Androids, and 

Other Artificial Eves for an extensive survey of examples.  
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The desire to control women—their physical appearances, mannerisms, and 

actions—lies at the heart of the Pygmalion story. However, elements of human and 

nonhuman female rebellion equally reside within many versions of the story. The female 

mechanical doll/robot/mannequin often becomes unruly, opposes the male protagonist, or 

even kills its creator. For instance, the eroticized cyborg from Ex Machina (Garland 

2014) murders her inventor and cruelly abandons the man who helped her escape. A less 

extreme example might be the 1980s’ comedy Weird Science mentioned earlier. Here, the 

woman created by the two boys acts on her own accord by throwing parties, initiating 

fights, and turning people into blob-like monsters. The movie ends with the two boys 

getting together with their original human girl crushes, which speaks to another 

reoccurring theme in Pygmalion-inspired tales. The “real” female character often prevails 

and typically wins the male character’s heart. This especially holds true for the original 

Coppélia. 

In the original ballet and many of its reworkings, the female principal dancer 

Swanilda owns the stage choreographically and narratively. She performs intricate solos 

in all three acts and remains the center of attention during group work. She drives the plot 

by rallying the locals, cleverly tricking Dr. Coppélius with her doll imitation, saving 

Franz, calling him out for conceiving of an affair, and eventually deciding to marry him 

only after he apologizes for his behaviors. Unlike other popular and enduring Romantic 

ballet female roles, Swanilda does not die of a broken heart or agonize over her fiancé’s 

infidelity. She confronts and handles the problems presented to her. One may even argue 
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Coppélia turns the degrading Pygmalion tale into a story about female empowerment 

(Bergner and Plett 1996; Banes 1998).6  

At the same time, it is possible to read the final wedding scene as reinstating the 

feisty Swanilda into a patriarchal system (Banes 1998, 38). However, looking at 

documentation from Saint-Léon one discovers the wedding was not a priority. In a letter 

to his co-author Nuietter, Saint-Léon says, “I tried out three endings. None of them 

satisfied me. . . . A short ceremony and divertissement. I have not been lazy, but this 

ending is the best. . . All the other endings drag” (Guest 1981, 114). The couple’s 

wedding was not an obvious or inevitable choice but rather the best one Saint-Léon found 

among a list of unsatisfying options. Ironically, many viewers still thought the ending 

“dragged,” and according to dance historian Ivor Guest, Saint-Léon had to shorten it for 

the second performance, and “in 1872, it was cut altogether, and thereafter the ballet, in 

its traditional version, was always given in Paris without it” (1970, 25). The Paris Opera 

school still performs something close to the two act “original” revised by Albert Aveline 

in the 1940s and restaged by Pierre Lacotte. These points are not meant to invalidate a 

reading that suggests Swanilda’s marriage symbolically mollifies her independent spirit. 

Rather, I hope to suggest that it complicates the wedding’s value to the story and its 

 
6 In thinking of Coppélia’s complex gender portrayal, it is worth noting that female 

dancer Eugénie Fiocre, “one of the most famous travesty heroes of the 1860s and 1870s,” 

premiered the role of Franz (Garafola 1985-86, 38). Aside from a brief time in 1950, up 

until 1961, the Paris Opera Ballet continued to have Franz performed in travesty (Guest 

1970, 31–2). Even Joseph Hansen’s first Russian production of Coppélia included a 

female Franz (Guest 1970, 33). This version continued in Moscow until 1896 when a 

male dancer finally took over the role (Guest 1970, 34). What does it mean to have 

Swanilda save a female Franz?  
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effect on how the audience perceives Swanilda; this becomes even more applicable when 

one considers contemporary versions that either alter the ceremony (Brandsen’s) or omit 

it (Marin’s).  

Noting Coppélia’s Pygmalionism and connection to other stories within the same 

lineage allows us to navigate the ballet’s commentary on gender relations. It both 

positions the possibility of a “perfect” female through the nonhuman, while 

simultaneously exposing the nonhuman’s flaws and offering the seemingly unattractive 

(assertive woman) alternative as preferable. However, the fact that the idealized feminine 

nonhuman trope persists and that the nonhuman-turned-human does become the socially 

“appropriate” mate in some versions of the story, suggests the presence of an additional 

factor shaping the narrative. This influential element deals with technology and society’s 

anxieties, curiosities, or excitements surrounding it.  

Machine(-like) Bodies  

I turn now to the story that co-authors Saint-Léon and Charles Nuitter claim 

inspired their Coppélia libretto, Hoffmann’s “Der Sandmann” (1817), to further explore 

topics of technology and its relationship to the human body. This story depicts a young 

man, Nathanael, who mistakenly falls for a mechanical doll named Olimpia, while his 

level-headed fiancée Clara is elsewhere. Yet unlike the ballet Coppélia, which is 

frequently labeled a comedy, “Der Sandmann” is a disturbing, gothic tale. In the 

beginning, Nathanael divulges his traumatic childhood experiences that involve 

Coppelius, who frequently visited Nathanael’s father at night. One evening Nathanael 

spies on the two men and discovers their metal, eye-less face creations. Coppelius 
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demands eyes, and Nathanael, in associating the visitor with the Sandman who steals 

eyes from children, screams. Coppelius then threatens to pry out Nathanael’s eyes, but 

upon the father’s pleas, tortures Nathanael instead. After this incident, Coppelius 

disappears for about a year. The night he returns to the family, a small explosion occurs 

in their home that kills Nathanael’s father. Nathanael knows it was Coppelius’s fault and 

hopes to avenge his father’s death in the future.  

Unfortunately for Nathanael, Coppelius ultimately prevails. He returns to town 

under the new identity of Giuseppe Coppola, who sells eyeglasses and is a close friend of 

Nathanael’s physics professor Spallanzani. Nathanael lives across from Spallanzani, spies 

his daughter Olimpia through the window, and develops feelings for her. When 

Nathanael goes over to Spallanzani’s house to express his affections to Olimpia, he finds 

Spallanzani and Coppola/Coppelius pulling at Olimpia’s body. Coppelius gets hold of her 

body and uses it to hit Spallanzani, then runs out of the house with her over his shoulder. 

Now bloody from broken glass, Spallanzani screams at Nathanael to chase after 

Coppelius for stealing his automaton. Nathanael, still in shock from seeing Olimpia as a 

limp doll, stands aghast, so Spallanzani throws Olimpia’s eyes at him, which must have 

come out during the fight. Nathanael sees the eyes and, overcome by the memories of the 

Sandman/Coppelius, strangles Spallanzani. Spallanzani survives, but Coppelius 

disappears. Some time passes, and Nathanael marries his fiancée Clara. One day, they are 

taking in the sights at the top of a tower, when Nathanael peers through the telescope he 

once used to look at Olimpia. Clara is caught in the view, and he immediately confounds 

the two situations. He throws her over the ledge, but thankfully she grabs hold of the 
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railing. Dangling there screaming for help, her brother runs up to save the day as a crowd 

forms below. Nathanael sees Coppelius in the gathering and jumps off the tower killing 

himself.  

 Certain elements from “Der Sandmann” were incorporated into the original 

Coppélia and remain present in many versions of the ballet. Small things like the name 

Coppelius or the love triangle theme continuously appear, yet the most consistent 

connections to “Der Sandmann” are the automaton and the uncanny. As mentioned in 

Chapter II, both Ernst Jentsch ([1906] 1997) and Sigmund Freud ([1919] 2003) reference 

Hoffmann’s story in explaining their definition of the uncanny. Jentsch mentions 

Hoffmann’s use of automata to describe the uncanny as uncertainty whether an entity, 

particularly a human-like object, is alive. Freud builds off of Jentsch’s earlier article but 

claims the uncanny has less to do with uncertainty and more to do with a return of the 

repressed—something traumatic that has been pushed away from an individual’s 

consciousness. He goes on to extensively analyze “Der Sandmann” to validate this point. 

For Freud, the uncertainty or deception surrounding Olimpia’s liveliness is not as 

uncanny as the doubling Sandman character seen through Coppelius and Coppola, as well 

as Spallanzani and Nathanael’s father; the Sandman’s reappearance through doubles is 

Nathanael’s repressed childhood fear resurfacing. Further, Freud believes the paired 

Coppelius/Sandman-Father and Coppola/Sandman-Spallanzani represent the “two parts 

of the father-imago” ([1919] 2003, 160), divided father-figure, one good and one bad. 

The bad father threatens to remove Nathanael’s eyes, which Freud claims comes back to 



 71 

the repressed fear of castration.7 While Freud’s analysis of “Der Sandmann” remains a 

significant text on the uncanny, this dissertation applies Jentsch’s definition of the 

uncanny, as it provides a more direct insight into doll-like entities. 

There is something uncanny about the technological advancements the automaton 

embodies or represents. It suggests potential human replacement (machines will take over 

jobs or even substitute human romantic partners) and points to the human body’s own 

materiality. The plots of “Der Sandmann” and the original Coppélia both negate the real 

possibility of a human-automaton relationship, yet the latter aspect involving the body’s 

materiality ever so subtly remains. Considering the body as matter, situates the human as 

a physical thing that one can dissect and reconstruct. Companies setting the “original” 

Coppélia hint at this during the second act as Dr. Coppélius attempts to use Franz to 

enliven Coppélia; Dr. Coppélius views Franz as a raw material towards his experiment. 

This is often matched with a setting that displays dismembered mannequin parts. 

Although, the dangling or sprawled out limps or heads are artificial, their visual presence 

during Dr. Coppélius’s unfurling plot, conflates the two, blurring the line between “real” 

human and “fake” human; everything in the space is a source for use. Furthermore, many 

Coppélia ballets conclude the second act with a Coppélia doll reveal. The revealed 

Coppélia doll is often a dancer performing as a “naked,” limp dummy either slouched in a 

 
7 Paris Opera Ballet’s Patrice Bart reworked Coppélia (1996) is an example that 

seemingly draws on “Der Sandmann” by dividing the Dr. Coppélius character into two 

roles: the old, crazy Spalanzani and the young Coppélius. Bart’s Coppélius, who is 

frequently high on opium, seduces Swanilda into his workshop, and with Spalanzani’s 

help, forcibly blocks her attempts to leave, drugs her, and plans to murder her. The 

multiple Coppélius figures and their murderous roles parallel those in “Der Sandmann.” 
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chair or grabbed and held in Dr. Coppélius’s arms. The living dancer performing as an 

exposed inanimate mechanical doll provokes the uncanny; the event sparks uncertainty as 

to what appears to be animate or inanimate and ties these quandaries directly to the body. 

As I will show, these darker themes in the ballet Coppélia remain an undercurrent in 

Brandsen’s reworking and especially in the company’s advertising video. 

Modifying Bodies:  

Breast Implants, Blonde Wigs, and Heads in Jars  

Dutch National Ballet’s artistic director Ted Brandsen, in collaboration with 

Janine Brogt, adapted Coppélia from a tale about designing a fake ideal woman to one 

about reshaping real human bodies. They shifted the setting from a village to a “sports 

school and juice bar” and transformed Dr. Coppélius’s toy workshop into a “clinic where 

botox treatments and breast lifts are carried out” (Dutch National Ballet n.d.).8 In the 

ballet, Dr. Coppélius no longer works alone, but instead, runs his clinic with an assistant 

Anna Marx, hinting at female participation in upholding patriarchal standards of beauty. 

In Act I, the two publicly assess women (although men receive work as well) for plastic 

surgery and advertise their new business in front of cameras. The second act remains 

similar to the original, narratively speaking, in that Swanilda breaks into Coppélius’s 

space with her friends, dresses up and performs as Coppélia, and eventually escapes with 

Franz. Different than other versions of the ballet, however, a large portion of Act III 

involves Swanilda refusing to marry Franz over his attempted infidelity. Also unique to 

 
8 The term “sports school” is not common in the United States, but it refers to a school 

attended by elite athletes in training. 
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Brandsen’s Coppélia is after the couple reconciles, Dr. Coppélius and Anna crash the 

wedding with their six female doll assistants and Coppélia, who now wears a wedding 

dress. Franz has to deactivate the mechanical dolls before the wedding ceremony can 

continue.  

With the new setting and the performance of cosmetically modified bodies, 

Brandsen’s Coppélia takes the audience into the twenty-first century, where body 

modifications and transhuman beliefs promote the use of technology to enhance or 

transcend the physical body. By looking closely at the first two acts, as well as the 

ballet’s framing through production elements and promotional videos, I show ways 

Brandsen’s Coppélia aligns contemporary body modification processes to human 

objectness and how this leads to uncanny results.  

Body Modifications and Transhumanism 

Body modifications take many forms, such as piercings, tattoos, anorexia, 

binding, prosthetics, or plastic surgery, but within this wide range remains the underlying 

theme of taking ownership of one’s body; people frequently alter their physicality as a 

means to achieve a sense of empowerment (Featherstone 1999; Schroeder 2009; 

Ponterotto 2016). Particular strains of body modifications (piercing and tattooing) 

accomplish this empowerment through artistic or, in Western societies, counter-cultural 

self-expression, while other types of modifications, like the ones displayed in Brandsen’s 

Coppélia that relate to plastic surgery or even extreme fitness routines, do so through 

notions of body improvements that conform to societal notions of beauty. Medical 

humanities scholar Luna Dolezal explains this concept of the body as an intertwining of 
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biomedicine and neoliberalism, where the “perpetually flawed” body requires our 

participation in the free market of enhancements (2016, 315). 

Transhuman beliefs exist within and as current body modification culture, by 

building on this overarching concept of “morphological freedom,” to alter the body at 

will (Dolezal 2016, 312). Transhumanists see the body as malleable; they believe access 

to technological body transformations is a basic human right related to the pursuit of 

happiness and that these transformations function as a pathway to human evolution 

(Dolezal 2016). Netflix’s Unnatural Selection (a 2019 TV documentary series directed by 

Leeor Kaufman and Joe Egender) offers now common examples of such transhuman 

practices like biohacking, where people perform biological experiments outside of 

university-funded labs, sometimes even in homes. This do-it-yourself movement often 

deals with augmenting genes (Zettler, Guerrini, and Sherkow 2019) or even implanting 

various technological items (e.g. chips or sensors) into one’s body (Yetisen 2018). A 

particularly vocal participant in the movement, who makes an appearance on Netflix’s 

Unnatural Selection, is Josiah Zayner. Zayner believes advanced genetic engineering 

technology should be available to all and is known for selling biohacking supplies to the 

layperson. Although riddled with other ethical and medical concerns, Zayner’s goal to 

democratize the body-altering process seems to speak to larger critiques of body 

modifications, like elective surgeries, that relate to accessibility, where radical body 

transformations depend on access to money and skilled doctors (Dolezal 2016, 316). Yet, 

even without this barrier other forms of limitations exist, such as certain physical 
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restrictions. For example, there is a limit on how small you can make the human nose 

while still allowing the person to breathe properly.  

Body modifying acts additionally pose questions regarding motivation. Do 

cultural norms for gender, race, and class influence the types of body modifications one 

chooses? Are there broader inspirations behind these desires? Feminist scholar Cecilia 

Åsberg (2013) relates current body modification motivation, specifically transhumanism, 

to a return of Enlightenment thought. In talking about what she labels a brand of 

“troublesome posthumanisms,” Åsberg claims: 

Uncritically celebrating Enlightenment ideals of anthropocentric humanism, they 

translate into a form of super-humanism (i.e. trans-humanism) working to 

complete the mind-body split e.g. fantasies of digitally downloading 

minds. . . .Trans-humanist conceptualizations of the post-human translate into the 

desire to realize the disembodied human self of the Enlightenment, purified and 

enhanced by science, medicine, and technology in order to transcend disease, 

ageing, and eventually death. It appears as a dream of perfection and infinitude 

that harbours a disregard for vulnerability. (2013, 9) 

Åsberg connects contemporary transhuman thought to the Enlightenment mind-body 

split, saying fantasies like “digitally downloading minds” point to the desire of 

completely removing the mind from the body. Part of this desire additionally deals with 

defying death or overcoming vulnerability. Psychologist Carlo Strenger (2009) in “Body 

Modification and the Enlightenment Project of Struggling Against Death” makes a 

similar claim about body modifications in general, stating that these practices tend to be 
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an expression of bodily control performed out of a deep-rooted fear of not being able to 

actually control the ageing, dying body, which in turn evokes Dolezal’s point of body 

modification culture viewing the body as “perpetually flawed” (2016, 315). Yet, instead 

of simply seeing a particular physical aspect as flawed—my nose is too big, or my breasts 

are not big enough—it is a belief that suggests the body itself is that which is most 

“flawed” about the human. Such a concept could only resonate within a mind-body 

dualist system that negates how reality forms through embodied experiences. The mind is 

within and throughout the entire body (Lakoff and Johnson 1999; Shusterman 2011); 

what could it possibly sense or emit without an extensive network of nerves and physical 

encounters with the world?  

 I highlight these two interlacing points surrounding transhumanism—its relation 

to the Enlightenment mind-body split and its link to fearing the uncontrollable, dying 

body—because they seem to speak to the resurgence of Coppélia remakes during the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (Marin’s 1994, Bart’s 1996, Lao’s 2006, and 

Brandsen’s 2008), and they particularly relate to Branden’s version. Coppélia, though 

choreographed during the Romantic time period, centered on automata. Thinking back to 

Chapter I, the increased popularity and creations of automata occurred during the 

Enlightenment period. Inspired by Renaissance automata, Descartes theorized the human 

body as a machine and reinstated the mind-body/soul-body split that had been around 

since Plato. This played into the motivation of refining automata and linking them to 

explorations of how living beings functioned. These automata sparked uncanny 

sensations in challenging lines between organic-nonorganic and human-nonhuman; they 
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even became a pivotal example later on in theorizing the uncanny for Jentch and Freud in 

the twentieth century. So, what types of experiences were people having or thinking 

through in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century that would draw 

choreographers back to Coppélia? What do these new versions of the ballet tell us about 

current Western understandings of the body and technology? Brandsen’s Coppélia 

explores these questions through a community partaking in body modifications, and 

possibly transhuman acts, to show ways such a reality disrupts the separations between 

human-nonhuman, organic-nonorganic, and real-fake.   

A Pre-Show Teaser 

Dutch National Ballet posted “Coppelia vs. Night Guard” to YouTube in 2016 as 

an advertisement for the ballet (Nationale Opera & Ballet 2016). As of 2020, the video 

remains on their Coppélia web page (Dutch National Ballet n.d.). Although their 

Coppélia premiered in 2008, this promotional aid says something about the company’s 

current branding of the ballet. It begins with a male night guard watching multiple 

television monitors. He spies a woman with blonde hair in a 1950s bouffant, wearing a 

hot pink, tutu-like dress; it is the Coppélia doll from Brandsen’s ballet; she blows a kiss 

into the camera and hurries away. The night guard grabs his flashlight and runs to find 

the intruder. While searching backstage, he scans past wig mannequin heads on counters 

and shelves; among these, we see Coppélia’s seemingly dismembered head. She blinks 

twice, and the camera cuts back to following the night guard. He walks deeper into a prop 

storage room with rows of stacked shelves, as Coppélia scurries around just out of sight 

of his flashlight. He then goes through a costume room and misses Coppélia again, who 
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poses next to the full-body mannequins behind him. From here, he grabs a handle to a 

white door that almost resembles the outside of a walk-in freezer. As he opens it, fog 

escapes; his flashlight’s glow expands into the mist, and the camera angle changes to 

reveal a nude, human-size doll on a metal table. The doll has black dash marks going 

down its arm, indicating where it should be sliced. Next, we see a close-up of 

dismembered doll limbs—all ivory-colored except for on the flat side, where the cut 

happened, which is painted red. The night guard continues into the dark room and finds 

the Coppélia doll, “naked” in an industrial, metal, rectangular tub. The doll’s body is 

submerged in water, but her head floats on the surface. The “naked” body is actually a 

Caucasian dancer in a beige-colored unitard that has black circles drawn around her 

breasts and a black circle on her stomach with a “C” in the middle of it. Her blonde wig 

sits on a table nearby, and the top of the dancer’s head is wrapped in some type of silver 

material to make it appear metallic. The dancer remains perfectly still and does not blink 

as the guard scans her entire body with his flashlight. He hears something—another 

Coppélia doll is peeking through a window—and leaves the space. At that moment, the 

bathing Coppélia doll sits up in a single jolt and turns her head. Has there been multiple 

Coppélia dolls present the whole time? The ending of the video becomes more playful, as 

the guard chases the dancing Coppélia through set designs, backstage, up stairs, and even 

outside. Finally, she leads him into the theater’s foyer, stops, and waves him into the 

auditorium. He enters, finds the company performing Coppélia, and watches in awe as 

the only person in the audience.    
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This promotional video juxtaposes fake bodies with real bodies and even hints at 

transhuman experiments, evoking the type of uncanny proposed by Jentsch ([1906] 

1997), where questions surrounding the boundaries between animate and inanimate 

surface. The dancer performing as Coppélia blends into the inanimate objects around her, 

while simultaneously, inanimate objects appear with and as human features (costume 

mannequins, doll body parts, wigs). The dark-lit, foggy metal table and tub scene, 

however, is most notably. We see a human-size doll, naked, lying on a metal table ready 

for surgery (as indicated by the black line marks) followed by doll body parts. The next 

shot is of a living body remaining completely still, also “naked” with surgical black 

markings, that due to its inanimacy and metal head cover seems to be part human and 

part machine. Is she an automaton or, with the plastic surgery prep cues (the circled 

breasts and stomach), is she a human going through transhuman modifications? The fact 

that she is in water or some type of liquid seems to suggest a preservation process is at 

hand, which would infer the presence of organic matter. As a preview video, the short 

film situates the ballet’s theme of body modifications and their uncanny effects. 

Act I: Setting the Stage with Transformations 

Once in the theater, audience members are welcomed by yet another framing 

device that presents them with images of modified bodies—sketched cartoon “before and 

after” pictures—via a downstage backdrop that functions as the main curtain. The before 

and after illustrations focus on size with post-shots including thinner bodies, smaller ears 

and noses, perkier breasts, and larger eyes, lips, and hair. Scattered among the before and 

after images are other drawings such as perfume bottles, purses, lips, a nude torso with a 
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wind-up key, limbs (some legs have price tags on them), lipstick, hairbows, and knee-

high stiletto boots. Placing items like lipstick next to a before and after nose job sketch 

situates the diverse images on a similar plane; they are all within the field of 

“beautifying” body modifications, and as the occasional price tag indicates, purchasable. 

Here, the images of dismembered limbs and torsos could read as either “real” or “fake,” 

since they are cartoon sketches like the other human images on the backdrop, implying 

that just as one can pay to have their eyes done, one can easily buy a new leg too. 

Because these images exist within a cartoon-reality, physical limitations are already 

suspended; the leg could be a prosthetic or a preserved organic leg. The distinction does 

not matter or hold in this imaginative world, just as it does not within transhuman beliefs 

that challenge divides between organic and nonorganic and the limitations of both.  

The ballet’s setting then continues to reiterate the theme of body modifications, 

while additionally suggesting how particular physical training regimes fit within this 

trend. As described on the company’s website, the first act takes place at a sports school 

and juice bar. Choreographing people socializing in front of a juice bar instead of, say, a 

burger joint evokes a health-conscious environment. The sports school also positions the 

characters as advanced athletes invested in career paths that focus on their bodies’ 

capabilities. Sociologist Mike Featherstone (1999) includes intense physical sports, such 

as gymnastics and bodybuilding, in his list of body modifications, as these techniques 

significantly transform one’s muscular build. Students of a sports school participate in 

extreme physical training sequences that develop their bodies in a distinct, idealized 

fashion, so it would seem that these characters align with Featherstone’s description.   
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 Similar to Feathersone’s examples of gymnastics and bodybuilding, scholars have 

discussed how dance in general, and ballet in specific, significantly modifies the body 

(Albright 1997; Green 2002-2003; Thomas 2003; Pickard 2015). Building off of this, 

others have claimed that Coppélia parodies the ways the institution of ballet shapes 

dancers’ bodies (Owens 1992; Bergner and Plett 1996; Austin 2016). As dance critic Jay 

Rogoff states:  

A major irony of Coppélia takes the form of a meta-balletic joke, impossible for 

the work to acknowledge but implicit everywhere: namely, that Swanilda, the 

ideal woman, is danced by a ballerina whose supposedly natural movement uses a 

vocabulary as carefully programmed and as artificial as the automaton Coppélia’s. 

Dr. Coppélius becomes a grotesque parody of the ballet master who rigorously 

trains his dancers and helps them perfect their technique. (2009, 599) 

The original and near-original doll dance functions as a looking glass into the ballet 

studio and the process of ingraining repetitive movements. In the Royal Ballet’s version 

for example, Swanilda as Coppélia hop, hop, hops and blink, blink, blinks, kicks her 

turned-in legs, and bends rigidly at the hips. In the beginning, her body is stiff and 

angular. After Dr. Coppélius softens Coppélia’s dancing by apparently sending bolts of 

energy through her from across the stage, her movements become more expressive and 

advanced. Yet, Dr. Coppélius continuously supervises every step. He mimics her actions 

at times to further demonstrate his role in her progress, which implies that Coppélia’s 

seemingly freer, more natural movements are still part of a disciplining routine. This 
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procedure only seems to end when Dr. Coppélius hands Coppélia a mirror, and she takes 

on the role of self-monitoring.9  

Parallel to the process depicted by Dr. Coppélius on stage in the original and 

commonly reset versions, the institution of ballet disciplines bodies with powerful 

discourse, surveillance, and codified routines (Green 2002-2003; Ritenburg 2010). Just as 

Coppélia learns to turn-out her legs and dance fluidly through Dr. Coppélius’s authority 

and her repetitive attempts at movement, so too must the novice dancer master these 

lessons in becoming a ballerina. Daily technique class enforces such instruction, where 

regimented exercises condition the body to a particular way of moving. While the dancer 

performs these combinations, her instructor and fellow dancers watch, a gaze that 

transfers later to the rehearsal director, the artistic director, and audience. These layers of 

surveillance become normalized and presumably ever-present to the dancer, which like in 

Coppélia, leads to the ultimate goal of self-monitoring. Gazing at the mirror, the dancer 

eagerly disciplines herself into embodying “ballerina.”  

Brandsen’s Coppélia alludes to this underlying theme in the original and 

commonly staged ballet by incorporating the sports school setting and even ballet 

 
9 While I believe the mirror prop aligns with the larger ballet parody at hand, Coppélia’s 

first recognition of her self as “live woman” through the mirror also alludes to Jacques 

Lacan’s ([1949] 2006) “mirror stage.” Lacan explains the mirror stage as the first 

moment a child recognizes him or her self as a separate being from the mother and 

surrounding world. Yet this realization happens through a reflection, an illusion, which 

forever affects ego formation. Although it is outside the scope of this chapter, it would be 

interesting to see how this additional analytical layer plays into the larger discussion of 

object-subject and real-illusion.  
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students.10 In the first act, a female ballet instructor enters the space with eight very 

young ballet students in standard attire: leotards, pink tights, and skirts for the girls and 

black tights and white shirts for the boys. The students run on with the corps following 

their ballet instructor like baby ducks; they watch the other dancers and occasionally go 

across the stage pausing to do simple ballet poses like tendu devant and tendu derriére. 

When the entire cast dances together, because of how small the children are, they always 

stand in front of the other performers. This creates an interesting filter in viewing the 

scene. The layering causes a comparison or even a before and after situation again. It all 

seemingly insinuates that the young dancers grow up to become the older dancers at the 

sports school, and in real life, the dancers in the company.  

The above ballet scene is preceded by a similar section just moments before, 

which parallels the young students to automata. Dr. Coppélius’s partner in crime, Anna, 

enters the stage with six female assistants (we find out later they are automata), who 

stream in after Anna much like the tiny dancers do with their teacher. They too watch and 

pose in a type of programmed obedience with arms still by their sides, moving in perfect 

unison. The connection between the assistants and young ballet students goes beyond 

their movement to hairstyles as well. The young female students wear what look like cat 

ears, creating two black triangles on top of their heads, while the automata wear their hair 

in two black buns on top of their heads. This may be a subtle detail, but the specificity of 

 
10 Knowing this performance was advertised as a children’s show (Dutch National Ballet 

n.d.), the decision to include Dutch National students may have been to encourage 

enrollment.  
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the choice is noticeable and connects the two roles at multiple levels. It marks the 

progression of constructing the ballet body from a young age and, like in the original, 

parallels it to the automaton.   

The scene with Anna and the automata also introduces the audience to another 

unique setting and narrative element of Brandsen’s ballet: the cosmetic surgery clinic. 

After the automata enter the space, Anna remains in the downstage corner talking to the 

press. From the other side of the stage, a trail of stereotypical wealthy or appearance-

driven characters parade in. We have an older couple where the woman wears a lavish 

flowy gown, a woman in a red cocktail dress accompanied by two men in black suits, a 

woman dressed as a young girl in a baby-doll dress with a hunched-over man with a cane, 

and a “scene” man (rock star or model agent) in a shiny fuchsia suit with two female 

groupies/models. They make their way over to Anna, who hands them invitations to the 

clinic’s grand opening. At the end of the line, Dr. Coppélius appears in a showmanship 

fashion, bedazzling the crowd with large jumps and turns. Anna pulls over one of the 

groupies and situates her next to Dr. Coppélius. The character purses her lips and bites 

her sunglasses, drops her chin and flirtatiously positions her body. Dr. Coppélius assesses 

her, bops her nose, and mimes that she is beautiful. She indulgently turns to the crowds 

watching, which allows Dr. Coppélius to notice her padded behind and thighs. He then 

mimes that her butt is too big, and everyone is shocked as the woman covers her bottom 

and runs to the side. The red cocktail dressed dancer comes forward to ask his opinion of 

her, and he mimes that she is flat-chested. Then he introduces Coppélia, who bourrées on 

stage as everyone watches in amazement. She cuts the ribbon for the grand opening as a 
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representation of the clinic’s ideal product, and the wealthy group of people eagerly enter 

the newly unveiled building. When we see them again near the end of Act I, the man 

from the first couple has had a nose job and his wife a chin job, the red dress woman has 

had breast implants, the young girl has had her teeth fixed, the hunched-over man looks 

younger and no longer has a cane, the scene guy has hair, and his groupies have smaller 

butts and thighs. As embodiments of the before and after cartoons that decorate the 

curtain, these characters advertise Dr. Coppélius’s work. The public celebrates their 

transformations by joyfully dancing together and generating more hype for the new 

clinic.  

The first act’s setting, narrative, and choreography position body modifications in 

a positive light. Characters who received plastic surgery re-enter the space jubilantly with 

bandaged faces as the crowds watch in approval with hands clasped and raised to their 

chins. The media’s presence during the before and after reveals shows the public’s 

interest surrounding such transformations. Dr. Coppélius poses for photos, and Anna 

seductively handles her long cigarette holder and fluffs her hair in front of the camera. 

Receiving attention for one’s physical beauty or one’s ability to make someone beautiful 

acts as a form of social capital, and everyone onstage appears comfortable with the 

image-driven environment. This is not an unfamiliar concept within contemporary 

popular culture, where American television shows feature extreme makeovers inclusive 

of plastic surgery or intense dieting—e.g. Fox’s The Swan (2004) or NBC’s The Biggest 

Loser (2004-2016)—and make-over movies—e.g. She’s All That (Iscove, dir. 1999) or 

Pretty Woman (Marshall, dir. 1990)—tend to do very well at the theater. Yet, what else is 
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behind these body modifying acts besides social interest and adherence to conforming 

cultural body standards? 

Act II: Dangling Doll Limbs and Scissors 

While Act I established the presence and even celebration of body modifications 

from extreme athletics, including ballet, to plastic surgery, Act II returns to the elements 

of uncanniness presented in the promotional video and main curtain that deal with the 

philosophical questions that body modifying or transhuman acts provoke regarding 

categories of organic-nonorganic and human-nonhuman. We see this immediately as 

Swanilda and her friends enter the clinic, where they find two long front desks with the 

automata assistants sprawled across them. They are inanimate and look like dolls that 

have been flung onto furniture; legs are caught on top of computers, and arms dangle 

over the desks. They could have been seated with their heads dropped to indicate they 

were “off,” but instead the choreography positions them as discarded bodies. Although 

they perform as automata characters, they are still professional dancers, and we are faced 

with living humans that resemble tossed aside dolls—an image that is reminiscent of 

dead bodies thrown from an explosion. Living or dead, human or nonhuman, the scene 

generates uncertainty and unease.    

As the act continues, the choreography introduces more automata characters that 

challenge rigid notions of nonhuman and human. After entering the clinic and seeing the 

assistants, Swanilda presses a button on the desk, which prompts the center drop to rise. 

The group goes into a new space that features an enormous closet set piece with four 

numbered doors on top and four on the bottom. Swanilda opens two doors to discover 
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female clothing hanging inside. Her friends run over, pull out dresses, and hold them 

against their bodies. In the next moment, Swanilda presses a button on the closet set, 

which ominously rotates the structure around. The other side displays eight doors again, 

but this time when Swanilda opens number 7, she discovers Coppélia and eventually 

realizes she is a doll. The group opens the other bottom doors: 5 shows a break-dancer, 6 

a maid in a black and white puffy dress, and 8 a pirate. When the top doors open by 

themselves, in 1, the audience sees a dancer dressed in a silver full-body unitard holding 

a cardboard guitar (an allusion to David Bowie, the dancer has a blue lightning bolt 

painted on his face and a bright orange mohawk). Behind door 2 stretches a cat woman 

figure, wearing purple and blue spandex that covers her hair and includes cat ears. 

Number 3 displays a “naked” mannequin sitting on the floor; number 4 is the same, but 

this mannequin lacks one leg and is decapitated with its head placed in between its thighs. 

The automata then begin to dance with fluid extensions, graceful jumps, or virtuosic 

tricks inside and outside of their individual closet spaces.11      

 
11 Although casting changes, this particular performance had dancers of color performing 

as the maid, break-dancer, and pirate; whereas, Dr. Coppélius, Anna Marx, Swanilda, and 

Franz read as white. The other two doll dancers, in a somewhat nonhuman-identified 

nature, wore full-bodysuits with the rock star’s face covered in make-up and the cat 

woman with a mask around her eyes. Coppélia’s pale skin, huge blonde hair, and bright 

pink outfit pops out in opposition to the other automata. At the same time, though, all of 

these bodies—the black bodies, the working-class maid’s body, the hyper-feminized 

body, the sexy stripper-like body, and the Bowie androgynous, queer body—are 

objectified as dolls.  It may seem like over-reading to align the group of dolls with social 

discrimination, but considering the original libretto, racism in Act II is anything but 

subtle. In describing the opening tableau for the second act, Nuitter and Saint-Léon 

wrote: “On one side is a figure of an old man with a long white beard, dressed in Persian 

costume and sitting at a table reading a book. Near the door is a negro in threatening 

attitude; at the back a little Moorish cymbal-player is sitting on a cushion; to the right sits 
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Considering the ballet has established an environment saturated in body 

modifications, this scene, as with the promotional video, prompts confusion regarding 

what is nonorganic and organic. Unlike the automata dolls in the original Coppélia that 

move robotically, clearly meant to seem fake (even though they are dancers), these dolls 

dance with seamless transitions and hyper-mobility just like the sports school characters 

in Act I. Perhaps the choreography displays the advancements of contemporary A.I. 

(artificial intelligence) that have come to resemble humans to a higher degree, but again, 

since this takes place in a surgical clinic, not a toy workshop, which raises suspicion 

around the automata’s construction. In other words, Dr. Coppélius is a plastic surgeon; 

what is he doing building automata? What types of material does he use for his creations?   

The act unfolds and continues to further these same inquiries. Dr. Coppélius’s 

assistant Anna soon finds the girls with the automata and chases them away, but like in 

the original, Swanilda hides with Coppélia. Anna commands the dolls back into their 

closets by pushing buttons on their bodies. Once the space is cleared, Dr. Coppélius 

brings in Franz and begins plying him repeatedly with alcohol. Dr. Coppélius and Anna 

dump their glasses out and giggle together as Franz passes out. Next, Anna brings Dr. 

Coppélius a remote-control, the stage lights dim, and the backdrop rises. In the upstage 

space sit large, sealed glass jars with heads in them. Nearby, like a small clothesline, a 

string supports a number of scissors and hook-like instruments. About twenty or so limbs 

 
a Chinaman with a tympanon before him” (1908, 12). Blatant orientalism marks the 

scene as doll-ified colonization. Dr. Coppélius owns and controls the dolls that take on a 

doubled objectification, literally and socially.   



 89 

lower into the space from above, as well as five more heads. The heads resemble 

characters one might find in a Tim Burton animated movie with strange proportions and 

contrasting colors of black, white, and red. After the two assess the Coppélia doll (now 

Swanilda dressed-up), Anna eventually rolls on an enormous heart machine (created to 

look like an actual heart) that has a chair attached to it on either side. Above each seat 

hangs what resembles the top of an electric chair. 

This scene hints as transhuman experimentation and reveals how such acts 

position the human body as raw material. The heads in jars allude to preserving 

techniques that are meant to keep “dead” organic matter intact; therefore, are these 

supposed to be “real” human heads, “fake” automata heads, or perhaps a transhuman 

creation that includes both organic and nonorganic matter? With this uncertainty in mind, 

the dangling limbs and heads also come into question. While the cartoonish aesthetic 

downplays a full-blown uncanny experience—it is very clear these are fake items—these 

props mixed with the impression that the plastic surgeon intends to kill Franz for his own 

gain takes the story on a frightening turn. The scene parallels the casually displayed limbs 

and heads to Dr. Coppélius’s surgical work and sinister attitude towards Franz’s actual 

body, suggesting that within body modifying or transhuman practices the human body is 

seen as pliable, easily blended or reconstructed with outside organic or nonorganic 

matter, and even disposable.  

Concluding with Lingering Transhumanism 

Act I and Act II of the ballet present the human body as a type of usable or 

formable material, challenging boundaries between human-nonhuman, which prompts an 
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uncanny response. This interestingly reflects back on the original that attempted to 

explore similar concepts via the automaton—how the human body may be like a 

machine—but now in this 2008 version, we see with transhumanism the very real 

possibility of mixing organic and inorganic matter. It is no longer a philosophical 

exploration but a true physical experiment. And although Swanilda and Franz escape the 

clinic by the end of Act II, in Brandsen’s work, the characters never fully escape the 

presence of transhumanism.  

In many versions of Coppélia, the third act focuses on Swanilda and Franz’s 

wedding, and we no longer see automata. Brandsen’s Coppélia centers on the wedding 

still, but briefly includes Dr. Coppélius, Anna, the six female automata assistants, and 

Coppélia in a wedding dress. Franz eventually has a dance fight with Dr. Coppélius, 

grabs the remote control from his hand, and turns off the female machines, allowing the 

wedding to continue. While the “real” human characters in the narrative ultimately assert 

control over these characters, the automata’s (or are they transhuman hybrids?) 

involvement in Act III indicates their lingering presence. They are no longer disciplined 

and confined to Act II but appear as a threat to the human-human marriage once more in 

Act III. The ballet, as remade in 2008, shows the persistence of transhuman work and its 

uncanny consequences—encouraging contemporary viewers to reflect upon comparable 

changes within their own society. 

Mediated Mechanical Bodies  

In this section, I turn to Maguy Marin’s Coppélia, which more drastically adapts 

the original story than Brandsen’s version. First choreographed for the stage in 1993 and 
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reset for the camera in 1994, Marin places the ballet in a city with an opening that alludes 

to Jerome Robbins’s West Side Story choreography. The costuming matches the urban 

vibe; dancers wear jeans, t-shirts, and tennis shoes. As a dance film, there are no confined 

acts per se, but in comparing it to the staged version and basing it off of the music score, 

one would say that Act I occurs in a parking lot outside of apartments. Similar to the 

original ballet, a dancer as the Coppélia doll sits on a balcony, but her appearance is brief, 

and we never see her again in this “real” form. For once Marin’s Swanilda sneaks into 

Dr. Coppélius’s apartment alone—no friend group supports the unfurling shenanigans—

she discovers photos of Coppélia and her outfit (a blonde wig, red dress suit, and red 

stilettos) but no physical body. Eventually, Swanilda flips on a projector and views 

Coppélia dancing around on screen; Swanilda playfully mimics Coppélia’s moves but is 

soon chased outside by the returning Dr. Coppélius. Shortly after, Franz sneaks in 

through the apartment window. The men momentarily argue then sit to watch the 

projected Coppélia blow them kisses. Now, as though they are good friends, the men 

drink until they pass out, while the projected Coppélia dumps her champagne glass and 

multiplies. Next, the viewer enters the men’s dreamland, where over twenty Coppélias 

(male and female) dance. At first, the Coppélias seemingly appease the men, but by the 

end, they force the guys to perform for them, and the frightened Franz runs away. He 

wakes up in Dr. Coppélius’s apartment and leaves.  

In the original ballet, the choreography introduces the audience to Coppélia, a 

mechanical doll that is not based on any specific woman, but rather an idea of woman as 

understood by Dr. Coppélius. Coppélia is a simulacrum—an image, a representation—
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that Swanilda ultimately triumphs over, showing how real humans remain superior to 

mechanical counterfeits. Marin’s reworking of the ballet presents the automaton Coppélia 

in the first act but soon reveals a multiplied mediated Coppélia doll that exists in photos, 

film, and a type of dream reality. This Coppélia is still a simulacrum, but of a different 

order (which I will explain shortly).  

I claim, with this newly imagined Coppélia doll, Marin’s version of the ballet 

presents a hyperreality, and due to the fact that it is an adaptation from stage to film, is 

itself an example of our own experienced hyperreality rooted in a, not only postmodern 

but, posthuman world. As sociologist Kim Toffoletti states, “The posthuman occupies a 

mode of signification that is founded on hyperreality. As a product of the information or 

digital age, the posthuman collapses and exceeds the boundaries that once differentiated 

fact from fiction and illusion from reality” (2007, 32). Toffoletti focuses on the 

posthuman as a boundary breaker ignited, at least partly within certain strains of 

posthumanism, by technologies that challenge separation of self-other and human-

nonhuman. In analyzing Marin’s Coppélia, I place Baudrillard’s work on hyperreality 

into the realm of posthumanism as well. The ballet presents and uses simulation to reveal 

it as an active process that collapses illusion and reality, and in doing so, additionally 

sparks questions regarding other binary systems, particularly related to gender. For while 

the original Coppélia positions the female nonhuman as controllable matter, Marin’s 

ballet exposes its agency; what were previously Swanilda’s empowering actions are now 

Coppélia’s, hinting at Haraway’s concept of cyborg.  
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Before looking closely at the ballet, I will briefly define my use of the terms 

simulacra and hyperreality and how they illuminate the cultural effects represented in and 

enacted by Marin’s complex dance film. Baudrillard categorizes simulacra into different 

orders based on their production and how they affect our concept of reality. The first 

order includes simulacra from the Renaissance to the Industrial Revolution that intend to 

imitate nature; Baudrillard places automata within this category and claims binary 

notions of real and artificial remain relatively intact, even though these simulacra prompt 

questions regarding reality, such as what is the difference between an automaton and 

human (Baudrillard [1976] 1993, 50-52). The second order centers on a shift to the mass 

production of objects and how machines generate identical items; it is based on 

“equivalence and indifference” (Baudrillard [1976] 1993, 55). Toffoletti explains this 

concept clearly with the example of mass-produced soda pop:  

As each bottle is made by a machine, it is uniformly like every other, which 

means that not only is it impossible to distinguish between one object and another, 

but there is no ‘original’ bottle of drink from which the rest have been copied. 

Because each product can stand in for or be replaced by another, they are 

understood to be equivalent to one another. (2007, 39) 

Mass-produced objects begin shifting the relationship between representation and real. It 

is no longer an imitation of or a sign that represents the real but, instead, an equivalent 

copy of an equivalent copy. Baudrillard links robots, opposed to individually designed 

automata, to this second order of simulacra. The automata are counterfeit representations 
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of humans, whereas robots, though compared to and even capable of replacing humans in 

regard to labor, are representations of other robots that do not appear in nature.  

Within both of the first and second orders, one can still decipher real from 

artificial; this binary dissipates in the third order of simulacra, where representation 

becomes our concept of real. As Baudrillard explains, “It is no longer a question of 

imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody. It is a question of substituting the signs of the 

real for the real” (Baudrillard [1981] 2017, 2). This form of simulation, which is the 

active process of replacing the real with the artificial, creates a hyperreality, where 

representations precede and construct our notion of reality, something often linked to 

effects of mass media (Baudrillard [1981] 2017, 1). Here, the sign generated without a 

referent comes back to shape the real world.12  

Returning to Coppélia, one can see how these different types of simulacra 

resonate in and around the ballet. As I mentioned in Chapter I, the original work 

premiered during the Industrial Revolution. It is a ballet that narratively presents an 

artisan automaton, built by a single man, during a time when automata were beginning to 

be mass-produced. While narratively the ballet evokes first order simulacra, it was for an 

audience encountering a shift in reality due to second order simulacra. Marin’s Coppélia 

 
12 Feminist scholar Karen Sichler explains this is what differentiates the third order 

simulacra of hyperreality from the later forth order that Baudrillard calls the virtual, viral, 

or fractal. Hyperreality comes back to the “‘unmediated’ world,” while “the virtual 

conception of reality…has no need and in fact demands a lack of a corresponding referent 

in reality either before or after its realization” (Sichler 2010, 50). Baudrillard’s concept of 

the virtual, is not relevant to Marin’s Coppélia, since the ballet still registers a type of 

response and conclusion within the characters’ unmediated world. 
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takes the viewer into the 1990s by exploring hyperreality through third order simulacra, 

where the real and imaginary collapse into one another. Before reaching that level 

choreographically, though, it first guides us along the path of advancing forms of 

simulation. The work initially introduces the viewers to the automata on the balcony that 

aligns with the first order simulacra (as in the original ballet), but from here, it begins to 

further dissolve the separation between real and artificial with second order simulacra. 

When Swanilda enters Dr. Coppélius’s apartment, she discovers old black and white 

photos of women, followed by current, colored, 4x6 photos of Coppélia, and then a 

poster-sized one on the floor below. Photography’s capability to reproduce copies from a 

copy place it within the realm of second order simulacra. Additionally, most of these 

photos are copies of a mechanical doll that is a copy of a concept of woman perceived by 

Dr. Coppélius. It is a chain of simulacra; these images are not anchored by an original. 

The same holds true as the scene continues and Swanilda starts a projector sitting the 

dining room table to find Coppélia on screen. Once again, we witness a now mediated 

mechanical doll, a chain of simulacra. Furthermore, considering this is a dance film, and 

everything we see is mediated, this choreographic moment additionally acts as a mirror to 

our own experience of partaking in hyperreality. Swanilda watches representations on 

screen, while we do the same.   

As Swanilda observes these images, she attempts to embody them, which both 

speaks to the way simulations become our reality, as well as how they may partake in 

shaping gender identity. Before turning on the projector, Swanilda had found and put on 

Coppélia’s red stilettos, blonde wig, and red dress suit. Wearing the outfit, Swanilda 
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observes the projected Coppélia’s hyperfeminized dancing and seductive gestures that are 

so quirky they come across as silly: Coppélia places her hands behind her head, shakes 

her hips side to side, and playfully touches her hair and face. At one point, Coppélia 

doggy paddles her hands in front of her face, in an exaggerated “girl” fighting, flirtatious 

manner, as though to say, “Oh stop, don’t!” Swanilda watches with great interest and 

eventually tries to learn the movements herself. Occasionally giggling and clearly 

amused, Swanilda mimics some of Coppélia’s actions. Yet, soon after, Dr. Coppélius 

comes home and advances towards Swanilda, who backs away still facing him, strips 

down, grabs her clothes, and runs out of the apartment, exposing her baggy, white 

underwear.  

The type of femininity Coppélia exudes in this scene is one Swanilda can literally 

try on and practice; it is not natural but rather stylized acts, as Butler would have it, that 

Swanilda performs. This moment both shows the effects hyperreality can have on 

unmediated life and concurrently introduces the concept of gender performativity to the 

choreography, pointing to simulacra’s role in constructing gender representations that 

then become perceived reality. What is most notable about the scene though is 

Swanilda’s inability to perfectly match Coppélia with her brunette hair sticking out from 

the blonde wig, and her orange shirt and socks clashing with the red costume. The white 

underwear at the end seems to illustrate this best. Many people associate “granny panties” 

with affordability and a comfort-over-style attitude; Swanilda is not some Victoria's 

Secret model running off in a lacy, expensive thong. She comes across as very average, 

which translates to a type of realness Coppélia (and the femininity she represents) lacks. 
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Swanilda attempts to take on the femininity Coppélia represents but never fully achieves 

the task. Here we can see the way Coppélia, the simulacrum, influences Swanilda’s real 

decisions, but also, how the two figures next to one another keep the comparison of real 

and artificial somewhat intact.  

This highlighted difference is just one more effect of simulacra, which function 

partly to uphold the idea of an outside reality that is actually constructed as well. 

Toffoletti unpacks this point further saying, 

One of the consequences of simulation, Baudrillard tells us, is that we can’t speak 

about the real outside of simulation because it is simulation that makes the real 

possible. Simulation therefore operates to maintain the illusion of reality. . . . This 

is the power and paradox of simulation: its potential to approximate reality, while 

maintaining no referent in reality. So while simulation undermines origins, it also 

operates to perpetuate myths of origins and authenticity by upholding the 

appearance of a real. (2007, 36)  

This means the simulacrum compared to the real thing provides a sense of stability and 

certainty that the real exists, even when it does not, for much of the “real” itself has 

become constructed off of other simulacra. The above scene between the mediated 

Coppélia and Swanilda demonstrates this fact. Coppélia’s fake femininity is compared to 

Swanilda’s real femininity, but with consideration to gender’s performativity (something 

established during Swanilda’s dress-up and performed actions), Swanilda’s femininity 

appears as a type of simulacrum as well, since it is a chain of signs with no real original, 

no origin. Neither femininity is in fact “real.”  
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In the scenes that follow, all divisions between real and fake dissolve, and 

hyperreality becomes even clearer. Franz sneaks in through the window, which leads to a 

brief fight with Dr. Coppélius, as the projected Coppélia looms in the background. She 

starts curling up her index finger as though to say come closer. The camera zooms in on 

her face as her lips form to a kiss. Unable to control himself, Franz runs over to the 

projection screen and kisses her enormous lips. Dr. Coppélius pulls him away. Coppélia 

repeats the gesture, and this time, Dr. Coppélius kisses the screen. Then, as though in 

approval of one another’s bizarre actions, the men sit down to drink champagne together 

like old friends. The screen Coppélia pops a bottle of champagne too. She cheers the 

camera, and the two men cheers her back. The men drink until they pass out. Coppélia 

pours out each champagne glass she fills and multiplies into more Coppélias.  

This set-up of the men intimately watching a projected woman resembles 

pornographic activities, where pornography in and of itself typifies the concepts of 

simulation (Baudrillard [1979] 1990, 35). As Baudrillard explains, “Pornographic 

voyeurism is not a sexual voyeurism, but a voyeurism of representation” ([1979] 1990, 

29). With editing, acting, and camera shots, such films display situations and angles in a 

repetitive, always available, fashion; something real sex could never do. Pornography’s 

attraction partly depends on its hyperreality; this is why Baudrillard calls it a “voyeurism 

of representation;” the medium recycles images and ideas of sex that then become 

masturbatory realities, as well as expectations or desires in the real world. Here, the men 

respond in the unmediated world by kissing the projection screen as though it is a real 

woman. Rather to them, Coppélia is real; for in hyperreality, the simulacrum—the image 
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or representation—replaces the real. This becomes fully realized in the dream sequence 

that follows.  

Once the men pass out, the film enters what we assume is a dream sequence due 

to periodic shots of the sleeping men. The scene begins with twenty-four Coppélias filing 

in, as Franz and Dr. Coppélius curiously watch in fear. The Coppélias are made up of 

male and female dancers all wearing the same outfit and blonde wig. Their faces remain 

expressionless, as they perform sharp, simple movements in grouped unison: stepping a 

foot out then moving it back in, sitting down and standing up, crossing and uncrossing 

legs, dusting something off of their skirts. Like the original Coppélia, the beginning 

movements feel very robotic. Eventually the dancers all form into two lines and quickly 

walk toward the men, backing them closer to the wall. The men now resemble Swanilda 

being confronted earlier by Dr. Coppélius. After making two loud sighs, the Coppélias’ 

body language softens, and they smile. This is the first time the men feel at ease. Two 

male Coppélias lead the men to sofa chairs and assist them in taking off their shoes. They 

sit and watch the Coppélia group sway their hips and pulse their pelvises forward. The 

video zooms in on one dancer’s behind, which then takes over the entire screen. Franz 

and Dr. Coppélius smile and attempt to grab some of the performers, who soon sit on the 

men’s laps and stroke their faces.  

Eventually, Franz stands to partner a handful of female Coppélias. The first 

Coppélia’s legs remain in a parallel position, as though Franz lifted her in the middle of 

walking. She is stiff; her feet are flexed, and her arms are down by her side. More and 

more Coppélias step forward to take turns, but consistently, there is no “dancing” per se 
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between the two. It is mostly just Franz lifting and placing Coppélias down. While this 

occurs, a group of Coppélias surround Dr. Coppélius in balletic, leg extension poses, all 

with their crotches facing him. A few get on their hands and knees, as another group lifts 

and places Dr. Coppélius across the human table. Lying across five dancers, he rolls off 

onto the floor. The dancers then sit up and lie back on him like a five-woman blanket. 

While this is depicted as a dream, uncertainty abounds. The fact they are 

experiencing the same dream indicates perhaps a more encompassing definition of the 

word; I believe this dream sequence illustrates hyperreality. The men experience the 

simulated Coppélias as entirely real, so much so, that they too now exist within the same 

reality as the Coppélias. Here, Coppélia functions as a representation of a type of 

femininity or “woman” that these men can use as a sexualized (crotches, hips, and 

bottoms to ogle) and literal object (furniture to lift or lie on). Yet, the presence of male 

Coppélias constantly reiterates that this femininity is performative, inferring that both the 

female and male Coppélias are in drag, something which was established earlier on with 

Swanilda’s performance as well. This continually reminds the viewer of gender’s 

performativity and that Coppélia represents a constructed entity, a simulacrum; in other 

words, it reminds us that we are viewing hyperreality.  

Up to this point, the ballet has shown how simulations might affirm patriarchal 

desires, yet the ballet ends on a different note that suggests simulations also hold 

potential for feminist action, evoking Haraway’s concept of cyborg. Like the cyborg, 

Coppélia is a hybrid of woman and machine. Also, Marin’s Coppélias multiply, which is 

unique to this version of the ballet. They enter the space as though they are coming off a 
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factory conveyor belt, but no equipment is in sight. This hints at a type of construction 

beyond the industrial age—one that seemingly buds on its own in an uncontrollable 

fashion—and calls to mind Haraway’s cyborg that has “more to do with regeneration” 

than reproduction (1991, 181). The incorporation of drag relates the Coppélias to cyborgs 

as well, as it shows an additional layer of bending binary lines; the Coppélias reveal 

gender’s performativity, denaturalizing it and exposing the instability of boundaries.  

The clearest display of the Coppélias’ cyborgian feminist potential, though, 

occurs in the final portion of the men’s hyperreal dream sequence. After the partnering 

section, Franz attempts to kiss the Coppélias but keeps being pulled away by another and 

another, until finally a male Coppélia kisses him. Franz falls back onto the floor, and the 

Coppélias begin cackling like witches. The frightened men cling together, as the red suits 

whisper in a football huddle. After devising their plan, the Coppélias sit the men into 

chairs and take off their pants. Then, a game of monkey in the middle ensues with the 

men attempting to reclaim their clothing. With the men now standing, the Coppélias dress 

them in costumes: Dr. Coppélius has a rose placed behind his ear and is given a black fan 

and green shawl; Franz is put in a kilt and told to sit down.  

Next, a bolero plays. In the original, this marks Swanilda’s (as Coppélia) lively, 

Spanish solo for Dr. Coppélius. Marin’s choreography reverses the scenario, and the 

Coppélias sit to watch Dr. Coppélius as he flirtatiously fans himself and smiles. With 

deep knee bends, he rotates the fan downward to cover his crotch. The Coppélias laugh 

and join the dance. At one point, Dr. Coppélius lies sideways in a classic glamour pose 

fanning himself on a coffee table, as the Coppélias lift it up and parade him around. All 
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the while, Franz sits awkwardly on the couch alone. Once the Coppélias appear 

consumed by Dr. Coppélius, Franz attempts to sneak out the door, but a giggling 

Coppélia intercepts and pushes him back saying (in the first and only full English 

sentence of the ballet), “Is that a gun you have in your pocket or are you just glad to see 

me?” Laughter breaks out, as she grabs Franz’s hand and leads him into the “dance” 

space. A gigue (intended as a Scottish jig) begins, and Franz rapidly beats his legs in a 

petite allegro. The Coppélias clap along with his movements as Franz performs the most 

balletic solo of the entire piece. He tries escaping their circle, but the Coppélias 

persistently block him. The back and forth continues until Franz executes three barrel 

jumps in a circle, each supported by a male Coppélia; after which, he runs out the door as 

the Coppélias laugh at him. Next, we see Franz waking up in Dr. Coppélius’s apartment. 

The tables turn by the end of Marin’s revised second act, as the cyborg Coppélias 

show their capability to disrupt earlier power dynamics. In the original ballet, Swanilda 

dressed as Coppélia wreaks havoc in Dr. Coppélius’s workshop; she knocks automata 

over and dances around with a sword and the alcohol bottle used to drug Franz. To pacify 

Swanilda, Dr. Coppélius gives her dress-up items, and she performs the bolero and gigue 

solos for him. Marin’s Coppélias reverse the gaze, strip the men down, and force them to 

perform (clearly alluding to Giselle’s wilis, who make men dance until they die).  

Franz becomes fearful of this shift and flees the hyperreal space to return to 

“reality.” Dr. Coppélius, however, seems to enjoy it and remains, but shortly after, the 

Coppélias dance out of the room, abandoning him. Once this happens, we see Dr. 

Coppélius looking from a window (still in the dream space) at Franz and Swanilda 
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reconciling. Then the window becomes his “real” apartment window, and Dr. Coppélius 

returns to the table, where the projector is still running, and watches as the Coppélias run 

around the city (before they were isolated to one apartment space). They eventually 

disappear behind a building, and Dr. Coppélius sits by himself watching a screen that 

says “Fin” on it.  

Does this ending demonstrate the cyborg Coppélias’ agential and feminist 

potential to disrupt the men’s hyperreality? Their actions cause Franz to return to 

“reality” and, even though it is slightly delayed, additionally cause Dr. Coppélius to do 

the same. The Coppélias’ final escape and disappearance into the city also denotes their 

newfound empowerment. Yet, as I have argued, considering this depicts the men’s 

hyperreal experience, is Coppélia’s ability to reverse gender power dynamics just another 

part of the men’s understanding of “woman”? In other words, if Coppélia is a simulacrum 

of femininity, that has become real to the men, are all of her actions just part of the same 

constructed idea or representation? This may explain why Dr. Coppélius enjoys being 

humiliated by and dancing for the Coppélias; perhaps it is his sado-masochistic fantasy, 

and the moment of disruption is not caused by the Coppélias, but by a break in how the 

two men envision ideal femininity differently.   

The confusion we face in viewing the ballet’s ending exemplifies the 

disintegrating borders of real and fake in hyperreality, which after all, seems to be the 

ballet’s point. Interestingly, it is also this moment of uncertainty that encourages self-

reflection on our own experience of hyperreality. Marin’s decision to remake Coppélia as 

a dance for camera situates us in this position. We do not watch “real” bodies on stage 
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but digitized images of people and, at times, with the projection screen, images of 

images, a film of a film. Consumed by simulation, for that hour we sink into the film’s 

reality, which then we can juxtapose with our own unmediated reality, as a confirmation 

that we live in the “real”—even when that real itself is often constructed on 

representations, images, signs. Marin places the viewer into an example of hyperreality, 

or rather, exposes how we are already “really” there.   

Organic Flesh and Metal Bones: An Exploration of Body Boundaries 

From nineteenth century automata to plastic surgery and hyperreality, the ballet 

Coppélia continues to explore ways technology affects notions of the human body and 

experience. Entering into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the ballet has changed 

to depict a posthuman existence. No longer just portraying the automaton’s construction 

as a parallel to the human body, Brandsen’s version of Coppélia explicitly reveals the 

human body’s malleability within transhuman, body modifying practices. Dismembered 

limbs, nose jobs, and fake breasts, the ballet positions the human body as pliable, usable 

matter. From visceral to virtual, Marin’s Coppélia dissolves the human body into 

mediated forms and performative notions, hinting at the cyborg’s challenge to patriarchal 

structures within this space. Both ballets explore concepts of the “real” and suggest that 

“real” and “fake” are no longer distinguishable within posthumanism, whether it be 

through the physical human body, as in plastic surgery, or through the experience of 

simulation, causing hyperreality. 
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CHAPTER V 

MAGUY MARIN’S POSTHUMAN CINDERELLA:  

THINGNESS, GROTESQUERIE, AND CYBORGS1 

How artists choreograph on the female body continues to be a relevant topic in the 

dance world (Burke 2017). Female performers, consciously or inadvertently, must 

negotiate larger societal inequalities every time they step onstage. These injustices 

include experiences of being degraded into a sexualized object. Performance studies 

scholars such as Rebecca Schneider (1997) and Uri McMillan (2015) explore ways 

women performers and activists can resist these issues of objectification. Schneider 

(1997), for example, looks at the explicit performing body as a means for women to 

manifest and re-present their own cultural construction through a type of self-

objectification. Similarly, in the context of black feminist art, McMillan (2015) 

investigates how some performers have evoked their own “objecthood” for the purposes 

of social critique. Both scholars suggest that a subversive power lies in drawing attention 

to objectification through a type of hyper-objectification. This practice satirically 

illuminates the body’s performativity and gender’s artifice and, therefore, the instability 

of the male-female power structure that produces negative forms of female 

objectification. Scholars in literary studies, such as Mary Russo (1986), offer an 

 
1 The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published and is available in Dance 

Chronicle, 2017, DOI: 10.1080/01472526.2017.1369299 
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additional feminist technique for change. Russo suggests that women performing the 

grotesque body—“the open, protruding, extended, secreting body, the body of becoming, 

process, and change”—have the potential to “destabilize the idealizations of female 

beauty” (1986, 221). The theatrical use of the female grotesque body, as with the use of 

hyper-objectification, can draw attention to hidden prejudices and thereby confront 

gender norms.  

 In this essay, I argue that French choreographer Maguy Marin utilizes the 

strategies of hyper-objectification and grotesquerie in her ballet Cendrillon (Cinderella, 

1985) to expose the many layers of body and gender construction that dancers embody 

on- and offstage, and implicitly, those processes in larger society. Through analysis of the 

ballet’s choreography and elements of design, I posit ways Marin subverts notions of 

idealized Western ballet body types of the late twentieth century—for audiences and 

dancers alike. In doing so, Marin addresses larger conversations about the ballerina’s 

agency onstage. In my argument, Marin accomplishes this by disrupting objectification of 

dancers’ bodies, and by inference, women’s bodies. I parse out objectification’s two 

subtly different, but always intertwined, meanings: one, a person can be objectified or 

mentally turned into a sex object by a viewer; and two, a person’s body can be used as a 

material object. I claim Marin addresses both of these facets throughout Cinderella.  

 First, Marin juxtaposes grotesque costumes and the implicit script of perfect ballet 

body proportions. By denying spectators the display and consumption of stereotypes of 

feminine beauty, desirability, and sex appeal, Marin challenges the processes of visual 

objectification and uncovers what society typically deems as appropriate or inappropriate 
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for ballet. The second type of objectification Marin tackles relates to choreographer-

dancer and teacher-dancer dynamics. Here, Marin broaches her own choreographic 

authority over the dancers’ actions through metatheatre, a type of theatrical self-

reflexivity. In this way, she acknowledges her role of director and choreographer to show 

how these relationships potentially objectify the dancer. The doll costuming again 

functions as an important part of the process. Marin hyper-objectifies her dancers as 

playthings in order to critique the systems that objectify them as bodies to be molded and 

manipulated in the first place.  

 Marin highlights the complexity of a ballet dancer as both art object and 

performing subject, but more importantly, I suggest, she hints at the possibility of going 

beyond dualistic notions of subject-object entirely. Choreographed around the same time 

Donna Haraway began developing her “Cyborg Manifesto,” 1983–1984, Cinderella 

additionally addresses the relationship between humans and technology.2 I believe that 

Haraway’s posthuman standpoint complicates the work done by Marin’s dramatis 

personae. The dolls dialogue not only with ballet aesthetics, but also with specific 

theories regarding cyborgian, posthuman construction of the body, where lines of 

separation between outside and inside, organic and inorganic, blur and dichotomies 

between human and nonhuman, subject and object, fade (Haraway 1991, 177). Whether 

from an animal, environmental, or technological perspective, posthuman studies espouse 

this binary troubling (Halberstam and Livingston 1995; Braidotti 2002, 214; Braidotti 

 
2 For information on the work’s creation during 1983 and 1984, see Haraway’s (1991) 

note 1 on page 243. 
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2013). Both human and nonhuman, the cyborg in many ways exemplifies this 

destabilization (Braidotti 2002, 17, 214; Toffoletti 2007, 20-21). However, when lines of 

object-subject break down, what is left? Performance studies scholar André Lepecki 

(2012) would say we are left with things. In the course of this essay, I argue that Marin’s 

Cinderella functions within a posthuman reality to actually empower the dancers through 

their doll “thingness.” First, however, I shall place Marin’s Cinderella within the context 

of her career and larger body of work.  

Grotesquerie Meets Sparkling Pointe Shoes 

At the age of eight, Maguy Marin began her classical ballet training at the 

Toulouse Conservatoire in Toulouse, France (Garraghan 1999, 149). She continued her 

studies in Paris with Nina Vyroubova before dancing professionally with the Strasbourg 

Opéra Ballet in 1969 (Kisselgoff 1987; Poesio 2011, 244). A year later, Marin joined 

Maurice Béjart’s Mudra school in Brussels (Riding 1996). From 1974 to 1977, Marin 

danced soloist roles for Béjart’s Ballet du XXe Siècle and performed briefly with Micha 

van Hoecke’s theater group Chandra in 1974 (Kisselgoff 1987; Poesio 2011, 244). 

During her time with Béjart, Marin started to explore her own choreographic voice with 

Yu-ku-ri (1976). She later won first prize for Evocation (1977) at Switzerland’s Nyon 

Choreography Competition and first prize for Nieblas de Niño (1978) at France’s 

Bagnolet International Choreography Competition (Garraghan 1999, 149). These 

experiences led her to found, with Daniel Ambash in 1978, Le Ballet Théâtre de l’Arche, 

the company that would become Compagnie Maguy Marin in 1984 (Poesio 2011, 244). 

While setting choreography on and directing her own company, Marin also created works 
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for the Dutch National Ballet, the Paris Opera Ballet, the Nederlands Dans Theater, and 

the Lyon Opera Ballet. 

 Dance critics often align Marin’s choreography with Nouvelle Danse Française 

(New French Dance) and dance theater traditions (Craine and Mackrell 2010). Many 

compare Marin to the German choreographer Pina Bausch, calling her performances the 

“French answer to Tanztheater” (Poesio 2011, 240). When faced with this comparison, 

Marin explains their thematic differences saying, “Pina Bausch’s dance theater is fixed in 

a moment in time. Her performers are dressed in clothes from the 1950’s. . . . I like this 

nostalgia, but I need to open the door, to see what is further down the road” (Kisselgoff 

1987). Giannandrea Poesio reiterates this difference between the choreographers when he 

states that Bausch functions within “the canons of German Expressionism” whereas 

Marin’s style constantly changes  (2011, 240). For example, the performance aesthetic 

and movement language in Marin’s May B (1981), an Expressionist piece based on 

Samuel Beckett plays such as Endgame (1957), looks quite different from that of her 

Groosland (1989), which reflects back to her ballet training (Cousineau 1994; Poesio 

2011, 241). But even within Marin’s permutable style, Cinderella, arguably her “biggest 

hit,” stands out as an anomaly (Riding 1996). 

 The Lyon Opera Ballet premiered Cinderella in 1985. It is a story ballet with an 

elaborate set, clear balletic positions, and even pointe work. Most, if not all, of Marin’s 

other works lack this abundance of ballet signifiers, especially the pointe shoes. 

According to New York Times critic Anna Kisselgoff, Marin creates a “doll’s-eye vision 

of ‘Cinderella’” (1987). The set, designed by Montserrat Casanova, appears to be a giant, 
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three-story dollhouse, and the entire cast performs dressed as dolls. Yet, these dancing 

dolls differ significantly from those of Arthur Saint-Léon’s Coppélia (1870) and Léonide 

Massine’s La Boutique Fantasque (1919). Marin’s dolls look worn and dirty, like the 

toys you might find hiding in your grandmother’s attic. Designed by Monique Luyton, 

the costuming includes grotesque masks with artificial, matted hair glued to otherwise 

bald heads. Made to resemble porcelain, the masks appear hard but breakable. Most 

dancers also sport padded bodysuits created by Montserrat Casanova. This padding 

reshapes the dancers’ bodies, hiding muscles resulting from years of dance training, 

exaggerating certain proportions, and diminishing others.  

 Marin’s Cinderella first came to the United States in 1987, and during that same 

year, returned to New York City to celebrate its hundredth performance (Anderson 1987). 

French television networks aired the anniversary performance, and the videotape of this 

event, released in 1989, serves as the primary source for this essay. Cinderella still tours 

internationally and had a showing in 2015 at the University of Michigan (UMS Dance). 

According to Janice Steinberg of the Los Angeles Times, critics have had anything but 

“lukewarm” responses to Marin’s Cinderella throughout its years of touring (1992). 

Steinberg refers to dance critic and historian Camille Hardy’s remark that Marin’s 

Cinderella employs novelty for novelty’s sake, as well as music and dance critic Martin 

Bernheimer’s comment that the ballet “‘raped and trivialized’” the original Prokofiev 

score (Steinberg 1992). (Bernheimer refers to the baby gurgles and giggles that composer 

Jean Schwarz superimposes on Prokofiev’s work.) At the same time, New York Times 

dance critics Jack Anderson (1987) and Kisselgoff (1987) call the ballet “magical” and 
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“dazzling.” And, in the context of discussing his own Cinderella (1997), choreographer 

Matthew Bourne describes Marin’s version as “so beautiful” (Bourne and Macaulay 

2011, 302). 

 The fascination surrounding Marin’s Cinderella often stems from her unique 

adaptation of the story. The Cinderella tale itself has a diverse history.3 Marin explains 

that her choreographic process began by researching this lineage:  

I found that “Cinderella” is a Chinese story from the Middle Ages, and there is a 

Tibetan version from which Perrault took out the cruelty . . . Grimm kept some of 

the violence. In the Tibetan version, Cinderella killed her mother, who comes 

back as a white cow to protect her.  

I read all this and did “nothing” with this—because I didn’t want to 

become involved in a psychoanalytic story. (Kisselgoff 1987) 

With many different Cinderella stories to pull from, Marin tailored her own, while still 

incorporating familiar themes: a deceased mother, a cruel stepfamily, and a lost shoe. 

However, in Marin’s narrative, Cinderella’s father is alive, and her mother’s spirit returns 

as the Fairy Godmother (Kisselgoff 1987). Marin additionally challenges the notion of 

the typical prince character:  

The theme of “Cinderella” has to do with something that bothers me a lot. . . . 

Why is Cinderella obliged to become a princess to be happy? It’s love that is most 

important. There is a social resonance in these fairy tales—suggesting that if you 

 
3 For more on the historical and cultural development of the Cinderella tale, see Dundes 

1982; Maggi 2015; Dutheil de la Rochère, Lathey, and Woźniak 2016. 
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are poor, you can’t be happy. The wealthy prince signifies happiness. I made the 

prince in my production pure too, and surrounded by bad people . . . . He’s not 

responsible for his money. I took him out of his context. (Kisselgoff 1987) 

Frustrated with the classist theme, Marin fashions a humble Prince. He timidly interacts 

with Cinderella and lacks the commanding presence found in other noble male ballet 

leads. The Prince further resists stereotypical masculine images of large muscles and 

defined jawlines with his baby doll face and zero body padding. Both Cinderella and the 

Prince demonstrate a sense of helplessness, which captivates the audience.  

 In Marin’s plot, as in well-known versions such as Frederick Aston’s Cinderella 

(1948), the stepfamily bullies Cinderella and then departs to attend the ball. However, 

rather than a ball, Marin’s characters leave for the Prince’s birthday party. Meanwhile, a 

gift from Cinderella’s father becomes the Fairy Godmother, who provides Cinderella 

with a new pink tutu, an electric toy car, and a pair of pink, shimmering pointe shoes. 

With her new attire, Cinderella heads to the party, where the Prince falls in love with her. 

When the clock strikes midnight, Cinderella disappears, leaving behind a pointe shoe. 

The Prince searches for Cinderella and eventually finds her. The Fairy Godmother 

marries the two, and presumably they live happily ever after. 

 In an intriguing twist to the Cinderella tale, Marin portrays the story through the 

eyes of a child; however, her adaptation is by no means “sugary” (Kisselgoff 1987). 

Instead, the ballet renders the complex feelings and memories surrounding childhood—a 

mixture of naiveté and darkness. As Marin explains, “It was very nice to be a child, but at 

the same time I was scared of many things. So the dolls here are not all very nice dolls” 
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(Kisselgoff 1987). These “bad” dolls plot against Cinderella; they steal one another’s 

lollipops and push each other around like misbehaving toddlers. At times, this coincides 

with babies cooing in the sound score, which adds to the oddity. Here are adult dancers, 

in the form of adult-sized dolls with mature features, acting like toddlers in an adult 

storyline, while baby sounds play in the background. The indeterminacy of age, the clash 

between behavior, appearance, and sound, creates a space for both humor and disgust, 

making it a prime example of grotesquerie (Edwards and Graulund 2013, 3-6).  

 The grotesque provokes anxiety and uncertainty. According to literary scholars 

Justin D. Edwards and Rune Graulund, its “topsy-turvy” depiction of reality destabilizes 

the status quo and interrogates assumed separations of “normal and abnormal” (2013, 9). 

The grotesque leads one to question the very concept of normalcy, which is always 

culturally, historically, and aesthetically specific (Edwards and Graulund 2013, 12). In 

this instance, Cinderella’s grotesquerie challenges aesthetic norms of Western ballet 

bodies. With Casanova’s costumes and Luyton’s masks, even the “very nice” dolls 

exhibit grotesquerie through distorted body proportions, juxtaposing small heads and 

protruding bodies, or thin bodies with large, bobbleheads.4 Marin’s choreography works 

with these grotesque costumes to create a feminist production that not only exposes 

layers of body objectification, but also discovers ways to counter them.  

 

 
4 In considering characteristics of the grotesque, one could argue that the ballet body 

actually aligns with the grotesque body. Although it lies beyond the scope of this article, 

one could examine current ballet aesthetics—such as hyperextension, legs stretched past 

heads, and high arches bulging from pointe shoes—as forms of grotesquerie. 
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Object-Subject 1: Disrupting Beautiful Bodies on Display 

A rich scholarship on feminist perspectives of ballet exists within dance studies 

(Daly 1987a; Daly 1987b; Foster 1996; Meglin 1997; Banes 1998; Fisher 2007). Feminist 

dance scholars investigate the ballerina’s level of agency through various methods, such 

as choreographic analysis, narrative analysis, historical contextualization, and/or 

qualitative studies of dancers’ lived experiences. Those employing semiotic readings 

focus on the pas de deux to exemplify ballet’s male-female interactions and instances in 

which a ballerina may be objectified.5 They point out that, during many classical and 

neoclassical pas de deux, a male dancer physically manipulates and assists a ballerina, 

while visually showcasing her technique, body lines, and desirability to the audience. In 

this way, objectifications of the ballerina as displayed female and malleable body 

interlace. Looking at Cinderella’s principal pas de deux, which happens at the Prince’s 

party, one notices Marin’s feminist approach to the situation. She shows an equal 

partnership between the dancers and counteracts presentational moments that flaunt the 

ballerina as a desirable art object.  

 Rotating their feet inward and outward, Cinderella and the Prince finish in first 

position facing the audience. Their upper bodies circle like wobbly toys just set down. 

This motion continues as knees bend into a deep plié and then travels into their shoulders 

and chests, which roll in and open out. The choreography creates a sense of vulnerability, 

 
5 Although I use pas de deux structure in a case study of gender analysis, I do not mean to 

suggest that the ballerina is always already a submissive object within its context. Several 

scholars articulate this complexity. See, Jordan and Thomas 1994; Carter 1999; Harris 

2003. 
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a slow emotional reveal, as Cinderella and the Prince explore their new relationship. A 

seemingly accidental touch of the other’s foot initiates an electric shock through the spine 

to the fingertips. They lean into one another, sharing weight, sharing responsibility for 

mutual stability. Soon, like children on a playground, they find themselves in a brief 

game of patty-cake. Separating to either side of the stage, they resume the circular actions 

of their arms and legs that seem to say, “Gee, golly wiz, shucks, I don’t know,” before 

they run back to center. Suddenly, Cinderella leaps to one side, requiring the Prince to 

catch her, and a sequence of lifts ensues. The Prince eventually supports Cinderella from 

behind as they both sit back onto the floor, their torsos pressed against one another. The 

dancers lay flat, before intimately peeling their upper bodies away from the floor in a 

wave-like motion. The Prince reclines once more to use his feet to assist Cinderella to a 

standing position. Cinderella then sits on them, and he elevates her into the air. Offsetting 

this presentational moment, Cinderella’s feet awkwardly fidget, as though her ankles 

were itchy, and she adjusts invisible sleeves. She then hops off her makeshift chair, hoists 

the Prince up from underneath his armpits, and the two shy dolls dance side by side. 

 Cinderella and the Prince begin their pas de deux by mirroring one another’s 

movements, and moments of sharing weight visually disclose their reciprocal reliance.6 

Similarly, the pas de deux finishes with the pair performing identical steps. Rather than 

ending in an exquisitely asymmetrical pose, modeling the ballerina’s beauty and the 

danseur’s strength, Marin directs the audience’s attention to the symmetry and parity 

 
6 While partnering in general requires mutual reliance, not all partnering visually displays 

this fact to the audience.  
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within the couple. The middle of the pas de deux, however, does more traditional ballet 

partnering, such as lifts, drags on pointe, and a penché. From the audience’s perspective, 

the Prince supports Cinderella throughout these actions. This is not to say that the 

ballerina performing the role is a passive object during such traditional movements. A 

female dancer must acquire intricate technique and muscular strength for successful 

partnering. Yet, ballet’s aesthetic often conceals dancers’ physical efforts—a norm Marin 

adheres to throughout the pas de deux as well. However, Marin visually establishes the 

ballerina’s agency with a clear moment of consent before any lifts occur.  

 Cinderella and the Prince stand next to each other. Both bashfully glance away 

before Cinderella makes a move. She fearlessly jumps to the side, requiring the Prince to 

catch her. It is Cinderella who initiates the transition to more traditional partnering. The 

Prince only guides Cinderella’s body after she permits it. Moreover, the choreography 

downplays these instances of female presentational lifts. For example, toward the end, 

instead of elegantly extending her limbs in space while supported by the Prince’s feet, 

Cinderella first fidgets and then hops off like a child.  

 The costuming, as well, interferes with the audience’s tendency to view the 

dancers as beautiful objects on display. Cinderella’s upper body padding completely 

erases her collarbone and chest. It also distorts many elegant, balletic poses. During 

partnered lifts, the padding rises up, elevating Cinderella’s shoulder line and shortening 

her neckline. She loses the lusciousness of her épaulement, which is only further 

interrupted by her mask’s protruding forehead. Such bulges and bulbous shapes counter 

expectations of the streamlined ballet body of the twentieth century.  
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 Why would a woman choreographer feel the need to critique ballet’s dictums 

about appropriate female bodies?  

 In the 1980s, the “medicalization” of the field of dance, with new specialties like 

dance medicine and science, initiated an increased concern for the dancer’s wellbeing. 

Books by physician Lawrence M. Vincent (1979) and journalist and healthcare specialist 

Suzanne Gordon (1983), discussing “behind the curtain” realities like eating disorders, hit 

the shelves. In popular culture, Gelsey Kirkland’s scandalous autobiography, Dancing on 

My Grave, caused a stir, illuminating the sex, drugs, and bodily discipline endemic to the 

field, including Balanchine’s adage on suitable body weight for female dancers, in 

particular: “Must see the bones” (1986, 56). The dance world was beginning to respond 

to an era (1960–1980s) of particularly thin dancer requirements. This heightened social 

awareness of the negative institutional and cultural pressures placed on female dancers 

peaked in the 1990s and early 2000s with lawsuits and publicity concerning dancers’ 

deaths (Dunning 1997; Segal 2001; Thomas 2003, 162-163). In short, Marin’s Cinderella 

responded to a larger ballet discourse of the period and, more broadly, to significant work 

arising from Western feminist studies researching body image (see, for example, Bordo 

1993).  

 With regard to her 1981 piece, May B, Marin states, “Bodies in ballet are so 

perfect, young and beautiful. I felt that dance concerns all bodies” (Dekel 2014). Here, 

Marin acknowledges her desire to expand notions of the dancing body, with specific 

reference to ballet bodies. In the course of discussing Marin’s Groosland, art and media 

theoretician Marko Pejović broaches this same theme, claiming that Marin radically 



 118 

deconstructs the ballet body “within ballet itself” (2015, 65). Premiered four years after 

Cinderella, Groosland also incorporates padded bodysuits, although in this case, identical 

obese fat-suits. Pejovic argues that the fat-suits divulge certain physical truths ballet 

hopes to hide, such as gravity’s pull and the body’s materiality. He additionally mentions 

the performers’ frustration in adjusting to their costumes, something the dancers of 

Cinderella must navigate as well (Pejović 2015, 65).   

 Consider how these unusual costumes affect the dancer’s balance and positioning, 

and the additional rehearsals needed to grow accustomed to such changes. Western 

concert dance techniques require committed bodily practice, rituals of repetitive 

movements that embody legacies of artists and hold distinct cultural, political, and 

aesthetic resonance.7 Dancers’ assimilation of these culturally inscribed acts physically 

shapes and gives material form to their bodies. Apropos here is philosopher Judith 

Butler’s (1988; [1990] 2006) notion of performativity, in which identities such as gender 

stem from reiterated stylized acts that become, or rather are always becoming, what are 

perceived as “natural” states. Dance scholars Ann Cooper Albright (1997) and Beatrice 

Allegranti (2011) separately build on Butler’s pivotal theory to argue that dance, as the 

study of movement, holds unique potential to shift certain cultural materializations by 

disrupting the normalizing process.  

 I believe Marin’s Cinderella illustrates this transformative possibility. Sweat 

building up under masks and soaking into padded bodysuits, Marin’s dancers must move 

 
7 For an example of this process, see Casey 2013. 
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with materially extended bodies. With extra bulk, they become grotesque dolls enacting 

movements that qualitatively disrupt normative ballet aesthetics, while remaining in the 

contextual frame of ballet performance. Such altered embodiment breaks the cycle of 

ballet’s stylized acts, resulting in a materially modified experience for the dancers. 

Moreover, it registers in the vicarious kinesthetic experience of audience members as 

well.  

Object-Subject 2: Behind the Curtain of Choreography’s Construction 

Throughout Cinderella, Marin satirizes ballet’s performative practices, which 

speaks to another subject-object discussion within dance studies: the relationship between 

dancer and choreographer/teacher. During an interview, Marin describes her own 

relationship to her dancers as one of respect (Maguy Marin 1996, 12:48-13:26). 

Moreover, she promotes an inclusive approach to choreography, in which dancers 

contribute to the creative process (Maguy Marin 1996, 9:39-10:30). Marin’s valuing of 

dancers as artistic collaborators stems from her experiences as a performer: “I would 

never have accepted to be an unthinking puppet” (Maguy Marin 1996, 10:31-10:37). 

With these words, Marin establishes her distain for hierarchal choreographer-dancer 

relationships that objectify the dancer. Lepecki explains this type of inequitable power 

structure saying,  

In dance, the figure of the “manipulative subject” is powerfully linked to the 

authoritative figure of the choreographer, to his or her authorial function in 

dictating steps, controlling gestures, and directing moves to the minutest 

details. . . . Within this specific choreographic economy, the dancer’s subjectivity 
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is seen as always ready for manipulation, as a mere means or as an instrument. It 

is in this sense that a dancer might be assimilated to an object—the dancer 

becomes merely a tool used by the choreographer. (2012, 77)  

In this passage, Lepecki details a dancer-choreographer dynamic in which dancer equates 

to object in relation to the choreographer’s role as subject; in other words, the dancer 

functions as the choreographer’s tool. Her jump offers a color of paint; his arm, an extra 

line. Within certain types of choreographic process, such objectification allows the 

choreographer to distance her or himself from the work in order to aesthetically assess it.  

 At times, ballet instructors encourage dancers to similarly objectify themselves. 

Tropes like “your body is your instrument” frequent studios. Such Cartesian idioms 

disassociate the body from self in an attempt to correct and improve physical alignment 

and to encourage an athletically, aesthetically ready physique.8 They also designate the 

dancer’s body as an independent, malleable object. Many teachers go on to treat the 

dancers’ bodies as objects with physical manipulation. A teacher assists a dancer’s leg to 

achieve an ideal height or pokes a dancer’s upper thigh to cue rotation from the hip and 

not the knee. These examples of objectification hold practical use: the teacher provides a 

tactile cue or reminder to aid the dancer in feeling the positions on his or her own. While 

the dancer always remains an active artist who interprets feedback, embodies concepts, 

and makes individual movement choices within set requirements, the paradox remains. A 

 
8 Cognitive science and embodiment studies dispute body-mind separation, instead 

explaining how humans think through and as their bodies. For more on mind-body 

dualism and embodiment, see Grosz 1994; Lakoff and Johnson 1999; Shusterman 2011. 
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dancer submits to someone else’s directions and becomes that person’s vision as an art 

object, but simultaneously, the dancer actively engages, and at times resists, as a subject. 

Marin comments on this practice by creating, in Kisselgoff words, a “clever parody of 

ballet and ballet teachers,” when three ballerina dolls teach Cinderella how to dance 

before she heads off to the Prince’s party (1987).  

 Picking up stage lights, the glittering pointe shoes shine on Cinderella’s feet. 

Mesmerized by their pink glow, she bends forward. She watches her toes in awe as they 

circle and close fifth, until she slips and falls. With their oversized heads topped by 

enormous, purple buns, three ballerina dolls examine Cinderella. After she completes the 

next phrase with some success, the ballerinas decide to help her. Advancing from behind 

to take her hands, they lift Cinderella into the air. As she lands, the ballerinas arrange her 

into an arabesque. But Cinderella accidently rotates her body and dangles like a rag doll 

hitting the ground. The ballerinas pick her up and swing her back and forth, as though 

they might toss her into the audience. Once set down again, Cinderella remains seated 

until the dolls return and position her to stand: bend right knee, foot to floor, bend left 

knee, foot to floor. They have complete control over Cinderella’s body: they pull her 

from side to side and move her feet into positions. After much physical manipulation, 

poking and prodding, Cinderella dances on her own as the ballerina dolls cue her with 

head nods and spastic hand gestures. Soon, Cinderella spins and tumbles like a preschool 

ballet student during “free dance” time. Once she lands flat on her face, the Fairy 

Godmother comes over and taps Cinderella’s bottom with her wand as if saying, “Get up 

and try again.”  
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 This scene exaggerates common exchanges between a dancer and a 

teacher/choreographer. Cinderella practices certain phrases over and over to better 

embody the movement. A number of times she falls; she fails. The ballerina dolls do not 

give up on her. They mark the movements with their hands and demonstrate it full out; 

they lift her legs and place her arms. While the ballerinas physically maneuver her body, 

Cinderella cocks her head to the side in a curious manner. She appears more intrigued 

than submissive, actively participating in the lesson. While hinting at Cinderella’s 

agency, Marin humorously depicts the experience of learning new ballet movements. 

Here, I suggest that she critiques the objectification of the dancer, while exposing her 

own role as the choreographer. This theme continues when three bald, clown-like dolls 

position both the Prince and Cinderella during the party. The couple remains frozen as 

the clowns contemplate how to place their stiff bodies. Like the ballerina dolls, the clown 

dolls carry and situate the characters as they see fit. Dancers manipulating each other as 

dolls onstage gestures to ways choreographic practices might deny dancers their own 

agency. Marin’s approach here functions as metatheatre; she draws attention to her 

directorship over the piece, and therefore, the performance’s construction.  

 Metatheatre, or metadrama, operates through self-reflexivity (Hornby 1986, 31). 

As theater scholar Richard Hornby explains, dramatists apply techniques, such as a play-

within-a-play or moments when performers directly address the audience, to break the 

show’s illusion of reality (1986, 31). Likely inspired by her interest in Samuel Beckett 
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and theater, Marin incorporates both of these devices into her ballet.9 The film version of 

Cinderella presents two examples of a play-within-a-play. The movie opens with a little 

girl seated on her bed, looking at images in a book. She gazes toward her dollhouse, 

which becomes the stage, and sees the Cinderella tale come to life. The little girl’s 

intense staring reoccurs throughout the film. In a later scene, Cinderella and the ballerina 

dolls sit and view a paper doll play. The paper dolls resemble the other performers in the 

ballet and foreshadow the Prince’s party. In both instances, the audience watches 

watchers. However, as the ballet ends, the audience members witness a strange reversal. 

The entire cast stands at the stage’s edge; some even place their hands on the invisible 

fourth wall. They stare into the audience, acknowledging the presence and involvement 

of the viewers. Marin bares not only her part in constructing the performance but also our 

part in witnessing it. As dance scholars Susan Leigh Foster (1986, 231) and Janet 

Lansdale (2010; Adshead 1988) separately explain, Western concert dance comes 

together as performance and makes meaning through collaboration. The choreography, 

dancers’ performances, and production elements, on the one hand, and the 

historical/cultural/aesthetic resonances embedded in these elements as well as the 

spectators’ prior experiences, on the other hand, together constitute what we call a dance 

performance. Marin’s Cinderella attempts to unveil all of these factors.  

 Marin’s use of metadrama illustrates the complex nature of performance, but the 

effects of witnessing such a production go beyond theater walls. As Marin comments on 

 
9 For connections between Beckett and metatheater, see Guest 2007; Cohn 2012; 

Keshavarz 2012. 



 124 

ballet’s bodies, training, performance, and moments of objectification, she critiques 

larger social issues. In other words, Marin pushes viewers to confront their assumptions 

about ballet aesthetics, which, by implication, invites them to consider how similar 

systems may affect their own lives. For example, Marin’s Cinderella challenges audience 

members to reflect on broader cultural standards for body shape and beauty. Likewise, by 

exposing the dancers’ performativity onstage, Marin points to the processes of our own 

cultural materialization through repetitive movements within institutional frameworks. 

These insights alone are valuable; however, what I find even more impactful are Marin’s 

approaches to destabilizing male-female, subject-object binaries in dance. Her 

commitments to gender and class equity are evident in her revisionist use of pas de deux, 

where her choreography presents a developing partnership grounded in reciprocity as 

opposed to visual asymmetry and one-sided dependency.10 I would argue that Marin’s 

other crucial commitment centers on posthuman philosophy, as embodied by the Fairy 

Godmother character and the doll characters.  

Cyborg 3: Posthuman Philosophy and Object Turned Thing 

One of posthumanism’s fundamental tenets is the decentering of the human being 

as sole subject. This perspective promotes a consideration and respect for the existence of 

other entities, as they inhabit their own realities. Many scholars in animal and 

environmental studies have embraced this concept, and new materialists and object-

oriented ontologists have applied the idea to inorganic matter as well (Bennett 2010; 

 
10 While Marin’s Cinderella promotes gender and class equity, one may critique its 

heteronormative approach and lack of racial diversity.  
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Bogost 2012). On a molecular level, and even culturally, shifts in human-to-object and 

thing-to-thing relations occur over time; in other words, matter changes its form and 

composition. It is lively and self-organizing (Bennett 2010, 7; Braidotti 2013, 60). 

Certain philosophers like Karen Barad (2003) and Erin Manning (2009a) contend that 

both inorganic and organic matter are always in a state of becoming. Matter fluctuates 

constantly, giving rise to new explanations of how it interacts and comes into states of 

perceived stability. In this line of thought, boundaries between outside and inside dissolve 

as, to use Gilles Deleuze and Félix Gauttari’s (1987) term, rhizomatic connections within 

the environment abound. Within this binary dissolution, the notion of becoming functions 

as possible political resistance (May 2003)—a point Haraway (1991) connects to cyborg 

subjectivity as well. I propose that Marin’s cyborgian Fairy Godmother character exhibits 

the concept of becoming and thus takes on subversive potential.  

 Early in the ballet, Cinderella’s father presents a large suitcase to her. Once alone, 

Cinderella begins to investigate it. The suitcase frightens her as it slowly opens and 

closes like a clam and emits fog. With caution and curiosity, Cinderella crawls toward the 

mysterious box. Inside she finds a large rag doll (a dancer enclosed in sown-together 

sheets with a spherical, cotton-filled head on top). Cinderella inspects the white blob and 

decides to hug it. She carries and rolls the rag doll out of the suitcase before leaving to 

watch the paper doll play. In the darkness, glowing lights flicker inside the curled up 

creature, as the audience is transported to a sci-fi scene. The Fairy Godmother, as if 

birthed, rips through the rag-doll material; she squirms out slowly. Blinking lights dress 

her costume, which, like others in this ballet, is a padded bodysuit and mask. Completely 
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bald, she uses a sword as her fairy wand. An unintelligible, broken robotic voice guides 

her steps, which take the form of deep lunges and stiff, sharp, militaristic movements. 

The androgyny of the Fairy Godmother and her metamorphosis in bodily form 

mark her as radical. The character’s bald head and masculine stances, as she brandishes 

the sword, counter her feminine padded hips and thighs, as well as her feminine title of 

“Fairy Godmother” (as named in the DVD scene list). She inhabits two different body 

forms, first the rag doll and later the robotic doll. Such gender ambiguity and hybrid 

materialization are exactly what make her an ideal cyborg, as theorized in the late 1980s. 

For Haraway, the cyborg, “a hybrid of machine and organism,” holds great feminist 

potential through its ability to dissolve binaries (1991, 149). Organic or inorganic, the 

cyborg assumes both and neither; it exists outside of preconceived boundaries between 

nonhuman and human. This fluidity of form ultimately challenges and undermines 

oppressive social structures reliant on dualisms. If such fluidity offers a position capable 

of dismantling binary systems, then the Fairy Godmother character represents a 

subversive force, again, not only for audience members, but also for the dancer 

performing the role.  

 While the other characters lack the direct link to technology and the androgyny of 

the Fairy Godmother, they still complicate boundaries through their performed identities: 

dolls that function without human interaction—in other words, things. As literary scholar 

Bill Brown explains, the differentiation between “object” and “thing” relies on the 

material’s relationship to the human subject (2004, 4). Objects serve a purpose for 

humans and have the potential to become fetishized commodities, while things go 
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unnoticed. For example, the thingness of an object often only becomes clear to humans 

when it breaks. Yet, on a material level, objects are always still things; hence, the 

distinction between object and thing is temporal and dependent on human relations.11 

Bearing this object-thing distinction in mind, Lepecki (2012) considers the political 

potential of becoming a thing, by which he means the circumstances in which one can 

experience the thingness of the human body as it equates to the thingness of nonhuman 

bodies. He studies the recent trend of placing things in the performance space: items, 

trash, human bodies that remain untouched or unused by subject-actors. He claims, 

“Once objects and subjects are both stripped of instrumentality, functionality, value, and 

identity, what they can find proximally is the actual possibility of simply tarrying 

alongside, as thing next to thing” (Lepecki 2012, 81). Using a Deleuzian-inspired 

posthuman lens, we can imagine that Lepecki’s state of “becoming-thing,” or functioning 

outside a subject-object relation, and of recognizing our own inseparability from the 

world around us—including technology, inorganic matter, and nonhuman creatures—

promotes true equality. As mentioned earlier in connection with the cyborg, in this 

utopia, hierarchal systems cease to exist.  

 Looking at Marin’s Cinderella, one could contend that the dolls act on their own 

as things. They dance without power from a magical uncle (as in The Nutcracker) or 

crazy toyshop owner (as in Coppélia) and function independently of non-doll characters. 

 
11 Object-oriented ontology scholar Ian Bogost claims that neither term suits a truly 

posthuman perspective; both “object” and “thing” are defined through the human, which 

disregards the existence of entities outside of human use or understanding (2012, 23–25).  
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In this way, Marin exhibits the doll’s agency. Some object-oriented ontologists might 

argue that this is an anthropomorphizing perspective of doll agency, and therefore, not an 

actual representation of doll matter acting in its own way. It is a human reflection on how 

a doll, which is a thing made of many other things (such as paint, plastic, cotton, etc.), 

would act. If Marin wanted to disclose doll thingness, actual dolls would be onstage 

seemingly doing nothing. Marin includes real dolls and toys as scenery and props, but 

they are not the ballet’s focus. Rather, I believe, Marin aims to discuss ballet dancers 

through dolls. She incorporates elements of thingness to significantly redefine notions of 

objectification, with the purpose of completely shifting how we see and know ballet 

dancers (and by extension human beings) in the first place. The reason this is so 

important comes back to feminist ballet scholarship. Ballerinas have been likened to 

objects, beautiful dolls manipulated onstage. Marin presents a “becoming-thing” version 

of ballet dancers by giving the audience a view of doll agency. The dancers onstage 

flaunt the thingness of dolls, and through such actions, denote their own thingness. This 

posthuman approach alters typical subject-object constructs and empowers the ballerina 

as a result. 

 While offering an idealist perspective that points to nonhuman and human 

thingness, Marin still must interrogate her authoritative role over the ballet and the hired 

dancers. How she does so goes back to her use of metatheatre, costume design, and 

feminist choreography. Aware that objectification may occur in human-to-human or 

human-to-nonhuman relationships, Marin underscores such power structures. She 

demystifies the system at play and her involvement in it by mobilizing dancers who 
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directly address the audience and physically manipulate one another. Additionally, Marin 

takes the climactic pas de deux—normally full of grandiosity—and turns it into a humble, 

awkward duet, which produces a sense of equal partnership. All the while, grotesque 

costumes undercut standard ballet aesthetics, interfering with the ballet dancer’s viewable 

and consumable beauty. The costumes and set design also present us with Marin’s larger 

takeaway: the androgynous cyborg and human and nonhuman thingness. Both challenge 

humanist notions of subject-object dualism, alter dancer materialization, and leave the 

audience with a different understanding of the ballerina—one that highlights her political, 

subversive potential. Marin reveals the possibilities for ballet to critique itself and larger 

social injustices. More than thirty years after Cinderella’s premiere, these ideas continue 

to hold relevance.  

 Feminist choreographers, take note! Ballet holds subversive potential yet to be 

explored.  



 130 

 

 

 

CHAPTER VI 

GROOSLAND: INTRA-ACTING FAT SUITS AND SWEATY SKIN1 

The empty garment, without head and without limbs (a schizophrenic fantasy), is 

death, not the body’s neutral absence, but the body decapitated, mutilated. 

—Roland Barthes, “Erté, or À la Letter” ([1982] 1985, 107) 

 

 The camera cuts to a basement where large plastic sheets hang from the ceiling 

creating a closed-in space. With a rope around its neck and head, a mannequin dangles in 

the shot’s forefront with a deep cut up its spine. Viewers notice the surface disparity 

between the mannequin’s head and large body: The bald head appears hard, shiny, and 

smooth, whereas the body conveys a viscoelastic quality. It seems to be a different 

material altogether, a separate suit even. In the back, what looks like three more 

decapitated naked bodies with large breasts and wide hips hover over dismembered 

mannequin legs and a pile of six or seven more carcasses. This might sound like a scene 

from Silence of the Lambs (Demme, dir. 1991), where Jame “Buffalo Bill” Gumb sews 

patches of female skin together, but it is actually documentation of designer Montserrat 

Casanova constructing costumes for Maguy Marin’s ballet Groosland.2  

 
1 This chapter includes content from a draft of a chapter that has been accepted for 

publication by Oxford University Press in the forthcoming book The Oxford Handbook of 

Contemporary Ballet edited by Kathrina Farrugia-Kriel and Jill Nunes Jensen due for 

publication in 2020. 
 
2 The scene described in the introduction comes from a video titled, “Work in progress 

Groosland: Costumes creation at Theatre du Capitole, Toulouse” at 1:15 minutes 

(Casanova n.d.). 
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Groosland lacks the clear narrative found in Marin’s Cendrillon and Coppélia; 

rather, the ballet centers on doll-like characters dancing together. Before the music starts, 

stage crew members roll out piles of dancers sprawled on platform cart dollies. They 

hoist the dancers up and carry them as dead weight to designated formations. Once 

placed down, the dancers stand motionlessly. Some have their heads dropped, while 

others are caved in at their chests or bent at their waists. However, when Bach’s 

Brandenburg Concertos Nos. 2 and 3 begins, the dancers immediately animate and 

perform a group section, a pas de deux, a group male section, a group “nude” female 

section, and a finale with the entire “nude” cast. Nude here is in quotation marks since the 

exposed skin is not that of the dancers’ but of the costumes’. The opening’s display of 

manipulating dancers as objects reoccurs two more times in the ballet: The male dancers 

haul on inanimate naked female dancers like sacks of potatoes, and a stagehand brings a 

male dancer back on stage after he seemingly left too soon. The characters’ occasional 

inanimateness positions the dancers as dolls (a reoccurring theme for Marin’s ballets), as 

does their identical costumed appearances.  

Groosland’s costumes are the ballet’s main feature and figure strongly in how it 

constructs its meaning. The dancers wear full body suits that are heavily padded, 

extending the stomachs forward on the male costumes and stomachs and thighs outward 

on the female costumes. They are fat suits, “part costume and part prosthesis. . .worn 

underneath the actor’s costume to represent the contours of a fat body” (Reimers 2017, 

161). The ballet’s title itself affirms this reading of the costumes: “Groos-land,” fat land 

or country of fat people (Hassiotis 1998). The costume enlarges the dancers’ bodies until 
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they are what one might consider “fat,” which is of course always a historically, 

medically constructed notion—one with an especially complicated relationship to ballet, 

where concepts of fat and thin are further skewed towards an idealized toned, ultra-thin 

body.  

In the past, Marin has voiced her disdain for the exclusion of dancers based on 

body type or size, particularly in ballet (Cousineau 1994; Riding 1996; Dekel 2014). So 

when Dutch National Ballet commissioned her to choreograph a work in 1989, faced with 

a cast of perceivably thin performers, Marin created Groosland and transformed the 

company into a group of “fat” dancers. She claims that the ballet was meant to “show that 

overweight people could also dance and move with lightness, elegance” (Casanova n.d.). 

How the piece resonates on stage though seems to contradict this goal, considering the 

performers’ actual bodies are culturally-defined as muscular and thin. As a result, some 

interpret the ballet as “parody” (Carter 1996, 51) or satire (Craine and Mackrell 2010, 

295). 

The fatphobic elements within Groosland are certainly present, on stage and also 

markedly in its supplementary and dancer-created footage, but the ballet’s meaning does 

not end there. To fully decipher Groosland’s complexity, I take a new materialist 

perspective, which according to philosophers Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin, 

In terms of artworks. . .would be interested in finding out how the form of content 

(the material condition of the artwork) and the form of expression (the sensations 

as they come about) are being produced in one another. . . .New materialism 

allows for the study of the two dimensions in their entanglement: the experience 
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of a piece of art is made up of matter and meaning. The material dimension 

creates and gives form to the discursive, and vice versa. (2012, 91) 

In other words, calling to mind Haraway’s term “material-semiotic” (1988, 595) and 

Barad’s term “material-discursive” (2003, 810), a new materialist perspective leads one 

to consider both the material, physical nature of the phenomenon, its generated and 

displayed socio-cultural meaning, and the intertwined, self-constituting iterative nature of 

the two. I particularly draw on Barad’s (2003) notion of intra-activity to account for the 

latter point, which details the process-based becoming of all matter, both human and 

nonhuman. Intra-activity reflects upon the relational reliance of entities in constituting 

phenomena: one element does not proceed or define the other; it is their relationship, one 

that remains active, that establishes an event (Kleinmann 2012, 77).  

This type of philosophical framework is essential to understanding the 

multifaceted, at times contradictory, elements at play in Groosland. In analyzing the fat 

suit costume both materially and semiotically and in considering costume-dancer and 

costume-choreography intra-actions, I claim Groosland enacts subversive ballet tactics, 

perpetuates fatphobic tropes, and deeply challenges established notions of bodies and 

objects and their relationship. In the sections that follow, I switch between the material 

and semiotic, accounting for the presence of both and their relationship to one another, 

beginning and ending with the costume itself, which in many ways drives the ballet’s 

meaning and, therefore, remains the focus of this chapter. 
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Classing Fat (suits) with Tutu Flesh 

A costume’s texture, movement, shape, and cultural implications impact the 

performer and how audience members view the work. As a lively object with agency, the 

costume’s materiality influences the dancer’s performance (Barbieri 2012; Barbieri 

2013). As choreographer and leader of the Somatic Movement, Costume & Performance 

Project, Sally E. Dean explains, “The value and resource of costume in both somatics and 

dance are not just in its visual aesthetics but in what it does to the body while wearing 

it—its tactile, kinesthetic sense” (2019, 34). Costumes can restrict movement or enhance 

it, assist in the performer’s goals of extending body lines, or interrupt the dancer’s usual 

physical or cultural appearance. Consider how we experience interactions with materials 

that are worn every day, the freedom of loose-fitting sweatpants or the itchiness of a shirt 

tag. At the same time, costuming functions as a “representational system” (Gaines 1990, 

2); it can gender, sexualize, racialize, class, and object-ify the performer. Audience 

members read costumes—the style, material, color, etc.—as a means to better understand 

the character and the work’s aesthetic. Beyond this, as I will show, the materials which 

construct a costume themselves embody specific historical and cultural meanings. What 

then can be said of the fat suit’s cultural and material performativity?  

Culturally, fat studies scholar Kathleen LeBesco (2005) positions the political 

effects of fat suits within drag and blackface performances. Mentioning Butler’s pivotal 

work on drag as the potential to expose gender’s performative, cyclic, self-constituting 

and normalizing nature, LeBesco considers that “the power and possibility of fat drag. . . 

comes in denaturalizing the thin ‘original’ body of the actor” (2005, 233). Yet just as 
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some have pointed out that drag’s effect varies and might at times result in viewers 

reidentifying as “normal” by positioning those in drag as “abnormal” (Sloop 2004), 

LeBesco notes that many pop culture applications of the fat suit often miss the mark. One 

reason being that they still exhibit both the fat version and thin version of the character, 

often for comic effect; examples include Monica from the television show Friends 

(Richardson 2010; Gullage 2014), Rosemary from Bobby Farrelly and Peter Farrelly’s 

2001 movie Shallow Hal (Mendoza 2009; Richardson 2010), and Sherman from Tom 

Shadyac’s 1996 movie The Nutty Professor (Mendoza 2009). Cultural studies scholar 

Katharina R. Mendoza claims such a move reiterates the weight-loss slogan that inside 

every fat person there is a skinny person waiting to be uncovered (2009, 281). These 

moments also reassure the audience that the fat is still fake and presents no real threat—

threat here references the internal fear fat induces. Positioned as a type of contagion, no 

matter one’s race, sex, or age, anyone could “slip” into fatness (LeBesco 2005, 238). 

Even in situations where the character onscreen does not appear as both thin and fat, the 

viewer is aware that the thin actor exists underneath the costume, which as Mendoza 

says, drives “home the point that only normative bodies are allowed to cross the 

boundary dividing fat and thin” (2009, 284). Putting on and taking off the fat suit is a 

position of privilege—one that, as I will show later, certain Groosland dancers exploit 

offstage. 

Looking closely at Groosland’s fat suits, one discovers the fatphobic trends 

mentioned above but with threads of transgressive potential as well, particularly in the 

costume’s material construction, which includes multiple layers and textures (Casanova 
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n.d.). The bottom layer is a stretchy, spandex-like material, onto which a seamstress sews 

short tulle, a few inches long. The tulle sticks out horizontally like the bottom stacking of 

a classical ballet tutu. Costumers then cut the tulle down to create a particular body shape 

and cover certain areas, such as the stomach, with soft white cotton to add bulk. The 

material used for the female breasts, complete with clearly defined nipples, appears more 

sponge-like. Another stretchy layer goes on top, sandwiching everything else in between. 

Lastly, artists spray-paint the fake skin to resemble a Caucasian color-tone with some 

shading to indicate indentations and fat rolls. The nipples are colored dark pink, but the 

fat suits lack body hair and genitals like most dolls (Bignell 2003).  

The application of tulle evokes historical and cultural ties in regard to ballet and 

wealth. In nineteenth century France, as a hand-made material, tulle was “considered le 

roi des tissus,” the king of fabrics (Chazin-Bennahum 2005, 215). Designers added tulle, 

and more commonly tarlatan, to increase the bulk of ball gowns (Matthews David 2016, 

248). Eventually, changes in manufacturing (machine-made versus hand-made) led to 

tulle’s wider availability, yet the material’s association with formal wear remained 

(Idacavage 2018). Romantic ballets played an important role in the popularization of tulle 

and tulle-like materials with the development of tutus. Flared, bell-shaped costumes from 

La Péri (Coralli 1843) gave way to the short, then stiffer, tutus in Italy and Russia 

(Chazin-Bennahum 2005, 214; Looseleaf 2007). By the early to mid-twentieth century, 

tutus became synonymous with tulle (Looseleaf 2007). Still today, the material evokes 

ballet, as well as upper class femininity (Looseleaf 2007; Idacavage 2018). 
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Groosland’s fat suits ironically call on tulle’s historical and cultural associations 

to create the antithesis of ballet aesthetics. Famous ballets like Giselle and Swan Lake 

showcase lines and formations of lean, long-legged ballerinas in matching tutus. 

Groosland inverts this stereotypical ballet image with identical fat bodies made of tutu 

material. While designers commonly use tulle to expand the size of a skirt, designer 

Casanova incorporates it to expand the size of the dancers. As in Cendrillon, the body 

suits radically subvert the ballet body aesthetic. The Groosland costume goes even 

further though and additionally plays off of tulle’s association with expensive clothing 

and ballet’s historical connection to aristocracy. One sees this in the costume’s top layer. 

Over the fat suits, female dancers wear blue dresses, yellow stockings, black shoes, and 

blueish-black wigs with long hair pulled into low ponytails. The male dancers wear blue 

pants, yellow suspenders, gray tank tops, black shoes, and very small blue porkpie hats. 

As The New York Times dance critic John Rockwell explains, the dancers resemble 

“characters from Marcel Pagnol’s ‘Fanny’ film trilogy: comfortably bulging working-

class stereotypes from the south of France” (2006). Clad in blue, the dancers’ top layer of 

costuming directly evokes blue collar workers. Applying tulle, with its “high” culture 

associations, to convey working-class “low” culture poses another cheeky semiotic clash.  

However, without knowing the costume’s material construction, they simply 

appear to meld images of fat bodies with working-class bodies. This enforces 

contemporary stereotypes regarding fatness, self-discipline, and class. Up until the 

nineteenth century, Western societies related fatness to wealth; a fat body implied the 

abundance of perishable goods and leisure time (Erdman Farrell 2011, 27). Once linked 
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to prosperity, Western societies currently associate fat with lower class stereotypes, such 

as being “tasteless” and “unproductive,” lacking in “self-control,” and signifying “a 

willful disregard for medical and social pressure to regulate the body” (Holliday and 

Hassard 2001, 3). These stereotypes see lower class individuals as not having the will 

power, time, or money to create or sustain idealized fit bodies with expensive gym 

memberships, athletic trainers, health foods, or, in extreme cases, plastic surgery. Fatness 

becomes equated to laziness and one’s inability to take care of themselves both 

financially and mentally.  

This last point about mental capacity, the not knowing any better or being unable 

to control one’s urges, infantilizes fat bodies, which also relates to a common trope about 

the working-class that positions individuals as incompetent and in need of regulation 

(Mead 1997; Durante and Fiske 2017). It additionally evokes a stereotypical binary 

between blue- and white-collar workers that divides bodied/manual/physical labor and 

mental/intellectual labor (Torlina 2011; Lepie 2018). Following suit with the mind-body 

split, the mental or intellectual lack associated with the working-class and the fat body 

position both within the realm of bodied and mindless. In this way, the Groosland 

costume visually presents as a doubly-bodied, doubly-othered character on stage that 

evokes negative stereotypes of fat and/or working-class individuals. 

Like the costuming, Groosland’s choreography centers on a working-class theme, 

which furthers both the stereotyping and subversive potential embodied in the fat suits. 

For example, throughout the ballet, dancers pause and hold their lower backs in pain; 

male dancers additionally wipe their brows with handkerchiefs. Gripping the lower back 
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and wiping away sweat indicate exhaustion and demonstrate the characters’ physical 

labor acts, which counter ballet aesthetics that center on the illusion of ease. Knowing 

Marin’s tactics of metatheatre (see Chapter V), these gestures seem to say something 

about the dancers’ hidden labor. Yet, when danced in the fat suit, such moments also read 

as mockery, showcasing fat dancers who need to stop and catch their breath. Similarly, 

on occasion dancers break to scratch their heads and contemplate what step comes next. 

This again could be interpreted as revealing a dancer’s mental labor or, with the working-

class costume in mind, be an instance of mockery that infers the laboring class cannot 

remember the choreography.  

Another reoccurring choreographic motif deals with movement juxtapositions. 

During the large group sections at the beginning and end of the ballet, male and female 

dancers briefly partner together. They start with formal, ballroom-like or balletic steps 

and then switch to shaking and twisting their bottoms. Waddling runs that lead with the 

pelvis or potbelly counter sauté arabesques and pas de chats. The conflicting but at times 

simultaneously performed movement techniques onstage call to mind dance studies 

scholar Ananya Chatterjea’s (2003) term double-bodiedness. In discussing Jawole Willa 

Jo Zollar’s Batty Moves, Chatterjea argues these ironic juxtapositions subversively work 

at “critical resignifications of dominant cultural tropes” (2003, 462). Although the 

dances’ content differs drastically, the notion of two bodies or two designated movement 

dictions happening at once, seems relevant. Groosland goes even further with the idea of 

double-bodiedness by showcasing a literal double-bodied dancer. The effects of 

Groosland’s double-bodiedness interestingly “re-signify” ballet’s dominant movement 
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and body aesthetics to include new lines, shapes, and proportions. However, one could 

simultaneously interpret these moments—shaking one’s bottom during a formal dance—

as a demonstration of “tasteless” lower class behaviors. All of these costume-

choreography intra-actions generate complicated responses that seemingly critique or say 

something about ballet but do so through caricatured fat working-class bodies.  

Come One, Come All! Step Right Up, Folks! 

The fat body as spectacle bears a long history from freak shows to television 

series (Dennett 1996; Haslam and Rigby 2010; Richardson 2010; Backstrom 2012), a 

subset of which is the “fat” dancing body (Asbill 2009; Richardson 2010; Cameron 

2018). “Dancing while fat” seems to draw attention due to social views on bodily control. 

An “over-weight” individual, frequently stereotyped as unwilling to manage 

“appropriate” body maintenance, would seemingly lack the high level of bodily 

awareness and discipline required to dance well. Therefore, public attention is often 

drawn to someone who successfully performs movement techniques outside of 

normalized body expectations. For example, British television series Big Ballet 

(Cunningham, dir. 2014) marketed itself on this fascination with “plus-size dancers” 

auditioning for, rehearsing, and performing Swan Lake. Fat activist Layla Cameron 

explains this media phenomenon as a way of constructing a more socially acceptable, 

“‘good’ fat person,” who though overweight still engages in physical activity (2018, 7). 

The fat dancer becomes sensationalized by the media as an inspirational narrative.3  

 
3 This situation feels similar to “inspiration porn,” a term from disability studies, where 

an individual displays “signs of physical prowess” despite “visible signs of [physical or 
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Despite the instances of the inspiring or empowering fat dancing body, more often 

than not media portrays these scenes as humorous and often employs the fat suit as comic 

relief. A popular example comes from the television series Friends (season 6, episode 15, 

aired February 17, 2000), where Fat Monica, which is the actress Courtney Cox in a fat 

suit representing her character’s younger self, seductively dances alone while eating 

snacks (Gullage 2014). Film scholar Niall Richardson identifies the intersection of 

sexuality, dancing, and food as the key factors playing into the clip’s stereotyping and 

assumed humor (2010, 83-84). Richardson draws from LeBesco’s (2004) Revolting 

Bodies: The Struggle to Redefine Fat Identity to situate the connection between the fat 

body’s “voracious appetite” for both food and sex (Richardson 2010, 83). Since the fat 

woman counters the “ideal” sexualized body, she remains sexually frustrated gorging on 

food. Looking at the dancing Fat Monica, Richardson says, “She is therefore a figure of 

humorous irony given that she is so highly sexed but yet unable to fulfill her desires 

because she does not conform to ideas of attractiveness” (2010, 83). The scene’s “humor” 

arises from the display of “failed” sexuality demonstrated through dance and its 

projection onto eating habits.  

Videos made by Groosland dancers wearing their costumes shamelessly play on 

these same fatphobic themes, mocking the fat dancing body as gluttonous and hyper-

 
mental] impairment” (Grue 2016, 839). Although fat is not an impairment (some medical 

discourse may border on labeling it as such), scholars like Anna Mollow (2015) detail the 

value of combining fat studies and disability studies, since both types of cultures endure 

comparable discrimination. See Wendy L. Chrisman’s (2011) “A Reflection on 

Inspiration: A Recuperative Call for Emotion in Disability Studies” for more on the term 

“inspiration” within disability studies. 
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sexualized. Capitol Ballet of Toulouse dancer Nicolas Rombaut posted his clip “Episode 

2” on YouTube in 2014. The video opens with a male dancer in costume eating chips. It 

then cuts to a female dancer in costume shoving a long pastry into her mouth. The food 

“jokes” continue later on as a group of male dancers fight over a twix bar from the 

vending machine. Another male dancer reveals a hidden twix bar in his pants and 

accidently drops it on stage. At this moment, the entire cast runs towards it like a pack of 

hungry wolves and chases him around as Julius Fuĉík’s famous circus music “Entrance 

of the Gladiators” plays. In addition to the suggestive shots of mouthing a long pastry and 

pulling out a twix from one’s fly, a “topless” female dancer trots past the camera 

flirtatiously posing and blowing kisses, a male dancer gyrates on a pole, moon walks, and 

grabs his crotch to Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean,” a male dancer pushes around a 

female dancer’s fake breasts, and two dancers kiss. Linked to this YouTube video is 

another titled “Extra Bonus,” where the sexually-driven commentary continues. From the 

wings, a male dancer ogles the “naked” female dancers performing onstage, “Oh yeah, 

that one right there” (Rombaut 2014b, 00:35-00:52). Two male dancers then sing Sir 

Mix-a-Lot’s “Baby Got Back” while a “dressed” female dancer shakes her bottom, and 

the entire clip ends with an English subtitled conversation between the men: 

Man One: “Hey do you see that broad in blue?” 

Man Two: “Yeah, yeah.” 

Man One: “Well I decided that I’m gonna show her my huge pecs.” 

Man Two: “Yeah, I’m gonna show her my extra large twix… extra caramel twix.”  

Man One: “Totally.” (Rombaut 2014b, 1:15-1:30) 
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The performer’s fake fat allows them to mock actual individuals and reinforce the 

associations between fatness and an excessive appetite for food and sex. The long pastry 

and on-going twix innuendo literally equate the two: here, food stands in for genitals or 

sexual interactions. The musical choices additionally expose reminiscences of fat bodies 

in freak shows (circus music) and Western cultural assumptions that racialize fat bodies 

as black (Sir Mix-a-Lot and Michael Jackson), which recalls LeBesco’s (2005) work on 

fat suits in relationship to blackface and drag.4 These particular dancers exploit fat 

stereotypes through their privileged position of being able to wear and remove the 

costuming. 

The dancers’ removal of the fat suit becomes pivotal at the end of the “Episode 2” 

video, where a female dancer talks to the camera in English about “Stacy’s miracle diet.” 

In advertising a new “weight-loss” program, she claims you can “get off your flesh just 

like this,” and a male stagehand pulls the fat suit off of her as she sits on the floor 

struggling to escape (Rombaut 2014a, 7:25-7:56). This scene relates fat to that which is 

abject—a common conflation in Western popular cultural (Sedgwick and Moon 1993; 

LeBesco 2004). Drawing on theorist Julia Kristeva, fat studies scholar Le’A Kent 

explains abject as “that revolting physicality, that repellent fluidity, those seepages and 

discharges that are inevitably attached to the body and necessary for life, but just as 

 
4 See LeBesco’s chapter “Citizen Profane: Consumerism, Class, Race, and Body” (2004, 

54-64) for more insight on the complexities of race and fat in general and Richardson’s 

chapter “But it’s only a Fat Suit: Representing ‘Fake’ Fat in Popular Culture” (2010, 83-

99) and Mendoza (2009) for the relationship of race and fat suits, specifically worn by 

Eddie Murphy. 
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necessarily opposed to a sense of self” (2001, 135). Kent references the mind-body split 

when she describes abject in opposition to “self.” In this way, fat symbolizes “the horror 

of the body itself” (Kent 2001, 135), materiality’s uncontrollable decay, slippage, and 

eventual death. Add in the fearful medicalization of obesity, fat’s cultural link to death 

solidifies further (Kent 2001, 135-136). To “get off your flesh” is to remove the abject 

body. Notably, the French dancer additionally speaks in English, seemingly alluding to 

the “negative cliché of the fat American” and how much the United States generates anti-

fat, obesity epidemic rhetoric (Cooper 2009, 328).  

The removal of the fat suit in this scene draws attention to the transformation’s 

difficulty but also to the costume’s affective presence. The dancer’s struggle to get out of 

the costume positions the ballerina as weak and the costume/object/fat as unruly and 

problematic. However, while this highlights the otherness of the costume (that represents 

fat, and therefore, the otherness of fat), it additionally displays the costume’s material 

agency: the material pressure restricting the body entering or leaving the suit. This 

resistance likely increases post-show as the sweaty skin and spandex stick to one another. 

So, although this example shows the fat suit as abject, it also presents the costume’s 

dynamism, and since the costume represents fat, perhaps it says something about fat’s 

material agency as well. Fat studies and geography scholar Rachel Colls (2007) discusses 

this directly in regard to actual fat. Using Barad’s concept of agential realism, Colls 

describes “the intra-active capacities of fat to pour, hang, grow, shine and fall 

suggest[ing] that flab has its own momentum and bodily capacities to act; it folds and 

creates new and often unarticulated bodily spaces” (2007, 359). In positioning fat as 
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agential matter, Colls shows how the active re-materializing of fat can prompt different 

material-semiotic understandings of fat bodies, ones that express the bodies’ active 

possibilities. Could an alternative reading of Groosland hint at the lively potential of fat 

through its use of the costume’s material? Or is this potential lost among stereotypical fat 

tropes?  

Unlike the dancer-made videos, Groosland does not draw on common 

“humorous” ploys equating food and sex. The characters never eat onstage (literally or 

gesturally), and food is not represented in any form. Though these two points seem 

generalizable to all ballets, one must only look to The Nutcracker’s “Land of Sweets,” 

Alexei Ratmansky’s Whipped Cream (2017), or even the tart eating in Christopher 

Wheeldon’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (2011) to realize they are not. The 

choreography does, however, raise the topic of sexuality through its pas de deux and 

nudity, but neither read choreographically as humorous. The couple’s movements do not 

suggest fat as a hindrance or failed sexuality. The male dancer easily lifts the female 

dancer; they comfortably embrace and agilely transition between spatial planes. The 

couple’s interactions—the woman giggling or extending her leg out for the man to 

remove her stocking, both character’s bashfulness over their romance, the woman’s final 

decision to say no, grab her clothes, and run off stage—portray a somewhat familiar, 

rather gendered, heterosexual scenario. The duet says more about the male-female 

relationship than fat.  

The nude group sections also lack movements that might infer the fat body as 

incapable or humorous. For example, they never perform exaggerated choreographed 
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mistakes like one might see at a Les Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo show. Instead 

the performers showcase intricate leg movements and high-energy actions, such as 

running. Aside from the oftentimes inherent sexuality perceived with nudity, the naked 

costumed dancers do not appear gluttonously lustful, and the choreographic moments 

where women swirl their hips never read as failed seduction or, outside the movement 

connotations and nudity, seductive at all. Done in the all-female section, dancers circle 

their hips and shimmy shoulders as nonchalantly as they chug in an attitude derriére.  

Choreographic moments like these seemingly align with Marin’s voiced objective 

to showcase, instead of mock, talented “fat” dancers. As a show program from Cal 

Performances indicates, “The piece is not mocking or cruel. While watching Groosland, 

one is not led to laugh” (“About the Artists” 2006, 14). Of course this statement does not 

account for the experiences or responses of all viewers, some of which have called the 

ballet “comic” (Hassiotis 1998), “amusing,” (Morse 2006), and “funny” (Ballet Alert 

2001). For instance, Lyon Opéra Ballet’s artistic director Yorgos Loukos recalls, “I was 

approached by someone who felt the piece was impolite because we were making fun of 

fat people” (Morse 2006, para. 15). He explained to Diana Morse of Pennsylvania’s 

Morning Call that “it is we who are deformed—thinking only thin people can dance. 

There are many traditional dances performed by women who are not thin and who are 

sometimes more beautiful and sexy than those who are” (Morse 2006, para. 16). 

Although said with good intentions, looking closer at Loukos’s comment, one cannot 

help but notice his specificity of “women,” “traditional dances,” and “sometimes more.” 

Does he feel “women who are not thin” belong in ballet companies? Assessing the 
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company hires, one infers the answer is no. So, do the fat suits truly read as a statement 

on embracing “overweight” ballet dancers? Art theoretician and dramaturge Marko 

Pejović claims, “The bodies in Groosland represent a certain reality, but their bodies do 

not produce because they themselves are not completely real on stage” (2015, 65). 

Pejović brings the conversation back to the fat body’s fakeness. While Groosland 

certainly challenges ballet body aesthetics visually, for it to actually reflect body 

diversity, real diverse bodies would need to appear onstage. Yet, within this relationship 

between real and fake, something else is at play: the costume-dancer intra-action. 

Two Skins: A Sticky Situation and Uncanny Revelation 

Barad’s term intra-acting accounts for each relational entity’s material and 

semiotic becoming, opposed to interaction, which implies a static human and object prior 

to their mingling (2003, 815). Looking at the fat suit’s intra-active nature, one discovers 

the fat suit’s becoming, unstable reality from multiple perspectives. Its cultural 

connotations constantly re-affirm, re-define, and/or re-organize depending on its context 

and the lived experiences of the viewer; the fat suit might read as fatphobic, subversive, 

or both. From a material standpoint, the suit exhibits a fluid becoming as well. It 

experiences change via its relationship to the environment; improper storage reshapes the 

form, a stage light snags and frays the outside layer, and atmospheric elements fade its 

coloring. The dancer participates in these material shifts, too, as bacteria from sweat 

discolors the costume and produces a smell, and movement stretches the suit and wears 

down its inner layers.  
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Conversely, focusing on the dancer, the suit’s agential nature becomes even 

clearer through how it affects the performer. In the 1989 backstage documentary, one 

costumer explains “insulation” as a serious material effect between dancer and fat suit 

(Marin 1989, 37:20-38:20). The costume completely covers the dancers and traps their 

exerted energy, in the form of heat. The choreography consists of non-stop running, 

jumps, and quick footwork in fat suits that “do not breathe;” as a result, “the dancers are 

near dead by the end of the performance” (Morse 2006). The post-show footage 

demonstrates this point with dancers exiting the stage panting, chugging water, and 

patting sweaty faces, while crew members fan them. One dancer even collapses upon 

reaching the wing.  

The second major effect of the intra-action on the dancers is “coordination 

disturbance,” which remained the dancers’ biggest complaint (Marin 1989, 37:20-38:20) 

but apparently also one of Marin’s main goals. Marin explains how she wanted the fat 

suits to challenge the dancers physically and intellectually (Marin 1989, 42:42-43). The 

dancers not only exert more physical energy because of the added material layers, but 

they must put forth more proprioceptive effort so as to navigate the ways the costuming 

alters their regular movements. As Marin says, “It’s a lot of work to wear a different skin 

than ours” (Marin 1989, 42:52). Just as the dancers of Cendrillon must negotiate padded 

costumes and masks, Groosland’s dancers move with and as the fat suits. The two bodies 

intra-act in a dynamic relationship.  

I would like to return to Marin’s quote, “It’s a lot of work to wear a different skin 

than ours” (Marin 1989, 42:52), as it raises another notable material-semiotic 
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phenomenon within Groosland. Whether fully exposed or partially hidden under the top 

clothing layer, Groosland’s costumes resemble skin, evoking a commonly discussed and 

understood human-to-world intra-action. “Skin is a meeting of the world and the body, a 

surface engaging with both” (Brooks 2013, 98). As frequently noted in body studies, skin 

functions as an “in-between;” it simultaneously touches and can be touched (Schroeder 

2009; McMillan 2018; Lafrance 2018). As both a connecting sensory and protective 

mechanism, in many ways, we experience, develop, and live through and because of skin. 

Acknowledging skin’s permeability, its “in-between,” allows for a deeper understanding 

of relationality and how we intra-act with the world (Manning 2009b).  

In resembling human skin, Groosland’s fat suits provoke the uncanny as they 

simultaneously read as human and not human (Jentsch [1906] 1997; Mori [1970] 2012). I 

believe this is what Rockwell references when he mentions Groosland’s “disturbing 

undercurrent” (2006). For on stage, the suit’s own individual thingness remains visible 

due to subtle human-costume separation, emphasizing the human-but-not-human quality. 

Unlike fat suits in popular culture that attempt a “real” transformation for the viewers 

with face prosthetics and professional make-up, Groosland’s dancer-suits appear 

disconnected. The suit’s thin head cover slightly peels away from the dancer’s face, 

which, powdered white, strangely stands out against the costume’s fat neck.  

Although we know the costume is synthetic, the image can transport one into the 

realm of horror, where to obtain a full human skin suit, someone must have died. More 

disturbing still, to pull from Jack Halberstam’s analysis of the movie The Texas 

Chainsaw Massacre 2 (Hooper, dir. 1986), the wearing of a dead body, or the appearance 
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thereof represents a “different kind of violence, one that uses, rather than simply abuses, 

the body. . . [where one steals] body parts to create a new space of identity out of 

violence” (1995, 152). Considering skin’s association with our sensorial experience of 

the world, which contributes to our notion of self, skin on display made available to wear 

hints at transferable identity. This ties back to LeBesco’s (2005) argument that fat suits 

function as a type of blackface and drag. One puts on a fat identity.  

Yet, what I would like to add to fat suit scholarship, and that which is perhaps 

inferable in Halberstam’s above passage, is the costume’s posthumanizing effect. 

Humans frequently wear animal skins or products made from plants, such as cotton. 

From a posthuman standpoint, the Groosland fat suits radically place humans and 

nonhumans on an equal playing field, in that they visually read as wearable human skins. 

The human becomes a source of material just as any other thing, and the fact that it is not 

actual human skin adds to this realization. Within horror movies, there is no question; the 

film places the viewer into a situation of distress, and the violence itself becomes the 

focus. Here, however, there is no murderer or performed pain directing our attention; we 

are left instead with the uncanny. The uncanny opens up the space to question what is 

human and not human and initiates the realization that any confusion between these two 

categories stems from the fact that they are indeed just constructed notions. The ballet 

leaves us contemplating our own objectness.   

Sewing It All Together 

 In analyzing Groosland’s costume-dancer and costume-choreography intra-

actions, one uncovers complex, and at times contradictory, material and semiotic co-
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constructions, which produce a performance laced with fatphobia and transgressive ballet 

strategies on and off stage. This analysis additionally reveals the fat suit as agential 

matter through acknowledging ways it affects the dancers. In taking seriously the 

interconnected material and semiotic agency the costume holds, we are better able to 

understand the ballet as a whole, which as disclosed through the uncanniness of fake 

human skin, takes us to a posthuman place of recognizing human objectness, and 

therefore, troubling the human’s position as subject.  
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CHAPTER VII  

REIMAGING HUMAN BODIES AND DEATH  

WITH VIBRANT (DARK) MATTERS AND PUPPETRY 

If the wooden actor holds up a stark mirror to actors of flesh and blood, it also 

offers a resonant image of our broader relation to the words we speak, their forms 

of life and death, our relation to material objects, as well as to our bodies.  

—Kenneth Gross, Puppet: An Essay on Uncanny Life (2011, 4) 

 

Until now, this dissertation has focused on ballets with dolls (Coppélia and 

Cendrillon) and doll-like characters (Groosland); this chapter, however, turns to puppets, 

which share many similarities with dolls. Just as dolls vary in form and significance, 

puppets too take various shapes; there are stringed marionettes, hand puppets, rod 

puppets, and even full-bodied puppets. Each style carries with it a specific cultural and 

artistic history and has made its way through staged performances, site-specific events, 

parades, literature, film, and television. Similar to dolls—which as objects made from 

plastic, porcelain, or cotton become dynamic subjects as friends and actors in a child’s 

life—puppets too present “ontological ambiguity” (Piris 2015, 30). As inorganic (e.g. 

plastic) or “dead” material (e.g. wood), they frequently take human-like or animal-like 

form and act as main characters in a performance. The puppet is an entity typically 

perceived as an inanimate object, yet it is normally shaped as a human (typically 

perceived as subject) and, during puppetry performance, even becomes an animated 

performer with help from a human or machine. This external control would seem to 

suggest that the puppet is an object (in the common sense of the term), which is used by 
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the human subject. But how might such a perspective change within new materialist or 

object-oriented thought? This chapter looks to Canadian choreographer Crystal Pite’s 

Dark Matters (2009) to explore this question further.1  

Dark Matters is a two-act contemporary ballet that incorporates Bunraku-inspired 

puppetry in Act I followed by humans performing puppet-like choreography in Act II.2 

The show begins with a Puppet Maker constructing a faceless Puppet out of cardboard 

and thin, light wood onstage. The relationship between the Puppet Maker and Puppet at 

first resembles a father-child bond. However, once the Puppet Maker can no longer 

 
1 Former dancer with Ballet British Columbia and William Forsythe’s Ballet Frankfurt, 

Pite began her choreographic career in 1990. Since then she has choreographed for major 

companies, such as Nederlands Dans Theater, The National Ballet of Canada, and Les 

Ballets Jazz de Montréal, and in 2002 formed her own company Kidd Pivot in Canada 

(Dickinson 2014, 64). 
 
2 Bunraku is one of Japan’s traditional theater practices like Noh or Kabuki. Developed in 

the seventeenth century, Bunraku combines puppetry, narrative texts, and music (Gross 

2011, 70). Traditional Bunraku employs three male puppeteers: “One puppeteer holds 

onto the head control and the right hand rod, the second the left hand rod, and the third 

grips handles on the back of the feet” (Skipitares 2004, 14). The puppeteer manipulating 

the puppet’s head is completely exposed with an “uncovered face,” while the other two 

are fully covered by black hoods and black cloths hiding their faces (Kott and Taborski 

1976, 99–100). Pite does not make a distinction between her four dancer-puppeteers. 

They are all dressed the same with black hoods and cloths covering their faces. The 

control division differs as well. Pite has one dancer manipulating the puppet’s right foot 

and right knee, another dancer similarly handles the left leg, a third dancer works both 

hands, and the fourth dancer handles the head. The dancer controlling the puppet’s head 

manages two poles—one in the back of the puppet’s head, the other in the puppet’s upper 

back—as well as two strings attached behind the puppet’s ears (if it had ears). A larger 

conversation could likely be had here questioning ways Pite appropriates Asian culture 

through her use of Bunraku puppetry and kuroko stagehands, who at one moment in the 

ballet even randomly perform a failed kung fu scene: “ninja-like” fighting that leads to 

slipping and colliding into each other to incite audience laughter.  
 



 154 

control the Puppet’s actions, he attempts to destroy it with a cardboard axe. The Puppet 

defends itself and kills the Puppet Maker with a pair of scissors before collapsing “dead” 

as well. Shortly after the Puppet “dies,” the four puppeteers—dancers fully-covered in 

black sweat-suits, hoods, face covers, gloves, and socks, who resemble kuroko 

stagehands, the puppeteer in traditional Bunraku—strike the stage, removing scenery and 

props, as well as the Puppet Maker’s and Puppet’s limp bodies. The first act’s ending 

leads to an abstract second half, in which the dancers now wear neutral-colored, 

pedestrian clothing. The performers loosely embody the Puppet’s and Puppet Maker’s 

choreography by physically manipulating one another in group work and duets. A 

number of solos also occur, where dancers perform angular movements as though an 

outside force directs their bodies with strings or poles. One puppeteer character remains 

from the first act to watch the dancers, rearrange lights on the otherwise bare stage, and 

participate in group work. The entire ballet ends with an intimate duet between the 

Puppet Maker and this puppeteer, who has stripped down to her beige-colored underwear 

that matches her skin tone. Lights fade after the puppeteer stabs the Puppet Maker and 

then sews his chest back together. 

Dark Matters stages the puppet and dancer as parallel entities. As this chapter will 

show, we first see this relationship in how the ballet introduces the Puppet as separate 

individual objects, which come together to form the Puppet’s body. The choreography 

goes on to similarly highlight the human performer as a construction of multiple body 

parts; it accomplishes this by revealing the body’s objectness through partnering and 

ways each different body part, or object, can direct action and movement in solos. These 
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moments, like the earlier narrative of the empowered Puppet, show matter’s vitality. In 

other words, I argue the ballet not only demonstrates the puppet’s vitality, but that of 

individual human body parts. The ballet then pushes the material connection between 

humans and nonhumans further by incorporating a number of staged “deaths,” drawing 

on the associations of death with inanimate matter and death as the extreme example of 

human as object. Yet, the ballet also stages reanimations and characters that seem to rise 

from the dead; I claim these instances explore matter’s vitality as well and suggest a type 

of “liveliness” even after perceivable “death.”  

I use the term vitality here, in line with theorist Jane Bennett’s concept of vital 

materialism, to mean “the capacity of things—edibles, commodities, storms, metals—not 

only to impede or block the will and designs of humans but also to act as quasi agents or 

forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own” (2010, viii). Bennett 

further explains this “material vibrancy” as “impersonal affect,” where “any body [human 

and human]” may hold “activity and responsiveness” (2010, xii). Bennett claims that 

things, even inorganic matter, can act, shift, and respond on their own; they hold a type of 

agency due solely to their materiality instead of some “spiritual supplement or ‘life 

force’” (2010, xiii). 

Puppetry scholars Dassia N. Posner, Claudia Orenstein, and John Bell reference 

Bennett directly when they explain the relationship between a puppet and puppeteer, 

saying that while many view puppets as objects manipulated by humans, “one of the most 

recurrent refrains uttered by nearly anyone who has ever held a puppet is that the puppet 

is unruly, that it wants to do things that differ from what we would impose upon it, and 
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that we can best bring out its life if we listen to it” (2015, 6). As vibrant matter, puppets 

affect, respond to, and create their surrounding environments. They deteriorate with time 

emitting a smell, splinter off into human fingers, tangle into themselves, and act against 

the puppeteer’s efforts by way of their own weight distributions and construction. Posner, 

Orenstein, and Bell encourage us to,  

Begin with the assumption that objects contain life, will, and intent by virtue of 

their design and inherent nature, rather than taking for granted that humans wield 

(and thereby dominate) inert matter, [for] such a view allows for a productive 

rethinking of how we interact with objects on the stage. (2015, 6)  

I enter into Dark Matters with this particular lens, and in viewing the puppetry on stage, 

never assume it displays energy directed one way. Dark Matters’s puppetry is a 

negotiation, a sensory relationship of anticipating action and reaction. The Puppet offers a 

lively presence, and the puppeteers must consider their collaborator’s material existence, 

weight distribution and proportions, and anticipate its potential movement. 

While I claim Dark Matters reveals the puppet as vibrant matter, I also argue, 

partly due to the ballet’s human-puppet comparison, that it sets us up to consider the 

human body in a similar fashion. Before delving into how Dark Matters uniquely 

presents the human body, however, it is important to note that scholars have already 

theorized, in one way or another, the puppet’s ability to evoke the body (e.g. Zamir 2010; 

Gross 2011). For example, puppetry scholar Margaret Williams claims: 

The traditional puppet as a ‘living object’ figures the ambivalent nature of the 

body itself, which as an animate being can act and act on objects but as part of the 
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material world is vulnerable to being acted upon. Yet whether the human form is 

mirrored on the puppet stage or conspicuously absent from an impersonal theater 

of objects, the inextricable relationships between acting, acting on (or 

manipulating), and being acted upon raise the same questions puppetry has always 

asked about our relation to the materiality that includes our own bodies. (2015, 

27)  

Williams proposes that the puppet’s liveliness functions as an inverted mirroring of the 

human’s objectness and the body’s openness to uncontrollable external and internal 

forces. As a physical entity, humans are susceptible to natural disasters, car accidents, 

and bee stings. Human bodies can be beaten, moved, contorted, or held. They are also at 

risk for internal infections or organ failure; they wrinkle, bruise, sweat, and bleed on their 

own. Of course, the most extreme example of human material vulnerability is death.  

Perhaps unsurprising then, puppetry scholars have additionally claimed that 

watching puppets reminds humans of their own mortality (Gross 2011). Puppetry scholar 

John Bell states that with puppetry, “We see, in a way, an encapsulation of our own 

trajectory of existence: from inanimate matter, through life, back to inanimate matter” 

(1996, 19). Ashes to ashes, Bell compares the transition between inanimate puppet to 

performing puppet and back to the human’s lifespan of cells to human to corpse. What 

happens, though, when we assume all matter holds a type of vitality, including inanimate 

matter, such as the puppet or the corpse? If all objects hold a type of affective power, is 

human death not just a transition from one type of lively matter to another?  
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Puppets can again embody this paradoxical situation. They narratively perform 

multiple deaths and lives, they fluctuate between inertness and movement potential, and 

as with any vibrant object, display how physical transformation holds a type of 

“impersonal affect.” For example, to “kill” a wooden puppet, say saw its head off, only 

changes the figure’s perceived parameters. Moreover, during the sawing, the wood’s 

resistance against the saw dulls the blade, and the puppet’s body, transformed as wood 

dust, enters the human’s nose, causing a sneeze. The body, now in the trash, begins new 

assemblages by weighing down a banana peel that conversely initiates the growth of 

mold onto the wood. The head becomes part of a new puppet. Both puppet pieces “live” 

on through these shifting human and nonhuman reconfigurations, where the term “live” 

in quotation marks accounts for a broader notion of life as affective and molecularly 

dynamic (Barad 2003; Bennett 2010). If we consider the above example with a human 

and organ transplant, we realize just how much the puppet can illustrate our own physical 

and metaphysical paradoxes.  

Even as puppetry exposes human objectness, which in turn implies human 

vulnerability to external and internal forces, and ultimately death, at the same time, it has 

the ability to make evident the vitality of matter. In other words, the human body is an 

object that can be manipulated, but object here, as vital matter, need not be perceived as 

agentless or disempowered.3 The remainder of this chapter turns to Dark Matters to show 

how the ballet employs puppetry and puppet-like choreography in a way that explores 

 
3 I purposefully use the term object instead of Bennett’s thing to evoke the object-subject 

binary, and the power structures it implies, instead of working outside of it. 
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these concepts and even challenges them at the end of the work with a highly gendered 

duet.   

Multiple Objects Connected by Hinges and Joints 

Dark Matters’s opening sets the stage with a number of human and nonhuman 

objects. Light and darkness define the space, as a spotlight guides the viewers’ eyes 

through an environment that resembles a home’s interior with a desk table and small 

stool. The scanning spotlight sweeps back, and a man suddenly appears sitting on the 

stool, frozen aside from a simple gesture of placing his hand on the table. All the while, a 

deep, steady male voice fills the silence with an excerpt from Voltaire’s “Poem on the 

Lisbon Disaster”:   

What is the verdict of the vastest mind? 

Silence: the book of fate is closed to us.  

Man is a stranger to his own research; 

He knows not whence he comes, nor whither goes. 

Tormented atoms in a bed of mud, 

Devoured by death, a mockery of fate.  

But thinking atoms, whose far-seeing eyes,  

Guided by thought,  

Have measured the faint stars. 

Our being mingles with the infinite; 

Ourselves we never see, or come to know. 

This world, this theatre of pride and wrong, 
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This frail construction of quick nerves and bones 

Cannot sustain the shock of elements; 

This temporary blend of blood and dust 

Was put together only to dissolve.4 

Originally a response to the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, Voltaire’s poem expresses how 

humans lack control over their surrounding elements and the inevitable dissolution of 

their bodies: outside forces shape the human condition as do internal consequences of 

mortality. The body’s material parts—nerves, bones, blood—decompose, and humans 

cannot escape unknowable, but certain, death.  

Opening with this poem as the soundscape, Dark Matters immediately establishes 

the dance’s focus on human materiality, which seemingly dismantles the human position 

of perceived “subject” in comparison to nonhuman objects. Humans are merely atoms, 

blood, and dust, and as such, like all other matter, are susceptible to both external and 

internal forces. Furthermore, while the viewer digests these words, Dark Matters 

simultaneously introduces nonhumans as key performers to the show: the spotlight, 

darkness, a disembodied recorded voice, a table covered in wood scraps, and stools. The 

lone man enters afterwards and sits among these performers, as one of them. At this 

moment, the nonhuman and human performers exist onstage as a group of visual, 

material objects.   

 
4 This is the translation used in Dark Matters, transcribed from the ballet’s recording at 

00:42-02:10.    
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 Yet soon, the soundscape changes to Owen Belton’s electroacoustic score, which 

here incorporates the noise of sliding metal or machines at work, and the ballet redirects 

our focus to how these individual objects may come together to form a new object. The 

Puppet Maker, frantically taking notes, hovers over a table covered in scattered items: 

papers, string, cardboard, and wood. More objects have been added to the cast. He glues 

two pieces of cut cardboard together and wraps a string around another. Fade out. Lights 

on: The Puppet Maker holds up a puppet’s torso and begins fitting a head to it. Darkness. 

Light: Separate still from the rest of the body, the Puppet Maker assesses the ability of 

two puppet legs to bend and respond to energy exerted from underneath the feet. Loud 

crescendo in music: The Puppet Maker lifts the completed Puppet in the air with pride 

and wonder. Blackout. Spotlight: Four puppeteers connected to the Puppet via poles, 

ranging from two to four feet in length, enter downstage left.5 The Puppet Maker gently 

guides the two-foot tall Puppet lying on the floor to a standing position. He touches the 

Puppet’s hands and initiates its first step. The Puppet begins walking towards the Puppet 

Maker, who moving backwards, eventually stops and sits near center stage.  

This initial interaction in relationship to the poem parallels humans and puppets as 

material objects constructed from constituent parts. Instead of beginning with a finished 

puppet, Pite takes the time to underscore the creation process, disclosing the Puppet as a 

 
5 The darkness allowed for this quick transition. One assumes that the puppet created by 

the Puppet Maker in the opening scene is taken off stage, while a different completed 

Puppet with poles enters with the puppeteers.   
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combination of other material items: glue, cardboard, wood, and screws.6 This happens 

on the heels of the opening poem, which reminds the audience that humans are made up 

of atoms, blood, and dust. Building the Puppet also displays its construction as a head, 

two legs, and a torso with arms. These objects take the form of human body parts coming 

together, making a direct comparison to the human body as parts to a whole.  

This comparison is only further developed as the two characters perform their first 

duet, where their partnering highlights the Puppet Maker’s and Puppet’s body as multiple 

objects that have been connected together by joints. Both sitting on the floor facing one 

another, the Puppet mirrors the Puppet Maker with one knee bent towards the ceiling and 

the other leg in a half butterfly position. The Puppet Maker extends his butterflied leg so 

that the Puppet may climb onto it. The Puppet balances on the limb as though it is riding 

a surfboard, while the Puppet Maker rotates his body to face away from the audience and 

settles into a side plank. As the Puppet walks up to the human’s shoulders, its body 

creates sharp angles accentuating its joints at the elbows, knees, and ankles. Now sitting 

behind the man’s neck, the Puppet puts its hands onto the Puppet Maker’s cheeks and 

begins to lift his head. This prompts the man to stand up and raise the Puppet into the air 

from underneath its feet. Now in the air with the Puppet Maker’s hands as stairs, the 

Puppet takes four pronounced walks that spark a series of flying jumps. Bending Puppet 

knees give way to leaps that land and rebound on different object-ified parts of the 

Puppet Maker’s body: his back, chest, and finally collapsing into his torso in a hug-like 

 
6 Kidd Pivot’s Associate Artistic Director Eric Beauchesne informed me via email that 

the finished Puppet is constructed of these items.   
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position. The clinging Puppet slides down the man’s body. The Puppet Maker backs 

away, while once again, we watch the Puppet walk towards him. Here, as throughout the 

duet, the exaggerated articulation of the Puppet’s ankle is most noticeable. Before each 

step, its foot pulls back towards a 90-degree angle as it carefully walks forward. The 

dance then ends as the Puppet falls to Puppet Maker’s feet, endearingly petting them, and 

darkness engulfs the space. 

Puppetry scholars claim that puppets, in general, magnify the human’s own 

fragmentary physical being. As Gross explains, “With puppets, one is always conscious 

of their closeness to made things, with their joints, stitches, hinges, and solid, insentient 

substance” (2011, 28). Due to its anthropomorphic shape, the puppet sparks the human’s 

awareness to their own constructed material form. Dark Matters’s initial dance between 

the Puppet and Puppet Maker literalizes this larger phenomenon on stage with 

choreography that positions the Puppet Maker’s body as different material components, 

just as the beginning scene did for the Puppet. The Puppet’s movements direct the viewer 

to notice the Puppet Maker’s body as separate objects; it uses his leg and shoulders as 

something to balance on, pulls on his head, and lands on his back and chest. The dance 

sequence ends with the Puppet petting the Puppet Maker’s feet after having performed its 

own highly articulated walks. Although it may appear as a gesture of worship or 

endearment, the act also makes a visual connection between the Puppet’s feet and the 

man’s. Legs, shoulders, head, back, chest, and feet: The Puppet has objectified the 

Puppet Maker’s body parts to highlight the man’s comparable build to itself.  
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As the ballet goes on, especially during the end of Act I and throughout Act II, the 

choreography continues to emphasize the composition of the human body as multiple 

parts. Pite’s movement language, often described as “buckling” (La Rocco 2010; Sulcas 

2015) or even “boneless” (Jennings 2013), typically exhibits virtuosic fluidity. Dark 

Matters, however, starkly contrasts this liquified quality with segmented bodies that 

appear to be popping and locking. Such an approach amplifies the body as divisible 

through jolty pauses, angular or broken limb placement that features the joints, and 

explosive movements, like a dancer’s chest bursting forward. The performers additionally 

manipulate their heads, knees, chests, or arms with their own hands, which further 

exaggerates the body’s parceled nature. They treat one another’s bodies in a similar 

fashion, grabbing a partner’s thigh or elbow to lead their movement direction or draw the 

audience’s attention towards that dancer’s leg or arm. All of these actions highlight the 

human body as object-ifiable segments, which returns back to the on-going comparison 

between the constructed Puppet and Puppet Maker. The human body is not only an 

object, but like the Puppet, is an assemblage of many different objects—numerous bones, 

muscles, nerves, and organs—that appear connected by joints or skin.   

According to object-oriented philosopher Timothy Morton, experiencing the 

human body as a collection of objects prompts the uncanny, which I claim ultimately 

comes back to a destabilization of notions surrounding human-nonhuman and object-

subject. Morton states that when an object’s “withdrawing” quality becomes obvious, an 

uncanny experience occurs (2013, 66). “Withdrawing” here refers to how an object’s 

“essence” (being, reality, existence) will always partially remain “withdrawn” (hidden, 
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unknown) from another object (Harman 2011).7 For example, aspects of the graphite in a 

pencil withdraw from the cedar wood that surrounds it; a leaf withdraws from the tree 

trunk. Both objects constitute a single object (a pencil or tree), and therefore, in some 

way communicate, interpret, or translate one another, but simultaneously, do not “know” 

the other completely.  

In displaying the human body as a multi-objected thing, Dark Matters emphasizes 

the way it withdraws from itself in that “we” do not fully know the objects which are our 

body/us. Consider how organs act on their own. I do not know their essence, neither does 

the blood that washes over them. They are me, but they are separate objects that 

withdraw and exist in their own reality. Since all objects withdraw from each other and 

consist of other objects, “all entities are uncanny, even to themselves” (Morton 2013, 

169).8 Thus, the familiar or known body comes into question: what constitutes my 

 
7 In OOO, all nonhumans and humans are considered objects. 

 

8 Yet, while an object consists of other objects, its essence cannot be reduced to its 

various parts. Harman calls this common type of reduction undermining. An example of 

undermining is saying all objects are actually just atoms. OOO would argue, although 

objects are made of atoms, they still appear as real, distinct objects. A dog is still 

understood as a dog, even though its simultaneously buzzing electrons. Objects are 

paradoxically themselves and not themselves (Morton 2012, 210). Harman warns against 

undermining as well as overmining. Overmining happens when one reduces the object 

solely to its relations (Harman 2011, 112). Often overmining stems from humanist 

philosophic thought that dissolves the physical object into conceptual descriptions or 

human uses of it. OOO would continue to say the dog is a distinct object outside of its 

relation to the bone it chews, the owner it sits near, or the grass it pees on, although these 

inter-object translations become associated with “dog.” In other words, the translation of 

the object’s appearance does vary depending on the relation at hand, but no one 

translation denotes the object’s essence because according to OOO the object 

ontologically exists prior to its relations (Morton 2012, 208). 
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understanding of “me”? I think of this as me, yet “I” am made up of myriad components 

that act on their own and over which I utterly lack control. I become uncanny to myself 

while recognizing my human but not-quite human quality; the experience seriously 

destabilizes notions of what human, subjectivity, and subjectness even mean.     

I believe part of the discussion surrounding withdrawing and not knowing an 

object’s essence, even as it constructs “you,” not only links to the uncanny, but ties back 

to concepts of vital materiality. Each separate object is vibrant in that it acts on its own to 

some degree. This relates to why I do not fully understand the different elements that 

construct my body; they withdraw as vibrant matter. Dark Matters illustrates this point, 

particularly in a solo from Act II. However, before the ballet takes the viewer to this 

place, it first establishes the initial concept that objects hold a type of agency by staging a 

disruptive Puppet.  

Objects with Agency: (Non)Dead Bodies 

Up to this point, I have shown ways the ballet parallels the puppet and human, as 

not only objects, but objects made of other objects. Now, returning to Act I, we see how 

those objects fully reveal their affective presence. A number of short scenes separated by 

fadeouts follow the Act I duet between the Puppet Maker and Puppet, described earlier, 

indicating their changing relationship. The first depicts the Puppet Maker creating a pair 

of red pants for the Puppet, and the Puppet refusing to wear them. It throws the clothing 

on the floor and sits on the table swinging its legs. The second shows the Puppet Maker 

getting ready to leave as the Puppet clings to him. After shaking the Puppet off multiple 

times, it climbs up the set’s wall and begins tearing down the corner. In the third mini-
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scene, the Puppet interrupts the Puppet Maker’s work by frantically pushing items off of 

the table and swinging from the light fixture. After the next fadeout, we see the Puppet 

Maker drawing the outline of an axe from cardboard. He begins cutting it out, while the 

Puppet casually assesses the scenery walls and attempts to pull the entire set down. The 

Puppet Maker jumps up from his task, grabs the Puppet, and traps it underneath a stool. 

The Puppet shakes and kicks, trying to escape, and the Puppet Maker goes back to 

crafting his weapon.  

The Puppet lashes out in childish, anti-authoritative ways by refusing pants, 

knocking items off the table, and tearing down wallpaper. These examples position the 

Puppet as an active agent within the performance. Even if one considers the puppeteers as 

initiating these movements, the energy always transfers and is translated through the 

Puppet’s materiality. As explained earlier, a negotiation between objects (human-puppet) 

occurs. Dark Matters choreographs the Puppet’s agency not only as a main character 

within the performance, but also as lively matter that affects other objects surrounding it. 

In this instance, the Puppet throws pants, pencils, and papers; it tears down wallpaper and 

sets the light fixture into motion.  

The Puppet Maker’s frustration grows with his inability to control the Puppet that 

he created, which returning to puppetry scholarship, suggests an analogy to the Puppet 

Maker’s frustration of not being able to control his own body. In analyzing Carlo 

Collodi’s The Adventures of Pinocchio (1883), a story about a lively misbehaving puppet, 

theater scholar Tzachi Zamir claims, “In its structure and artistic medium, the resisting 

puppet crystallizes a more fraught sense of the body; the body that should have been a 
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transparent, expressive tool, a frictionless vehicle of agency, becomes visible, annoying, 

limiting, and free” (2010, 393). For Zamir, Pinocchio’s unruliness symbolizes the human 

body’s agency as matter. The human body, something that should be a “tool” for 

whatever notion of “self” one subscribes to, mind or soul, is actually “free” to force 

vomit up a throat, wrinkle, decompose, and become plant food despite human wishes.  

The second act goes on to showcase this predicament, particularly in a solo that 

reveals the body’s material agency through the vibrancy of separate body parts. It begins 

as the Puppet Maker dancer storms on stage to what sounds like a rollercoaster inching 

up a steep hill. The industrial, metallic soundscape continues as the dancer’s solo takes 

form. At one moment, the Puppet Maker uses his right hand to grab his head and tilt it to 

the side. As though his arm is weighted, the action causes his right knee to bend and left 

leg to slide out to the side until his right elbow touches the floor. His left elbow now 

points towards the ceiling as the forearm dangles below. He is broken. Such jolty, angular 

movements continue as the dancer literally grabs and places his legs into a standing 

position that leads to a contortionist act, where his hand on his forehead initiates a 

complete backbend. Once the head hits the floor, his shoulders slide against the marley, 

his knees bend, and legs straighten in the air before plopping down and forcing his torso 

up. Then his feet start leaning to one side; the rest of his body follows and rolls along the 

floor. This action repeats before the man transitions to standing. At this point, he stares at 

his hands in a terrified manner and starts feverishly talking to himself. As suspense builds 

his movements increase in speed and scope. His entire body shakes, collapses, rises again 

with limbs flailing and chest convulsions triggering responsive head banging in the air.  
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In this solo, the dancer’s body, as many different lively objects, seemingly drives 

the choreography. Legs plop down to spring the torso up; feet pull the legs into a roll. At 

the peak of spasms and repetitive collapses to the floor, the movement appears as though 

the dancer’s various body parts are responding to erratic muscular jerks. Even verbal 

utterances register as part of the body’s lively display. His gibberish and shaking read as 

a neurological glitch or a seizure, which includes body spasms and at times may cause 

one to spew out jumbled words. The human body here is displayed as a dynamic 

collection of vital objects.  

Dark Matters then takes the concept of vital materiality and applies it to situations 

involving “death,” calling to mind puppetry research that relates puppetry to reflections 

on human mortality. This is first introduced in the final scene of Act I, when the Puppet 

and the Puppet Maker end up fighting, and the Puppet eventually stabs the Puppet Maker 

with a pair of scissors, after which, the Puppet drops to its knees, still looking at the 

Puppet Maker, and slowly collapses into the same pose as the man. The two matching 

“dead” bodies haunt the stage as the lights fade, and the first act’s puppet tale ends. This 

shocking development is met choreographically with extreme casualness. Bright work 

lights come up, and the puppeteers begin cleaning and striking the stage, part of which 

includes dragging off the Puppet and Puppet Maker.  

The matter-of-fact clean-up turns to humor as the puppeteers, in their same 

costumes now acting as stagehands, bump into one another and fight in an overdramatic 

manner. This causes the entire set—walls, curtains, overhead lights—to come crashing 

down, and the stage goes dark. Then just like the ballet’s opening that presented a display 
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of set objects (human and nonhuman), the voice-over of Voltaire’s poem returns, and a 

spotlight scans the rubble, which now includes a loose marley panel with a random arm 

sticking out from underneath it. A puppeteer grabs and pulls the arm to discover the 

Puppet Maker’s body. The puppeteer then places the Puppet Maker’s hand and forearm 

on his chest, but as the puppeteer steps away, the Puppet Maker’s hand falls to the floor. 

This causes the puppeteer to pause and stare at the body for a few moments before 

pulling back the remaining marley from the Puppet Maker’s legs.  

Once again, Dark Matters aligns the Puppet and human performer as objects. 

They both lie there “dead,” and the puppeteers drag them off stage with the other set 

items. As the scene develops, however, the character’s death comes into question due to 

its reappearance and one small but crucial moment: The “dead” Puppet Maker’s hand 

moves on its own, causing the puppeteer to pause. This human-object-body seems to 

potentially show signs of liveliness. Was the Puppet Maker not actually “dead” to begin 

with or is this an example of the corpse as vibrant matter?  

As the scene progresses, the choreography continues to wrestle with this question. 

The puppeteer situates the limp body into a seated position, places the Puppet Maker’s 

arm over their shoulder, bends the Puppet Maker’s knees, and brings him to standing.9 

This is when the Puppet Maker noticeably opens his eyes. The Puppet Maker’s weight 

pushes against the puppeteer as the puppeteer guides him into a few steps matching that 

of the Puppet’s articulated ankle from the first scene. The Puppet Maker soon collapses 

 
9 I use a singular “their” to describe the puppeteer here because the costuming hides the 

character’s gender.  



 171 

as the puppeteer catches underneath his elbow and pulls him back up. The Puppet Maker 

performs contrasting fluid and jointed movements with the puppeteer’s support. Once the 

Puppet Maker appears capable of standing on his own, he walks off stage with a slightly 

swayed back and wobbly legs.  

I claim this scene suggests a vital materialist perspective of death, one where a 

type of liveliness continues through the decaying corpse. The “dead” Puppet Maker 

comes to “life” and walks off stage. Yet, he never returns to his home; instead, he 

continues to exist in the second act’s abstract world, a different reality. This different 

reality is a new vibrant existence of corpse, as “dead” matter that remains an affective 

presence as the ballet continues. Not only does this moment attempt to destabilize human 

notions of life and death, which after all have never really been “absolutes, but narrative 

functions that allow us to speculate on, recognize and announce who we are as humans in 

relation to the non-human world” (Song 2015, 9), it acts as a reflection back on all 

objects and their vitality. Dark Matters collapses the space between Puppet Maker as 

alive human and Puppet Maker as vibrant corpse and, with the numerous human-

nonhuman comparisons, suggests the Puppet exhibits a similar dynamic, as well as the set 

design, the costuming, and the stage lights. 

Objects Entering into Social Objectification 

While Dark Matters challenges a dead-lively binary and ways it relates to object-

subject/human-nonhuman dualities, the ballet’s final scene complicates things further by 

choreographing a traditionally gendered duet that evokes issues of female objectification. 

One lone puppeteer has remained throughout the second act, lurking in the background, 
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adjusting lights on stage, and at times, moving dancers. The last scene begins in silence 

with this puppeteer shedding their clothing one piece at a time. First a glove, fingers 

tapping the air, their hand stands out against the stage’s darkness and the rest of the fully 

blacked-out body. A second glove comes off, the hood, then the shirt and jacket. More 

parts of puppeteer’s body are revealed: hair, face, torso. Now, presenting as a female 

body, the performer removes her pants and sits, taking off each sock individually before 

adjusting tan-colored kneepads. The dancer only wears a beige-colored sports bra and 

matching underwear. The clothing items more or less blend into her skin; with the effect 

the audience sees an almost naked woman.  

Then, the Puppet Maker enters from upstage and stands behind the erstwhile 

puppeteer, now a female dancer. Slowly bending his knees down to reach her level, the 

two intensely scan one another’s faces. The Puppet Maker places his hand behind her 

neck, and she drops her weight into him laying back but not touching the floor. The 

Puppet Maker pushes her right knee down; her chest rises up in response. Her head 

dangles back from the neck. The Puppet Maker touches her right wrist then fingers, 

which leads to a flick reaction in her elbow, knee, then head. The Puppet Maker lays her 

back once more with his hand on her chest. Pulling up an invisible thread from her 

sternum, her heart lifts towards the ceiling. He pushes her right knee down again and her 

head pops up. This gentle exploration of her reflexes persists with subtle variations in 

speed and quality. This puppeteer has become the Act I Puppet, as the Puppet Maker 

studies her body’s capabilities.  
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Up to this point, Belton’s original score marked the stage with industrial and 

electronic vibes followed by silence, but now the choir-like “Sleep” by Eric Whitacre fills 

the space. The duet continues; standing, lifting, or sprawling, the Puppet Maker mostly 

supports the female dancer’s weight. At one point, she crawls out to her hands with 

extended bent knees on the floor. The dancer’s right arm floats in front of her, and she 

curiously assesses her wrist’s movements. Her left foot then matches her wrist with a 

flex-point, all the while homing in on the joints’ functions. Ankle movements remain a 

theme, as it did in the Puppet Maker-Puppet duet, whether she sickles or repeats a quick 

flex-point that wiggles her legs. Then, in the middle of the duet the Puppet Maker 

passionately kisses the female dancer, after which their movement quality and speed 

intensify. More partnering ensues until the briefly separated pair run towards each other. 

As they meet, the female dancer’s extended right arm pierces the Puppet Maker. She 

stabs him, not with scissors but with her own arm. He shakes as his nerves register the 

stab and slowly collapses to the floor. The female dancer watches in distress, as trembling 

hands on her cheeks slide up towards the sides of her forehead. The ballet ends with the 

characters on the floor and the Puppet Maker lying across the female dancer’s legs as she 

stiches his wound together. She pulls an invisible thread multiple times, jerking it to 

tighten the flesh, until at the last moment, it causes his back to arch and chest to rise as 

hers did in the beginning of the duet—is he “alive”? Lights fade.    

Almost as a review of what the ballet has staged up to this point, the very 

beginning of the final scene displays the female dancer’s body as a combination of body 

parts, multiple objects. The audience watches as she strips. Her slow, deliberate, silent 
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removal of clothing allows the viewer to examine each inch of more exposed skin, which 

stands out against the black costuming and dark stage lighting, as though to literally 

highlight each individual part of the whole. Once she sits on the floor, the audience’s 

gaze is matched by the Puppet Maker’s, whose eyes remain glued to the dancer. Even she 

shows a fascination with the movements of her hand, knee, and wrist, as though she is 

surprised at each body part’s separate capabilities. The focus from all directions remains 

on her parceled materiality, invoking the body as a withdrawing multi-objected entity.  

At the same time, the viewer becomes more aware of the social implications of 

this scene. Although Dark Matters focuses on the human body as vibrant matter, it is 

difficult to ignore the gendered relationship between the dancers. From the audience’s 

perspective, the Puppet Maker initiates and guides many of the female dancer’s 

movements and often supports her as she staggers across stage. These moments paint the 

female dancer as weak or sickly. She is uncontrollable matter, a character onstage now 

that seems to embody a long history of the female’s connection to the “leaky body” and 

the “other” within the mind/subject-body/object divide (Bordo 1993; Grosz 1994; 

Shildrick 1997). Even though earlier in the ballet, the Puppet Maker has taken on this 

same role in his rising from the “dead” partnering in Act I and his spastic solo in Act II, 

the final duet reads differently due to the female dancer’s almost naked, exposed body, 

the length of time she droops in the man’s arms, and the kiss, which does not appear to be 

mutual. The Puppet Maker grabs and kisses the Puppeteer like some desperate attempt at 

fairytale magic, where a special kiss awakens a slumbering princess. Will his manly kiss 

save her? Can he control her unruly body? More so, if the female dancer represents the 
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Puppet here through reoccurring choreographic structures and motifs, and in the ballet the 

Puppet partially functions as an analogy for matter, particularly the human body, does 

trying to save or love her just come back to a narcissistic endeavor of the Puppet Maker 

attempting to save himself? His efforts fail, and the female dancer stabs him, not with 

scissors, but with her own arm. She—as the Puppet, as the human body—kills the Puppet 

Maker. Yet, as the ballet has already established, his “death” is just another material 

transition. She sews him back together, and Dark Matters ends as his chest rises, 

inferring a continuous type of material vitality.  

 Perhaps the destabilization of object-subject up to this point situates a non-

gendered reading of the duet. Maybe within the ballet’s framing, one could view the 

staggering, basically naked woman, as not a weak, objectified female, but as a vibrant 

object full of agency. At the same time, painful histories and societal realities concerning 

gender and race, where humans have literally objectified other humans as commodities, 

make it impossible to ignore the final duet’s implications. It raises larger concerns 

regarding an object-oriented perspective within a socially-read artform like dance.  

Conclusion 

A wood foot pulls back creating a sharp angle in its metal bolted ankle; a warm 

foot with blood pumping through it carefully steps forward. Dark Matters uses puppetry 

and dance to reimagine concepts of the human body and so-called “dead” matter. The 

ballet reveals the vitality of all objects through the Puppet and human dancers. It then 

goes even further by emphasizing the human body as an assemblage of multiple objects 

that each hold a type of agency, shown through jointed movement phrases, isolated body 
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part actions, and seemingly body-led spasm-like choreography. With this perspective of 

the human body as vibrant matter similar to the Puppet, the ballet challenges notions of 

“death.” Even though the dancers “die” onstage, they rise again as vibrant matter. So 

while “this frail construction of quick nerves and bones cannot sustain the shock of 

elements” and was “put together only to dissolve” (Dark Matters recording, 2009, 00:42-

02:10), perhaps, it just simply dissolves into something new, something like three pieces 

of wood, string, and glue. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION: MALE DOLLS AND POSTHUMAN POSSIBILITIES  

This dissertation considered the relationship between objects—dolls, puppets, and 

costumes—to humans within Western ballet by looking closely at Coppélia, Cendrillon, 

Groosland, and Dark Matters. Using a posthuman lens, I analyzed these pieces, showing 

ways they challenge object-subject binaries and, through such, thereby expand notions of 

liveliness (which infers a type of presence and potential agency) to nonhuman entities. 

These specific ballets demonstrate the world’s intra-activity through material 

relationships and co-constructions between technology and humans (Coppélia), costumes 

and dancers (Cendrillon and Groosland), puppets and dancers (Dark Matters), and even 

body parts within/as the body (Dark Matters). They have additionally sparked questions 

regarding gender dynamics with a focus on the female body, addressing culturally-

defined notions of body aesthetics and modification, as well as how and who might 

objectify bodies, both generally speaking and particularly within ballet.  

Coppélia, Cendrillon, Groosland, and Dark Matters, however, represent just a 

small selection of ballets dealing with these topics. What other issues might have come to 

the forefront by focusing on different works? For example, aside from Coppélia’s 

original libretto that mentions stereotypically racialized “prop dolls,” race is either 

unmarked or explicitly white in the ballets I analyzed. Petrushka, on the other hand, 

stages a “Moorish” doll, typically performed by a white dancer in blackface. Examining a 
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ballet like Petrushka could contribute to a more complex understanding of posthumanism 

in relation to race. Other ballets, such as Die Puppenfee and La Boutique Fantasque, 

include human customers purchasing dancing dolls, which raises questions surrounding 

commodification. With La Boutique Fantasque, two separate customers make purchases 

that would result in breaking up a male-female doll couple. The ballet depicts the store’s 

dolls conspiring ways for the couple to stay together. They succeed in their goal. The 

dolls’ agency within a system that disempowers them perhaps speaks to notions of thing-

power. I also wonder what I could have discovered in expanding my scope beyond doll-

like characters to broadly-defined nonhuman ballet roles. What might looking at human 

dancers as food, animals, or other mythological creatures, such as in La Sylphide 

(sylphs), Giselle (wilis), The Nutcracker (mice, fairies, flowers, and food), Swan Lake 

(swans), Sleeping Beauty (fairies, cats, wolves, and birds), The Firebird (monsters and 

birds), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (fairies, a donkey, insects, and other mythical 

creatures), and Whipped Cream (food, animals, and human-nonhuman hybrids), do to our 

understanding of posthumanism?  

At the end of these considerations and after further reflection on my dissertation’s 

focus towards the female ballet dancer, one big question remains: What happens if we 

pay attention to male dolls in ballet? In this chapter, I consider ballets that more directly 

center on a male doll lead, such as Petrushka and The Steadfast Tin Soldier. I 

contemplate what they might say about cultural understandings towards masculinity and 

how a posthuman perspective may illuminate their meanings. First, I briefly explore 

Western notions about boys and dolls starting in the twentieth century as a means to 
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contextualize the “male” doll at large. Through this process, two themes appear: male 

dolls are typically either accessories to female dolls or action figures/toy soldiers. Not 

surprisingly, these same tropes appear in male-centered doll ballets.  

Dolls for Boys 

As established in Chapter I, producers mainly market dolls to female consumers, 

yet dolls designed for boys certainly exist. Unlike the male Ken doll, which functions 

more as one of Barbie’s fun accessories, plush, stuffed dolls have occasionally challenged 

the dolls-are-for-girls status quo.1 In the early twentieth century, dolls for male 

consumers hit the market in the USA like Billiken, which had a teddy bear body and 

human face (Formanek-Brunell 1993, 96). Currently, the boy-centered Wonder Crew 

dolls—15-inch dolls with vinyl heads, arms, and legs and soft bodies—even won the 

2018 Toy of the Year “Doll of the Year” Award (Popek 2018). Yet, the example burned 

in my mind, accompanied by its catchy commercial jingle, would be My Buddy. 

Hasbro’s release of My Buddy in 1985 was seen as a controversial move (Healy 1989; 

Jamie 2019). This toy was not a “baby” doll per se, since as the name infers, My Buddy 

was marketed as a friend and had features of a three-year-old boy. It sold very well, but 

arguably was quickly “disciplined” by another cultural artifact. With its blue overalls and 

striped long-sleeved shirt, My Buddy inspired the Child’s Play (1988) horror movie 

 
1 In September 2019, Mattel released the doll line “Creatable World” that allows children 

to choose and configure their doll as they see fit, providing space for gender neutral or 

gender fluid outcomes (Dockterman 2019; Zialcita 2019). Will items like these shift 

perspectives relating to dolls and gender?  
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series featuring Chucky the doll. In this film, a serial killer’s spirit inhabits a “Good 

Guys” doll and murders those around it. Turning My Buddy (the “Good Guys” doll) into 

a literal evil presence clearly illustrates society’s fear of boys playing with cuddly dolls 

and places it within the realm of horror. 

Hasbro continues to challenge the dolls-are-for-girls trope with Baby Alive, 

which can now cry tears, talk, eat, and go to the bathroom after performing a “potty 

dance.” As of July 2019, the website’s banner displays both girls and boys holding the 

dolls (Baby Alive 2020). One image below even depicts a boy playing solo with the toy. 

The commercials, however, still feature little girls taking the lead in feeding, rocking, and 

carrying the baby doll, while boys play more of a supportive role or stand by as 

onlookers. The boys’ presence is strongest during the dirty diaper reveal; after the little 

girl feeds the baby and opens the diaper, the little boy makes a face, and they both laugh. 

Apparently, potty jokes provide an “appropriate” space for boys in doll play. It would 

seem that although some marketing examples push against the notion that dolls are only 

for girls, the stereotype remains dominant at this point in time.  

Arguably, the one doll-like toy consistently marketed towards boys is the action 

figure. Action figures, such as the American G.I. Joe, grew from Barbie’s success, in that 

both toys resembled an adult form (Bainbridge 2010, 831). Hasbro introduced G.I. Joe in 

1964 (Hall 2004, 36); it functioned as a soldier doll and was released in four different 

styles in order to represent the USA’s branches of the armed forces: the Army, Navy, 

Marines, and Air Forces (Bainbridge 2010, 832). G.I. Joe’s uniqueness stemmed from his 

“articulated” frame that consisted of “21 moveable parts” (Bainbridge 2010, 831). The 
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articulated body allowed the owner to manipulate the toy into detailed positions, and 

therefore, made G.I. Joe appear physically active and capable for battle. 

While G.I. Joe is a function of post-WWII culture, soldier toys/figurines have a 

much older history. For many centuries, toy soldiers in European countries were reserved 

for “blue-blooded children, like the silver toy soldiers with which Louis XIV played” 

(Toiati 2019, xiv), but this drastically changed during the nineteenth century with the 

availability of “new metals” and cheaper production processes (Brown 1990, 238). 

Germany truly led the market, followed by France, but as soon as the toy manufacturer 

William Britain designed the first hollow metal soldier in 1893 (opposed to the solid lead 

ones or two-dimensional wood ones), Great Britain’s place among the toy soldier 

producers skyrocketed (Brown 1990, 238-239). Social historian Kenneth D. Brown even 

argues that the Britain toy soldier craze during 1890-1900 contributed to military growth 

leading into WWI (1990, 237). Just as female fashion dolls influenced how women 

presented themselves, the toy soldier partook in the real effects of men signing up for 

battle. This is particularly relevant considering The Nutcracker, the earliest ballet I 

believe to include toy soldier characters, premiered in the midst of the toy soldier boom 

in l892, clearly linking to and perpetuating the public’s fascination with the toys. As I 

will show, these male-shaped dolls (action figures/toy soldiers, male fashion dolls, male 

plush dolls) continue to influence the male doll ballet characters throughout the twentieth 

century. 
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Male Doll Ballets 

Coppélia, Cendrillon, Groosland, and Dark Matters all include male doll-like 

characters. Yet they often remain secondary to the female leads, simply function as props, 

or exist in a doll-only reality, where most dancers perform as dolls onstage. Ballets such 

as Petrushka and The Steadfast Tin Soldier offer a different scenario and place the male 

doll in the lead; the titles alone hint at this point. Based on Hans Christian Andersen’s 

fairytale, The Steadfast Tin Soldier features a toy soldier who falls in love with a paper 

ballerina doll. The two-person ballet ends once a gust of wind blows the paper doll into 

the fireplace. Petrushka, situated at a Russian fair, features three puppets: Petrushka, the 

Moor, and the Ballerina. These puppets perform for the public under the direction of the 

Charlatan, but once he is away, they continue to interact on their own. Petrushka loves 

the Ballerina, but she favors the Moor. The Moor eventually “kills” Petrushka, who 

comes back to “life,” frightening the Charlatan.  

These brief narratives reveal two prominent depictions of male dolls common to 

nineteenth and twentieth century Western culture: the toy soldier and the female doll’s 

partner. The Steadfast Tin Soldier incorporates both, as does The Nutcracker, which 

includes an entire battle scene between soldier dolls and mice with the life-size 

Nutcracker character acting as their general. The Act I party scene often includes a toy 

soldier solo as well. What might it mean for these male dancers to perform as toys that 

represent armed forces? Like Coppélia’s meta-ballet commentary on female dancers, 

perhaps the soldier’s presence is meant to parallel disciplined male dancers to trained 

military agents. Balanchine, who choreographed The Steadfast Tin Soldier, once made a 
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similar connection when he argued “that ballet sharpened skills the soldier needed” 

(Fisher and Shay 2009, 17). Or perhaps this goes beyond ballet, and the soldier doll trope 

says something about ways society traditionally uses or objectifies male bodies as 

weaponized agents of war. One thing is certain though, soldier dolls, generally speaking, 

semiotically read as hyper-masculine, which leads me to wonder if the toy soldier’s 

representation of masculine war-centered strength is an attempt to counter the perceived 

effeminate male dancer stereotype. 

As I mentioned in Chapter I, a significant gender divide in ballet developed in 

nineteenth-century France, when certain critics proclaimed their discontent with male 

dancers; ballerinas even performed en travestie during this time, eliminating many 

opportunities for the danseur (Garafola 1985-86; Kennedy 2017). While the male 

dancer’s presence certainly remained in France and in other countries even thrived (Smith 

2007), the notion that men should not perform ballet remains an ongoing stereotype in 

Western societies. For instance, in August 2019, the television show Good Morning 

America caused a stir in the ballet world when host Laura Spencer ridiculed six-year-old 

Prince George’s ballet classes. Spencer laughed saying, “Prince William says George 

absolutely loves ballet. I have news for you, Prince William. We’ll see how long that 

lasts” (Escoyne 2019; Kourlas 2019a). This incited a massive response from the dance 

community. Dancers spoke up on social media, sharing their stories of prejudice against 

male ballet dancers with hashtags #boysdancetoo, #boysdance, and #metutu. Male 

dancers Travis Wall from So You Think You Can Dance and Robbie Fairchild, a former 

New York City Ballet dancer, led a ballet class in the streets near ABC’s studios in 
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protest. They later joined Spencer on air with Fabrice Calmels of the Joffrey Ballet to 

explain the consequences of comments like hers (Kourlas 2019b).2  

While the metutu hashtag used, to the best of my knowledge, does not relate to 

sexual assault as its inspiration #MeToo, it speaks to other forms of oppression based on 

assumptions about sexuality. It points to the homophobic foundations of cultural 

prejudices against and stereotypes about boys in ballet. Dance scholars like Ramsay Burt 

([1995] 2007) and Peter Stoneley (2007), as well as collections such as When Men 

Dance: Choreographing Masculinities Across Borders edited by Jennifer Fisher and 

Anthony Shay, investigate these topics by analyzing cultural depictions of dancing men, 

the roles they take onstage, and the lived experiences of current or past professional 

dancers. Prominent themes include how society aligns the male ballet dancer with 

 
2 The fact that protest occurred and the hashtag #metutu emerged speaks directly to the 

event’s #MeToo roots. #MeToo originated from Tarana Burke’s 2007 “MeToo” 

workshops, and the term went viral in October 2017 after the Harvey Weinstein sexual 

misconduct allegations (Tambe 2018; Hillstrom 2019; Gieseler 2019). Sexual assault and 

rape victims came forward with their own stories and urged society to reflect upon 

problematic forms of masculinity based in hyper-aggression, violence, and misogyny. In 

addition to #MeToo’s very real legal actions, media forms began taking notice. The 

company Gillette, for example, began their “Best Men Can Be” campaign that showcased 

a commercial addressing negative forms of masculinities (Neff 2019), and a number of 

televisions shows were cancelled, revamped, or not renewed after accusations surfaced 

about lead actors, such as with Louis C.K. (Bluestone 2017; Itzkoff 2017) or Kevin 

Spacey (Collins 2017). The ballet world felt the movement’s affects as well (Kourlas 

2018). Long-time New York City Ballet director Peter Martins resigned after accusations 

of sexual misconduct and abuse (Pogrebin 2018), and a well-publicized lawsuit ensued 

involving the company’s male dancers Chase Finlay, Amar Ramasar, and Zachary 

Catazaro for sharing nude photos of ballerina Alexandra Waterbury and others (Cooper 

and Pogrebin 2018a; Cooper and Pogrebin 2018b). With #MeToo’s presence, could 

society begin shifting its concepts of masculinity, and therefore, how the public views the 

male dancer? The Good Morning America protest and its use of #metutu asks for such a 

cultural shift.  
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perceived effeminacy or queerness, as well as problematic ways people attempt to 

counter this with the hyper-masculine, hyper-sexual male dancer trope. This “make ballet 

macho” phenomenon tries to position ballet as an extreme sport, where men additionally 

get to ogle and touch scantily clad women all day (Fisher 2009); heteronormativity lies at 

the base of this approach.  

Returning to male dolls in ballet, one finds consistent heterosexual pairings. The 

steadfast soldier character falls in love with the paper doll; he gives her a literal cut-out of 

his heart, and Petrushka, though unsuccessful, attempts to win over the Ballerina’s 

affections. The Nutcracker, as well, makes sure to partner non-soldier dolls with ballerina 

dolls, and even the Nutcracker, who transforms into the Prince, arguably pairs with 

Clara/Marie. Do such staged relationships attempt to further diminish the perceived 

effeminacy of male dancers performing as dolls? Similar to the soldier doll motif that 

positions the male dancer doll as militaristic and strong, the male doll as ballerina doll 

partner seemingly establishes the character’s heterosexuality.3 

It is clear that male doll characters in ballet, as with female doll characters, say 

something in regard to Western gender norms. Yet, in thinking back to one of my on-

going questions within this dissertation, what might a posthuman lens additionally reveal 

 
3 What would a male doll ballet look like if it challenged these assumptions? Some claim 

Petrushka as originally performed by Nijinsky does just that. Susan Leigh Foster states, 

“Nijinsky performed as a heterosexual hero who everyone knew to be the liaison of Serge 

Diaghelev. . . Nijinsky’s swerving sexuality haunted the stage at the end of Petrouchka 

like a queer male ‘wili’” ([1996] 1998, 262). While narratively the character longs for the 

female dancer, the public’s knowledge of Nijinsky’s personal life might have affected a 

straight-forward reading of the story.   
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about these male doll centered works? Perhaps we would find that the soldier doll ballets 

position the male body as usable material for war, but that this is matched with displays 

of nonhuman agency. Since characters in all of the male doll centered ballets (The 

Nutcracker, Petrushka, and The Steadfast Tin Soldier) “die” or undergo bodily 

transformations, maybe we would discover the works speak to the dead-lively binary or 

vibrant matter. This calls for further research, but with this dissertation in hand, one can 

begin to contemplate such possibilities.    

Closing the Curtains 

 Thinking through potential trajectories of analyzing male doll ballets brings us 

back to familiar concepts within this dissertation. Regardless of the lead character’s 

gender, doll ballets relate the human to the nonhuman, and in doing so, I claim reveal 

human objectness and nonhuman agency. In inverting the binaries that assign human to 

active subject and nonhuman to passive object, doll ballets radically display a posthuman 

reality, where all entities are reconstituting, intra-acting, lively matter, and hierarchal 

divisions among beings dissolve. That such choreographies evoke feelings of the uncanny 

demonstrates how deeply unsettling these ideas can be. As doll ballets show, part of this 

uncanniness derives from humans having to reconsider notions of subjectivity, control, 

and agency. These ballets ask us to hold a mirror to our own faces—just as Swanilda 

does when performing as Coppélia—and consider an existence in the world that 

ontologically does not elevate humans above anything else but, instead, highlights our 

comparable existence to and interconnectivity with things around us. As others have said 

before me, there is something arrogant and narcissistic about a humanist perspective 
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(Ehrenfeld [1978] 1981; Schechner 1982, 96; Bennett 2010, xvi; Braidotti 2013, 30). 

What might transpire in acknowledging our place among wood, glue, and screws as 

fellow objects or vibrant matter? What could happen if we accept our own doll-like 

nature? 
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