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This thesis examines the aesthetic of ballets adapted for BBC Television by 

producer Margaret Dale, beginning with her entrance to the BBC’s training program in 

1955 and culminating with her commissioned work Houseparty, which aired in 1964. A 

historical and organizational framework is discussed regarding the BBC’s cultural 

mission and view of arts programming, as well as general developmental milestones in 

programming contextualizing Dale’s working conditions. Particular focus is placed upon 

the appropriation of Romantic narrative ballets and their significance in reinforcing an 

aristocratic and culturally divisive structure in the arts. Textual analyses consider issues 

of restaging, camera placement, and lighting, as well as television’s intimacy and 

relationship to characterization in ballet narratives. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE CULTURAL CAPITAL OF BALLET AS NARRATIVE AND THE BBC’S 

ORGANIZATION VIEW OF TELEVISION DANCE PROGRAMMING 

Introduction 

 Adaptation has been common practice in the narratives of moving images since 

the beginning of their creation, both technologically and as commercial commodities.  A 

condensed version of Dante’s Inferno opened in New York on December 10, 1911, and 

the first feature-length film to be shown in its entirety was a five-reel version of Oliver 

Twist (1912).  The earliest surviving American film is an adaptation of Shakespeare’s 

Richard III, released four years after the Vitagraph studio’s series of Shakespearean 

shorts.   The science of moving-images was, during the developmental years of 

technology, preoccupied primarily with the development of mechanics, and narrative 

content was often appropriated from literary stories, folklore and the stage.  The British 

Broadcasting Corporation, likewise, employed well-known novels and plays to create 

programming from the very beginning of television’s regular broadcast service in 1936. 

According to Jacobs, television drama took three main forms before the war: 

extracts from plays, broadcast from the television studios at Alexandra Palace; 

full-length adaptations of novels and plays, also transmitted live from the TV 

studios; and live ‘outside broadcasts’ from London theatres.  (Cooke 11) 

The presumed cultural value of recognizable and popular stories, the neo-classicist, 

nationalist mission of the BBC, and rapid social, economic and technological transforma
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tions all informed the predominance of adaptive rather than original storytelling.  The 

BBC structured television much like its radio service and separated music and drama into 

different departments.  Ballet programs were initially a sub-heading of the Music 

Programs Department, and often designed in conjunction with seasonal goals, like 

religious programming for Christmas, as in the examples of The Wise Virgins, The 

Miracle, and the Ny Norsk mime ballet The Message, all suggested in a meeting with 

Religious Broadcasting in 1952.  The eventually somnolent practice of showing an 

orchestra performing just as one would observe in concert inspired the BBC to envision 

new ways to expose audiences to music and arts programming.  It was in this capacity 

that the BBC began to incorporate excerpts and eventually large-scale adaptations of 

ballet into the programming schedules.  The Music Programs Department, for a brief 

period, oversaw sporadic efforts to reproduce largely romantically themed ballets for live 

broadcasts. 

 However, it was BBC Children’s Programs that initially invited Margaret Dale to 

reproduce The Three Bears as a television ballet in 1950.  The piece was similar in length 

and scale to other early ballet productions, running in total a short ten minutes in 

comparison to the twenty minutes that was typical of ballets televised for adult audiences.  

In 1955, Dale entered the BBC’s new producer training program and several years later, 

was promoted to act as ballet programs producer when it was designated as a separate 

department.  Dale’s full-length adaptations of narrative ballets grew within the BBC as a 

significant specialty component of dramatic television programming.  This was largely 

due to her formation of an inimitable methodology and wealth of experience that would 
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eventually compel some of the most amalgamated dance for camera works to date.  Her 

adaptations came to characterize a unique aesthetic that defined the look of ballet on 

television and invented a new language for camera-oriented choreography.  In many 

ways, her ballet programs came to resemble “intimate” drama, as they placed an 

increasingly stronger focus on characterization, the scenarios and settings of the ballets, 

and most importantly, the relationship of the dancers to the camera.  However, her most 

avant-garde production, Houseparty (1964), a ballet created specifically for the television 

camera, was outside the scope of the BBC’s aims to expand experimental programs, and 

new television ballets ultimately failed to have any real standing in the television 

schedule. 

 In this thesis, I discuss the historical context in which Margaret Dale was enabled 

to adapt and produce ballets specifically engineered for the television medium.  I define 

the organizational parameters of ballet programs, and discuss important aspects of 

narrative that contributed to their adoption and success with audiences.  I define the 

important aesthetic characteristics and evolution of Dale’s methodology of adaptation, 

and the specific ways in which she emphasized new aspects of ballet narratives, lending 

them a significantly new frame of view.  Particularly, I focus on the ways in which she 

illuminated “character” in the intimate, dramatic setting of television.  This presented a 

new space and context in which to discuss the relationship of female identity to different 

aspects of movement and narrative.  Dale’s alteration of choreography and staging, as 

well as her careful visual construction, especially contributed to a revisioning of romantic 

ballets.  It also called forth aspects of reform in the theatrical arts and redefined them in 
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relationship to the aesthetics of television.  In this chapter, I introduce the larger 

theoretical framework of adaptation and its relationship to different elements of narrative 

appropriation and thematic structure.  I also contextualize this study in some of the more 

significant historical implications which shaped television ballet, limiting it within an 

ideological framework as “functional” art, and discuss the role that Dale played in her 

individual renovation of the BBC’s use of ballet in their cultural mission to enlighten the 

middle class. 

 

The Cultural Capital of Neo-Classicism and Mobility of the Narrative 

 “Television, as a new, but subordinate, branch of public service broadcasting, 

needed the prestige of the theatre to raise its cultural profile, to help establish itself as a 

legitimate part of a British Broadcasting Corporation” (Cooke 10).  This was not just 

because of television’s initial status as a novelty product, affordable by only a small 

fraction of society, but also because “cinema and television had an antagonistic 

relationship in the late 1940s and 1950s” (Cooke 14), due to the film industry’s growing 

concern that television would have a negative impact on its box office.  From very early 

on in the commercial programming schedule of the BBC, the organizational legacy of a 

Sunday night play was established to draw large audiences, and would set the tone for 

other kinds of “event programming.”  In approximately 1937, a shift occurred “towards 

plays as ‘special events’ in the schedule, acquiring a status over other programs which 

was to lead to the enshrinement of the single play as a prestigious form of television, a 

status which it was to enjoy right up until the late 1970s” (Cooke 11).   



 

 5 

 Ballet programs eventually took a similar formulation after they were first 

introduced in 1938.  A “high-classical” ballet was shown each week directly after the 

Sunday night play.  Some of the earliest broadcasts included: the 1936 production of Job, 

a religious ballet and possibly the first of the BBC’s adaptations, Swan Lake (1937), 

Casse Noisette (1937), Checkmate (1937) (a ballet that would eventually become one of 

the Royal Ballet’s cornerstone works by Arthur Bliss and Ninette de Valois), and The 

Sleeping Beauty (1938).  Once a ballet had been broadcast and was perceived as 

successful dramatic material, it would be recycled through the years and re-staged over 

and again.  Ballets treated in this manner were labeled as “classical,” and seen as 

possessing some semblance of historical or cultural cognizance.  Similar in practice to 

early re-stagings of Shakespearean dramas, the BBC presumed that audiences could be 

entertained on a fundamental level by the “quality” of the ballet narratives.  

 The BBC’s ambitions for translating ballet into television programming were 

evidently conjoined with its organizational focus of exposing audiences to classical and 

respected high-art theatrical works.  The early Reithian ideology: for the British audience 

to be “enriched by exposure to the full range of programming” (Crisell 29), accurately 

supposed that the championing of classical or historically important work possessed the 

capacity to exploit the prior cultural cachet of that work.  Hutcheon suggests, “One way 

to gain respectability or increase cultural capital is for an adaptation to be upwardly 

mobile” (91).  Mobility in this context may take on many potential configurations, 

engaging with a range of possible questions about social and economic mobility, or 

alternatively with political and ideological affinities about what constituted valuable 
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programming in the eyes of the BBC.  What appears to be classical, from the BBC’s 

point of reference during the mid-twentieth century, appealed to “the moral and 

ideological parameters of broadcasting” (Jacobs 2), and was therefore privileged above 

more contemporary productions. 

Film historians argue that this motivation explains the many early cinematic 

adaptations of Dante and Shakespeare.  Today’s television adaptations of British 

eighteenth- and nineteenth- century novels may also want to benefit from their 

adapted works’ cultural cachet.  (Hutcheon 91) 

The delineation of shifting ideas about what constitutes “classicist” and “culturally 

important”-contingent upon purpose, audience, or historical and cultural context, for 

example-is fundamental to Hutcheon’s impression of the “upwardly mobile [narrative]” 

(91).  “Adaptations are what have been called ‘fluid texts’ that exist in more than one 

version; they are the “material evidence of shifting intentions” (Hutcheon 95).  Therefore, 

it is important to reconsider the implied evolvement of narrative as “classicist” and 

“culturally important” in the context of English theatre and performance, as well as 

literature, and specifically in the overwhelming appropriation of Romantic narrative 

ballets chosen for BBC programming.  

 Though in the nineteenth century, the original intent of Romanticism was to reach 

beyond realistic and classical aims for art, music and literature, a proportionate amount of 

the dominant narratives from this time are preoccupied with Gothic themes.   

The legitimate theaters of London although beset with increasing financial 

difficulties, continued to present as main pieces Gothic drama, spectacular or 
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“Gothicized Shakespeare, and historical plays of pseudo-antiquity, all of which 

had become over the course of years the stock resources for serious theatrical 

performance. (Donohue 84) 

Romantic ballets were also largely preoccupied with Gothic narrative conflicts and 

incidents: the influence of supernatural forces, the restriction of the hero or heroine by 

societal parameters, the “violent upheaval or reversal, [where] in this moment the 

character becomes perverted from the norm of innocence under the pressure of 

circumstance” (Donohue 184).  Satanic creatures in Romantic ballet were thought to 

personify demonic elements in order “to change the course of events and play havoc with 

the lives of human beings” (Lee 135).  Not only was there typically some mortal conflict, 

the immortal or supernatural element existed and “functioned similarly to the 

Renaissance dues ex machina as a convenient means of [further] instigating or solving 

human predicaments” (Lee 135).  But these gothic narratives also functioned as warnings, 

serving ultimately to maintain a sense of order or status quo consensus about morally 

acceptable behavior.   

 The structures in the performing arts that came to reflect Gothic Romantic 

narrative structures are often some of the more universally loved, dramatically adopting 

archetypal extremes of good versus evil and encouraging an overwhelming sense of 

identification with an epic hero or heroine.  The value of dance programming as 

facilitated by the BBC was, therefore, related to the continued championship of the 

exotic, sometimes tragic, stories of Romanticism.  These narratives were privileged as 

having a superior place to other “classical” narratives less preoccupied with the early 
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Romantic sensibility that, “the appreciation of nature and art was felt to imply a certain 

standard of morality” (Beatty and Davies 82).  Perhaps, as a result, the revival of these 

works was privileged over those belonging to other periods in ballet history.  Romantic 

scenarios were somewhat exploitative of fantastical elements, isolating the viewer in the 

unendurable obstacles and extraordinary circumstances of their characters to  “[draw 

them] away from collective response in the theater toward the singular creativity of the 

individual imagination” (Donohue 184).  The emotional identification of the individual 

audience member with this melodramatic momentum elevates the mythology of the 

characters, and the story itself, to a familiar folkloric proportion, creating a sense of 

isolation in “the yearning of the Romantic spirit,” and “the exaltation of feelings, and in a 

desire to transcend the human condition”  (Lee 133). 

 Early nineteenth century British literary scholars who were somewhat 

preoccupied with “reviving interest in unjustly neglected works of English literature, 

chiefly from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, published long discussions of nearly 

all the major Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists” (Beatty and Davies 102).  Much of 

the emphasis of referencing and encouraging the revival of such work was seen as having 

possessed a strong relationship with the will to incite the accurate representation and 

understanding of English nationalism, or “culturalism.”  Restaging classical plays, in this 

case, was a reinterprative, adaptive act that was seen as maintaining and reiterating a 

sense of originality by re-integrating the audience with their congenital selves.  “The 

modern English writer needed to turn to the past in order to discover his deepest identity” 

(Beatty and Davies 107).  It was during this critical revival of Elizabethan dramatic work 
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that developing “Romantic” narrative themes were principally articulated by Charles 

Lamb, through his intended “illustrat[ion of] ‘the moral sense of our ancestors’ as shown 

in ‘the conflicts of duty and passion, or the strife of contending duties’” (Beatty and 

Davis 103).  However, the re-appropriation of these narratives and themes in the context 

of nineteenth century British “modernism” indicated that, “what had formerly been 

regarded as artistic blemishes in the plays were now seen as indications of truth and 

reality” (Beatty and Davies 108).  Likewise, the re-situation of Romantic story ballets 

from the Romantic period to modern television in Britain also transformed their meaning.  

“Legends were an inexhaustible source of inspiration for Romantic choreographers in so 

far as they were endowed with allegorical meaning that gave a tinge of poetry to 

everyday life” (Lee 135).  Out-dated moralistic tales of impossible love, for example, 

simulated a nostalgic melodrama, entertaining specifically because of their apparently 

unrealistic conflict, but also comfortably defined parameters of social class. 

 The new etymologies created by changing cultural frames of reference were part 

of the mobility, in this case ideologically “upwardly mobile,” of ballet adaptations.  The 

capacity to plot these changing environments through the articulation of time from the 

point of departure-or perceivably original work-creates a unique opportunity to discuss 

the changing implications of cultural capital.  The evolvement of purpose, style, and the 

changing textual scope of these ballets as they looked on television may indicate the 

source of this apparently “inherent” capital as deriving from the institutionalization of 

“art” by the aristocracy.  The aesthetic parameters of ballet reflect the cultural privileging 

of certain forms of art, and classical ballet was chosen in this context for its perceived 
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affiliation with the upper class.  Certainly, England in the wake of World War II felt a 

national sense of duty and patriotism in light of a general European cohesiveness and 

idealism that emerged during the War.  However, the reinforcement of an upper class as 

necessary to distinguish the more “enlightened” societal course for the less educated 

permeated the BBC’s relationship with the arts, particularly the designation of what 

constituted “good” art. 

 Adrienne McLean writes extensively in her book Dying Swans and Madmen on 

the context of ballet in the 1950’s as a political and ideological vessel, not just in Europe, 

but also in America.  “Ballet began to be very explicitly linked to national and 

international politics during this era” (McLean 176) as the arts became a vehicle for 

national identity abroad.  However, the British government and the BBC did not 

necessarily view ballet as a “potential weapon in international culture wars that enhanced 

ballet’s public recognition and stature at home” (McLean 177).  Rather, ballet was 

uniquely appropriated in Britain for its mythologization of morality.  The BBC was not 

simply drawing on the cultural cache of Marius Petipa’s (the most predominant 

choreographer of the Romantic ballet) Romantic formula, but also upon the ethical 

polarity of the traditional ballet in general.   

[Dance critic Deborah] Jowitt herself points out that both Swan Lake and The 

Sleeping Beauty were cautionary tales for the nineteenth-century Russian imperial 

court.  Like the literary genre of eighteenth-century French fairy tales that 

included The Sleeping Beauty, these ballets didn’t merely reflect, but actually 
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formed—through ethical instruction—a class of courtiers in proper behavior.  

(Banes 45) 

Romantic ballet historically had been constructed to draw audiences into narratives 

formed around a hierarchical consensus, unquestioning of traditional social values.  

Repetition in performance acted as reinforcement of a consistent formula recognizable 

within an otherwise dramatic context that simultaneously signified upper class morality.  

The BBC similarly intended television to perform this educational task within the middle 

class, and post-war revivals of Romantic ballets were arguably a vehicle for the 

nationalism represented by an ideological adherence to convention, both politically and 

within the arts. 

 “The examination of primary source documents show that national dance played a 

far more prominent role in the Romantic ballet than is generally acknowledged today, 

both in its theory and its practice” (Arkin and Smith 12).  Ballet was both precise and 

exacting, requiring an appreciation of skill, as well as a certain level of familiarity with 

convention in order to facilitate an understanding of a ballet as a whole.  Audiences 

complied with the expectation that they were to be impressed by the physical virtuosity of 

technical demonstrations, while deriving pleasure from the accuracy with which they 

were consistently executed.  Observations of English dancers have often referred to them 

as “reserved,” “magnificent,” or “aristocratic” (Wulff 72), though London dance critic 

Judith Mackrell “relates to ‘the native temperament of the [English]’ dancers’ [and] she 

sees the English style as ‘detailed, lyrical and neat,’ not reserved or grand” (Wulff 72).  

These sensibilities correlate to behaviors prescribed in “polite” English society, 
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especially to women who occupied this designation, and demands that the upper class be 

always restrained and well mannered in their demonstration of emotion. Theatrical 

“drama,” therefore, had a functional role in the lives of the aristocracy, and the practice of 

theatrical ballet, moreover, reinforced the association of the theater with certain cultural 

behaviors and norms.  Not only, then, was ballet a nationalist vehicle in its stylistic 

manifestations, the employment of Romantic ballets characterized the social politics 

surrounding ballet as “high art,” in direct opposition to the concept of what constituted 

“low art,” an ideological space ironically occupied by television. 

 Ballet had also been used to induce national morale during World War II.  Not 

only was the Royal Ballet the first foreign company to perform at the Brussels Opera 

House after the liberation from German occupation, “The war [also] brought theatre to 

life; Sadler’s Wells was touring all over the country and doing three to nine performances 

a week” (Dale, Thank You Madame).  Much of the early repertoire comprised Romantic 

ballets, and through a blended focus on the accurate technical execution of the classics 

with infusions of more contemporary movement in Frederick Ashton’s early pieces (then 

resident choreographer of the Royal Ballet), the tailored English ballet style evolved 

during this developmental time in the company’s history.  Romantic narrative style, 

therefore, was not just important in terms of its aesthetic history, characterization, and 

relationship with the audience, but also in its relative connection to this idea of national 

“character” in terms of altered stylistic choices.  A performance by the Russian Bolshoi 

Ballet would have appeared intensely stylized and even exotic to British audiences in 

contrast to the efficiency that came to characterize the aesthetic of British ballet.  If 
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stylistic discrepancies in art may be connected to national morale, they may also signify 

the ideological and political parameters of a nation, as well as levels of class separation 

during a particular period in history.  Questions of narrative mobility in the context of the 

BBC’s arts programming, then, may otherwise refer to the new cultural contexts of 

adapted Romantic ballets, (as well as neoclassical1 ballets affiliated with Romantic style), 

and the potential for modern audiences to make new and relevant interpretations about 

them both socially and politically.  Not only is this the result of a cultural frame of 

viewing that is shifted in their appropriation to another time and medium, but also as 

these ideologies retain their connections to national identity. 

 Giselle (1841) famously highlights provisions of class constraints, telling of a 

young peasant woman whom unknowingly falls in love with Prince Albrecht, disguised 

as her equal, and subsequently goes “mad” after meeting his betrothed Princess.  The 

transmutation from the original story of Giselle’s suicide in the first Act functions to 

downplay this active pursuit of self-destruction that was not deemed suitable to English 

tastes. 

Eight months after the premiere, the cause of Giselle’s death was changed from a 

self-inflicted sword wound to that of a weak heart.  Since the ballet was to be seen 

in London, it was felt that the story should be more to British tastes.  [Théophile] 

Gautier [co-librettist] advised [choreographer Jules] Perrot that because Giselle 

                                                 
1 In this context, neoclassical denotes a style of ballet from the 20th century commonly associated with the 
work of Russian choreographer George Balanchine.  Neoclassical ballets employed a traditional vocabulary 
in a less restrained structure than classical ballet, often shedding driving theatrical scenarios in favor of 
plot-less narratives. 
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was melodramatic and sentimental in essence, the English critics would not take 

kindly to misplaced histrionics of Shakespearean magnitude.  (Lee 155) 

This Shakespearean label is poignant in its slight distinction between choice and 

circumstance.  While Juliet may appear to the sophisticated modern viewer to be young 

and naïve, she is active in the only choice given her.  The 1955 adaptation of the second 

act of Giselle for the BBC by Margaret Dale followed the reading of the synopsis from 

which this excerpt is taken: 

One day a handsome young man came to our cottage.  He said his name was Loys 

but no one knew who he was or where he came from.  He was different-more 

gentle and gallant than the village boys.  He wooed me and soon I loved him more 

than anyone in the whole world.  [Band 3.]  But Hilarion was bitter and he found 

out that my lover was none other than the Duke of Silesia and betrothed already to 

a noble lady.  Hilarion denounced us to the lady’s father-and my heart was 

broken. (Balchin, “Inserts for Giselle” 1) 

The audience is to imply from the synopsis that Giselle is actually dead, while the 

whimsical tone of the script illustrates the storybook sensibility that British ballet 

possessed in its retellings of Romantic ballets.  This quality contrasts starkly with the 

violent and dark Gothic imagery often recalled by stagings more faithful to the original 

libretto by Théophile Gautier and Jules-Henri Vernoy de Saint-Georges, demonstrating a 

departure from the true Romantic origins of the ballet.  In essence, the BBC is 

appropriating what may be denoted as the tradition of orthodoxy, or the “classicist” value 
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that the ballet seemingly represents in the neo-classical2 repertoire of theatrical ballets.  

Such narrative alterations in the lessening of the Gothic Romantic narrative alleviate the 

more severe tone of the ballet’s intended warning, as the supernatural “Wilis,” women 

haunted by betrayals of love their former lives, in the second act are a mutation 

themselves of early folkloric tales warning virgins not to engage in premarital sex.  

However, the English version, while rescinding elements of the “Gothic,” still functions 

as a Victorian epic of consequence pitting class structures against the ideal and infusing a 

whimsical tone with bourgeois ideas of proper social conduct. 

 The relative ease of reproducing Romantic ballets by channeling existing unions 

and dance companies as well as their supporting resources, was also a significant reason 

for their continued revival over the years.  “The close relationship with theatre 

undoubtedly led to the transmission of many static and unambitious ‘photographed stage 

plays’” (Cooke 13).  While these alliances cut costs and rehearsal time, they also reduced 

the possible spectrum of creative choices and the potential for works written specifically 

for television.  This was also true of ballet, as classical repertoires before the mid-1950s 

consisted largely of popular Romantic ballets regularly rehearsed and taken on tour, or 

circulated through the theatrical schedules of dance companies.  These organizations 

were increasingly willing to collaborate with the BBC in order to encourage extended 

paid working conditions and exposure for their dancers.   The producers of the early 

ballet broadcasts from Alexandra Palace encountered only minor logistical dilemmas 

                                                 
2 Neo-classical here refers to the continued revival of works seen as important to other periods of art or 
music, often perceived as being of the most important works from a time period, while retaining elements 
of their original aesthetic form in a new context. 
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over the writing of new contracts and pay rates for rehearsal and choreography when it 

was necessary to revise or otherwise re-create movement.  Most often, however, works 

were employed that required little or no additional conceptual formation and instead 

could be accurately and cheaply reproduced for live broadcast.  This resulted in a largely 

proscenium-oriented aesthetic, and many of the television ballets created before Dale’s 

efforts did not engage audiences visually or through their narrative in any kind of new or 

meaningful way. 

 After her training ended in the fall of 1955, Dale was charged with the task of 

filling the Sunday night weekly slot, which followed the Sunday night play, and had been 

allotted to ballet for many years prior by the Music Department.  Her enthusiastic interest 

in various world dance forms prompted transmissions for this slot engaging all sorts of 

European companies that would have otherwise been overlooked by producers before 

her, unless viewed, from an organizational standpoint, as a necessary vice of keeping the 

Sunday night slot from remaining vacant.  The BBC commonly avoided the high costs of 

original productions by engaging touring companies performing in London as a package 

deal by “leasing” a current performance as a whole to be photographed theatrically 

during a live performance, then sent immediately as a single transmission.  The 

maximum understood budget for this kind of undertaking in 1955 was £900.  

Commissioned ballets would not have been allowed exception to this budgetary 

constraint, and they were, therefore, not a priority or even much of a reality during this 

period in television history. 
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 Under the heading of the Music Department, only classical masterpieces with the 

monumental underpinnings of star dancers or recognizable stories would gain the long-

term attention of the BBC.  Its Central Music Advisory Committee met in 1957 in 

continued debate over the quantity and presentation of music on television (of which 

ballet programming was considered a part), and Lionel Salter, who had produced live 

ballet and opera transmissions before the war, insisted, “that only ‘the very best of each 

kind’ should be on offer” (Briggs, Competition 227).  Often this was in lieu of a holiday 

or acted as the sort of television “gala” feature of a given season.  However, beginning 

with Dale’s Giselle, she guided audiences’ understanding of initially conservative and 

primarily Romantic ballet programs up a very moderate incline towards more 

contemporary and complex interplay with dance.  It is difficult to gauge the level of 

organizational presumption regarding audience makeup that may have influenced how 

Robert Sylvey’s 1955 audience research study was conducted, but Dale herself 

determined from its results that the audience of television ballet and the audience she was 

used to performing for at Covent Garden were not one and the same. 

[BBC] were always driven by their ideas of music in radio, BBC radio, in the 

ideas of Glock and Keller, and what was good, and what was bad, and what was 

phony.  There was never any question that music was music, and it might take 

many directions.  And that same attitude pervaded their attitude of the dance.  

There was art.  Ballet was art.  Ballet was high class.  Ballroom dancing was low-

class, because low-class people did ballroom dancing.  There was a division, 

which reflected the class division in the country, [and] which was being applied to 
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the arts,   [that] seems to me, and has always seemed to me, to be absolutely 

ludicrous.  I cannot myself see any class division in dance.  There are innumerable 

forms of dance, but they are all forms of dance, just like there are all forms of 

music.  (Dale, BECTU History Project Side 4) 

These perceptions of dance permeated the “artistic” socialization process, if you will, of 

the middle class by the standards of the BBC, and reflected the specific cultural 

consciousness that was collectively bestowed upon television viewers in Britain after 

World War II.  “The BBC, according to its Royal Charter, had a duty to ‘inform, educate 

and entertain’ and in his policy statements Reith left little doubt that the first two of this 

famous trinity were paramount and that the entertainment should be of an ‘improving’ 

kind” (Cooke 10).  Dale recognized that the familiarity of classical music was an access 

point for members of the audience previously unfamiliar with ballet, and that it proposed 

an opportunity to expand these impressions about dance into a broader level of awareness 

and affiliation with what she viewed as a larger cultural facet, rather than an 

institutionally recognized form of art.  However, it was still in this context of enlightened 

entertainment that classical music, dance and drama forged a vessel for the morality of 

expression. 

 

Problems with Early Television Ballet and Margaret Dale’s Significance 

 The three early types of adapted programming for pre-war British television had 

their variously different implications of ease, cost, and value.  Excerpts from stage plays 

were seen as “established” narratives, and early producers believed that sections of them 
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could be appropriated from the whole due to their presupposed cultural embeddedness.  

“Initially, extracts from current or recent theatre plays was the dominant form [in drama] 

and these were transmitted under the banner of Theatre Parade, a clear signifier, like the 

titles of many subsequent drama series, of the origins and affiliation of television drama 

from the beginning” (Cooke 11).  Full-length stage plays required more rehearsal time 

and bigger budgets, not to mention that full-length adaptations were, on the other hand, 

only seen as really necessary when attempting to reproduce a lesser-known, 

contemporary, or original work.  “McGivern wanted more plays, at a cheaper cost, in 

order to keep standards high in terms of overall output across the schedule” (Jacobs 92).  

Ballet was approached in much the same way, as it was seen as superfluous to reproduce 

entire story ballets, since the story could be represented in other ways, for example, by 

including short synopses giving the details of the unproduced acts, and the dancing itself 

was attended with a “you get the idea” sort of attitude.  “So that we may restrict the 

whole performance [of Giselle] to one hour, it will be necessary to cut down some of the 

ensemble dancing during [Hilarion’s introduction] scene” (Simpson, “TV Script 

Giselle”).  In many cases, the reduction of choreography created an unexpected space for 

improvisation in character development in order to fill narrative “gaps,” and in this way 

ballet was already predisposed to follow many of the same paths of aesthetic 

development in drama. 

 It was also presumed, before the war, that audiences were somewhat familiar with 

the premises of famous ballet narratives.  Whether this assumption was based on the 

BBC’s own recirculation of the same work through the programming schedule, or on an 
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inferred basic cultural knowledge, it was in direct contradiction with the aims of the 

charter, which subtextually presupposed a lack of cultural education in the middle class.  

Later it was determined by a study of ballet audiences that they were not familiar with 

ballet, and it would have been just as likely that viewers of ballet programming would 

have taken interest in contemporary or new ballets created for television, with the offhand 

exception that classical musical was familiar. (Dale, BECTU History Project: Margaret 

Dale)  However, ballet had to overcome the same conservative organizational prejudices 

that drama had faced in the pre-war days of service: classics held more cultural authority 

and could procure larger audience interest for the BBC.  This was especially true during 

the early post-war era, Jacobs considers “early television to mean the single-camera 

period up until 1955 (5), when garnering the majority interest was a significant priority in 

television.  “The vast majority of the single plays and serials produced by the BBC until 

the 1960s were adaptations, coming to the viewer with a prior seal of approval from the 

West End theatre, the classics, or the best-seller lists” (Caughie 27). 

 Cost projections for reproducing an entire stage play and an entire ballet often 

were not in large discrepancy with one another.  The prescriptions of union regulations at 

the time required strict alignment in the payment of talent, and rehearsals were necessary 

in both kinds of productions.  Sets, costumes, and other details often were responsible for 

any significant variance in cost, a fact that also explains the lack of creative variety and 

detail in production technique.  Financial concerns were, however, one significant reason 

why adaptations often won the battle of pragmatism over original drama and 

performance. 
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Outside broadcasts were under the control not of TV drama producers but of 

Outside Broadcast personnel and had a similar institutional status to the televising 

of a test match of any other outside broadcast event.  They were also restricted in 

terms of aesthetic possibilities, as a result of the more limited camera positions 

available in the theatre. (Cooke 11) 

Live productions televised from the theatre were also more problematic for ballet 

productions, in that cameras could not move as easily with the choreography.  

Adjustments to the position or angle of the cameras as required by the movement were 

complex and had to be rehearsed.  The size of early television screens, unable to “show 

more than two or three players in detail at one time” (Jacobs 35), also required that actors 

or dancers be grouped according to the perspective and demands of the action.  Clearly, 

this presented a number of issues for classical ballets, since they are structured to 

transition between ensemble and soloist dances choreographed for the proscenium stage, 

the latter of which are still situated, usually, within a group narrative.  The use of telecine 

inserts, “the inserting into the transmission of scenes previously shot on film” (Cooke 

12), as they were faded in and out of the “live” action were one way to address some of 

these issues.  They also helped to provide some stylized camerawork that was uniquely 

designed around the dance “without the technology intruding and segmenting the 

theatrical space” (Cooke 12). The primary benefit of live broadcasts from the theatre 

would have been the capacity to include interviews with the stars, something that cinema 

did not commonly offer, though this did not out weigh many of the other larger obstacles.  

However, many early attempts were made to broadcast ballets from the theatre in this 
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manner, until Dale’s overwhelming revision of ballet production strategies in the studio.  

She argued against recording and transmission from the theatre even in the case of 

excerpt or highlight programs that coincided with major theatrical events spurring 

programs like Stars of the Bolshoi Ballet (1963). 

 Producers like Christian Simpson who staged, among countless other productions, 

the 1950 live broadcast of Giselle in collaboration with the Ballet Rambert, were working 

for the BBC long before Dale’s arrival.  Simpson’s list of suggested programs for April, 

May and June of 1951 included a forty-five minute production on The Foxtrot, two 

musical plays called Our Lady’s Juggler and Miss Otis’ Regrets, a special program 

entitled British Dance Theatre, a program called British Choreographers specifically 

discussing choreographer Frederick Ashton, and a ninety minute “Classical Ballet” 

staging of The Sleeping Princess. (Simpson, “Suggested Programmes for April/May/June 

1951” 1)  This staging was suggested at the cost of £800, which, for a production of this 

proposed length, was probably a significant underestimate of its cost compared with the 

total £700 budget that was estimated for the forty minute Act II staging of Giselle.  It is 

worth noting that also listed under Simpson’s name for the spring quarter of 1951 was an 

“Experimental Ballet with Panel of Experts” with a question mark next to it.  Though 

there is no clear record that this production was realized during the proposed timeframe, 

the “Experimental Ballet” was probably a proposition for an original television 

production, and was also most likely suggested by Simpson (as he later championed 

Dale’s efforts to produce commissioned ballets).  This idea, however, was still put forth 

by the producer as having some grounding or validation via the presence of “ballet 
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experts,” which indicates not only that it would have been situated, in this context, as a 

“documentary-style” program, and also denotes the preliminary risk with which 

commissioned “experimental” works would have been considered within the Music 

Programs Department.  Nevertheless, the cost of these productions was by no means the 

most important consideration given to television ballet programs before considering them 

for broadcast. 

 In October 1953, Kenneth Wright Head of Music Programs wrote to Cecil 

McGivern, Controller of Television Programs at that time: 

Ballet is limping – but why?  In the first place because of the Equity rates and fees 

generally.  It is now impossible to present a normal – ballet and most ballets are 

nearer 20 minutes than half an hour – with an ad hoc orchestra, for less than £750-

£850.  Naturally, you boggle at that.  Longer ballets cost proportionately less, for 

example, Swan Lake à la Simpson would now cost around £1,500 for 90 minutes.  

And his last Swan Lake got a V.R. of 72.  You cannot bring in a Festival Ballet or 

similar company for less than about £750 including a decent orchestra.  

Remember that the reduced orchestrations allowed to commercial companies on 

tour, even if available or London theatres, are now refused to us; we are expected 

like Covent Garden, to “play the original score”, which means all the original 

wind, plus the big string complement to balance it. (Wright, “Music in 

Television” 1) 

McGivern had made a similar comment in 1951, when Dale was asked to re-stage The 

Three Bears for Children’s Programs, about the unreasonable cost of the short ballet 
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being, “the most expensive we have televised and [thus] well above our means” 

(McGivern, “Three Bears Ballet” 1).  His expectations for ballet throughout his tenure as 

the Controller of Television Programs were that they adequately support the general 

ideology of BBC programming and at altogether not too costly or inconvenient means. 

 However, the Reaction Index Rating of 72 achieved by Simpson’s Swan Lake was 

reasonably high for a ballet program.  The Audience Research Department at the BBC 

“conducts over 2500 face-to-face interviews throughout the United Kingdom every day 

of the year, in which a carefully trained team of interviewers ask representative samples 

of the population, aged five and over, which programmes they listened to on the radio 

and viewed on television yesterday” (British Broadcasting Corporation 4).  In the 1950’s, 

a great predominance of the audience research conducted, however, was handled through 

questionnaires mailed to households who had paid the licensing fee, regarding how 

satisfied or dissatisfied viewers were with the BBC’s programs.  To produce a program of 

this length and interest to audiences at around £1,500 was quite reasonable (comparable 

to Dale’s full-length budgets for years after), and yet still difficult to pull off, except for 

the collaborative enterprise with existing ballet companies.  Much of the cost factor was 

attributable to recording a finished performance, where the BBC would undergo no 

outlying costs of significance.  However, a full-length ballet was viewed as extraneous 

and unnecessary.  In essence, ballet was treated as though it had little cultural weight as a 

work of art in its entirety, but rather as a great opera or symphony, of which one should 

have knowledge in order to be considered well informed or “sophisticated”.  Further, the 

implication that ballet could be shown on television in excerpts without questioning the 
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artistic diffusion that might occur by breaking it up into parts emphasizes the view the 

BBC took of ballet’s cultural capital within the presentation of theatrical performances as 

“spectacle.”  From this perspective, it seems the value of these repeat performances of 

classics remained connected to the attendance of the performance as an event: the 

excitement of the theater, the lavishness of dress, and especially in the acknowledgment 

of “belonging” to a certain class group.  Looking to the BBC’s choices for ballet 

programming in general, they seemed to feel it was safest to choose the most “familiar” 

ballet blancs rather than branch out into less known works more than occasionally, and at 

that, were perfectly happy to present only the most “prominent” act of the ballet.  

Reaction Index Ratings supported these programming choices, and played a significant 

role in the eventually drastic shift in McGivern’s perspective of ballet programs, and his 

stronger backing of Dale’s efforts. 

You will have seen the very high R.I. (84) for “Coppelia”.  We are not doing quite 

enough ballet and in answer to a query from me, H.M.P.Tel. offers “Sylphides” 

and “Giselle”.  It is certainly time we did “Sylphides” again. (McGivern, “Ballet” 

1) 

However, Reaction Indexes were not used consistently in ballet, but conducted only for 

important event ballet programming or in the case of an important classic. 

 Wright had also contended McGivern’s directive in 1950 to scale back Simpson’s 

Giselle to a single act production, since “It [was] a masterpiece of its kind, and it [was] a 

much more worth-while compliment to a great artist – probably the greatest living Giselle 

still – to invite her to do the complete work” (McGivern, Giselle 1).  Here he was 
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referring to a young Alicia Markova, justifiably very famous worldwide for her masterful 

performance of the ballet.  Presumably, Wright, Dale and others’ encouragement for the 

BBC to continue to improve upon its ballet programming ultimately were in hopes of 

gaining some critical attention for increasingly impressive productions.  The producers, 

however, found themselves in a dilemma between choosing to produce the most 

professional and respectable full-length work possible, and fulfilling the limited 

ambitions of those who could perhaps not see the value of full-length productions, but 

instead saw ballet programs as merely a cultural schedule filler.  Though Wright made 

consistent efforts to point out the diminishing costs of longer productions with regards to 

company expenditures and the union sanctions on music in television, it was not until 

several years later that the Music Department was successful in consistently achieving 

this scale of productions. 

 In an interview from August 1952 with George Barnes, Dale discussed her view 

of the three methods of televising ballet: “Televising Stage Performance, Television the 

classics and established contemporary ballets in the studio, [and], Ballets specially 

written for television” (Barnes, “Note of Interview”).  On the first, she gave limited 

comments regarding the theatrical convention, and while stating that “minor adjustments 

to movement were easy to make” (Barnes, “Note of Interview”), her limited 

consideration of this option suggests that she dismissed it as a less than favorable option 

for broadcasting dance pieces.  Dale could not control and manipulate the movement in 

similar fashion to studio productions.  The second method she discussed regarded the 

common practice of the BBC in adapting the “classics and established ballets in the 
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studio” (Barnes, “Note of Interview”).  Her discussion here, instead, turned to aesthetic 

concerns regarding the absence of the audience dimension of the theatrical ballet and the 

potential to re-invent the movement for the camera, rather than the previous method of 

trying to capture “live” what one could with the camera.   

Adaptation to compensate for the loss of the third dimension, e.g. turning head-on 

movements into movements across, etc., should only be done on good balletic 

advice.  It is so easy for the substance of a classic to disappear even if the steps 

are right. (Barnes, “Note of Interview”) 

Dale began to revise the way in which classical ballets were staged, employing traveling 

cameras to move as counterparts to the movement of the choreography, for example, or 

weave, in some cases, in and out of crowd or village scenes.  Her preference for low-

angle shots, she has explained, created elevation and resolved the potentially disagreeable 

compositions that can be produced in needing to include both the background and the 

floor. 

 Dale’s background as a member of the Sadler’s Wells Ballet and as a former 

dancer of many of the works chosen for the BBC, also contributed to her success over 

previous ballet producers. 

Anything strictly classical, and anything to do with what had become The Royal 

Ballet, was hers, and hers alone.  Maggie was extremely good at one thing, and 

that not negligible.  She took into the studio existing stage productions and 

reproduced them for television.  Ludicrous union rules meant that the sets had to 
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be redesigned by BBC designers, but to all intents and purposes they were the 

productions that could be seen at Covent Garden or on tour. (Drummond 6) 

Though this observation may have been somewhat true of early theatrical broadcasts, it 

was certainly not true of Dale’s adaptations.  Her unique capacity to re-envision 

movement changed the course of television ballet almost immediately, abandoning a 

more passive, observational methodology and adopting the purveyance of cinematic 

technique.   Producers in the Drama Department commonly used moving cameras to 

convey a sense of internalized conflict or alternated between cameras in order to create an 

effect of continuity onscreen (Jacobs 57). 

O’Ferrall’s desire to transcend the passive, limited achievement of ‘merely... 

photographing a scene of a stage play’ existed in 1938, at the beginning of-even 

before-the phase of ‘Reithian reverence’ which Carl Gardner and John Wyver 

identify as characterized by the photographed stage play up to the late 1950s.  It 

demonstrates that television drama producers were actively engaged with the 

formal and stylistic possibilities of the new medium, rather than slavishly relaying 

West End theatre performances.  (Jacobs 51) 

Tracking shots in Dale’s programs mirrored the “moving essence” of the dramatic action, 

and introduced setting and characters by slowly and subtly passing-and alternating 

between moving cameras-from one thing to the next in order to subliminally link them to 

one another.  This method of storytelling within the television format was similar to 

creating meaning through the juxtaposition of images in the cinema, and it was strongly 

characteristic in Dale’s work.  Certainly Dale was influenced by the general aesthetic 
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developments occurring in drama on television.  However, when she repeatedly requested 

placement with Drama during her training and attachments, she was denied several times, 

and placed with the Music Department.  Through her own persuasion, Dale was able to 

acquire short attachments with other departments such as “Talks”, but never was able to 

work directly under any particular Drama Producer, and assimilated much of the 

contemporary aesthetic of television dramatic through her own observation.  

 Considering that almost every famous Romantic narrative ballet has a village 

scene, for example, they all possessed their own distinctive uniqueness in her productions 

so that no one had the same feel or look, nor seemed to take place in the same scenario as 

often ballets can on the stage. 

I knew the ballets intimately.  Not just what I used to do as a swan in Swan Lake, 

but what it ought to look like.  Always, from [the] very earliest times, I’ve known 

not only my own part in a ballet, and the parts that everyone else plays in that 

ballet, but I’ve known what it looked like from the front, with lights and décor 

and orchestra.  That’s not necessarily the case of all dancers.  Some dancers just 

know what they did.  Some dancers just know what happened on the stage.  

Because they don’t go out in front, or they don’t have the imagination of what it 

looks like from out in front.  I always knew both sides of a ballet, from behind 

and from out in front, and I think that is why I was able to reproduce them. (Dale, 

BECTU History Project Side 5) 

Dale’s habit of going out in front to observe productions in which she had performed 

procured a more complete level of awareness and understanding of the entire presentation 
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of a ballet.  Her experience with performance and what it could mean in the theater for 

both the audience and the performers more completely segregated, what she most likely 

experienced later as a television producer as a much clearer contrast in format and 

purpose.  Dale was able to identify aspects of theater going that extended beyond the 

presumably interactive, “live” qualities of theatrical performances in translation to a new 

medium where the spectator was removed from the immediate scenario.  In order to alter 

the ballets to make them more suitable to the format of television, she placed the cameras 

more intimately within the action occurring on-screen.  Dale’s multiple perspectives of 

performance changed the orientation of what ballet programming could mean for 

audiences.  Instead of approaching ballet from the view of the audience as “theater goer,” 

she focused the viewer on the relationship that emerged between movement and 

narrative, one that by some extension was periphery to the spectacle of performance in 

classical ballet.  Dale understood that ballet on television presented entirely new and 

different aesthetic limitations and possibilities.  Television imitated the imaginary realism 

of cinema, but as a result of its proximity and intimacy, space could be explored in 

conjunction with movement in new and creative ways. 

 In the last section of the 1952 interview, Dale clearly outlined her interest in 

commissioned works for television.  Where adaptations typically required the strength, 

stamina and consistency of dancers (Dale’s adaptations were overwhelmingly staged 

casting Nadia Nerina as the lead female dancer), she suggested that ballets written 

specifically for television could be danced “by young dancers, [even] though experienced 

dancers [were] cheaper because they [took] less rehearsal time” (Barnes, “Note of 
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Interview”).  The music for commissioned works could also be provided at much smaller 

costs, since there were not union rules requiring the use of a full orchestra or the 

replication of the original score.  “Music can be done with two pianos, small orchestra or 

on disc, but in practice there is very little suitable music on disc since the ballet music 

that is recorded is obviously not suitable as it may make a very unpleasant comparison” 

(Barnes, “Note of Interview”).  In this interview, Dale discussed the question of 

establishing an ensemble company for the BBC for the purpose of creating new ballets 

for television. 

We discussed the possibility of hiring a company for six months, letting them do a 

ballet once a fortnight in evening or children’s programmes and spend any time 

over in pre-recording other ballets for the remainder of the year.  She said 

television could contribute materially to the employment of dancers, if it did 

something of this kind. (Barnes, “Note of Interview”) 

In the 1952 interview with Barnes, (before Dale formally joined the BBC) she was 

clearly optimistic that this was the optimal route for ballet, and eluded to the potential 

creative freedoms that such an entity could afford.  However, when asked in 1963 about 

the possibility of creating a permanent company in a similar capacity to BBC’s 

Symphony Orchestra, her response was skeptical, due in large part to a lack of interest in 

television by the creative dance community. 

This is a familiar pipe-dream.  A permanent company is not an economic 

possibility.  Besides, there is no real difficulty in finding good dancers or 

persuading the Corporation to put on good work.  The difficulty is getting the 
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choreographers thinking about the medium.  The breakthrough will come when 

they are really interested, which they are not now. (Dale, “Margaret Dale talks to 

Dance and Dancers” 31) 

Upon making this statement, Dale was in the developmental stages of Houseparty, the 

first full-length ballet commissioned for the BBC, and would soon after undergo 

problems in keeping long-term contracts with artists in pursuit of a series entitled Zodiac, 

so much so that the series would be cancelled after only five episodes.  While not 

employing a company for the BBC, per se, Zodiac was intended to function similarly as a 

way of regularly employing freelance dancers and choreographers so that they might 

collaborate with one another.  Zodiac simultaneously provided Dale further opportunities 

for experimentation with rapid innovations in technology and the emergence of color 

television. 

I wanted to experiment with technical things.  I wanted to experiment with 

pictures.  I wanted to see what could be done with overlay, inlay, all those new 

things that were coming along at the time.  But not just for novelty sake, for some 

kind of larger artistic purpose. (Dale, BECTU History Project Side 5) 

The shift in her artistic vision as a producer to a more predominant focus on the 

technological aspects of experimentation may be attributed to the freedom she enjoyed 

while producing Houseparty.  A number of experimental serials in drama had begun to 

take on a more modernist aesthetic, “appealing perhaps to an older more middle-class 

audience, their success measured not so much in terms of ratings but critical acclaim and 

industry awards” (Cooke 179).   Houseparty was a bridge between experimental 
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television drama and dance, described by the Glasgow Herald as a “No-dance drama,” 

not only modern in design, but conceptually and ideologically as well.  The proposal for 

the production outlined it as having no plot, and, compared to the Diaghilev company’s 

production of Bronislava Nijinska’s 1924 Les Biches, from which the concept and 

“comment on social life” was appropriated, its “aims [were], in a similar way, [to catch] 

the social atmosphere of 1964” (“No-dance Drama”).  Peter Black wrote of the piece in 

The Daily Mail, “The collaboration of a TV man [John Hopkins] and a ballet man [Peter 

Darrell], suggesting a line of development for TV drama as much as for TV ballet, was an 

experiment as interesting as important” (3).   

 Unfortunately, other than a handful of reviews mentioning her production talents 

or short memos within the BBC’s correspondence, few critics have engaged in much 

extensive dialogue regarding the unique aesthetic that Margaret Dale cultivated during 

her tenure at the BBC.  Sydney Newman wrote to the Head of Television Drama in June 

1964 regarding the reception and acknowledgement of Houseparty at the International 

Music Centre’s Seminar on Music, Opera and Ballet for Television help in Vienna: 

What struck everyone so forcefully about “Houseparty” was the utter originality 

of the whole balletic-cum-camera approach.  The mime, the dancing, the shooting 

– the total effect was stupendous.  To all the representatives it not only left most 

of them feeling that their own work was inadequate, but they were charged by the 

creative possibilities of such an approach. (Newman 1) 

Despite the seeming consensus to Dale’s innovation with Houseparty, it would be the 

pinnacle work of her career with BBC.  She continued to work as a producer for more 
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than a decade beyond this achievement, producing some very notable work, such as an 

adaptation of Sir Frederick Ashton’s The Dream in 1967.  Dale also produced many 

series and television specials about ballet dancers and choreographers, including the 

special program Thank You Madame, an eightieth birthday tribute to Dame Ninette de 

Valois, founder of the Royal Ballet and Sadler’s Wells Ballet. 

 The inventive possibilities of Dale’s commissioned experimental works did not 

continue in their full potential, however, and works such as these reached far beyond the 

Reithian educational aims of the BBC, which persisted to some degree well into the 

1960s. However, Dale’s adaptations continued to represent the characteristic staging, 

camera-movements and aesthetic she initiated and established in her productions of the 

1950s.  Cornerstone ballets of the Romantic period were a significant tool for the BBC in 

their intention to distinguish “high art” as having a superior cultural impetus even until 

the 1970s, when contemporary ballet had been well-accepted and understood by the 

BBC’s audiences.  However, the intimacy of the television camera provided Dale with an 

opportunity to revise many aspects of rigidly “classicist” Romantic ballets in ways that 

lent new identity to the characters they portrayed.  Her progression away from 

foregrounding the choreographic focus of Petipa-style ballets and instead conceiving a 

new aesthetic for camera incited a new relationship between audience and dancer that 

would not have been possible in theatrical stagings. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RESITUATING ROMANTIC BALLET AND  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF DALE’S AESTHETIC 

 Margaret Dale’s full-scale ballet adaptations were initially overshadowed by the 

unpopularity of television ballet as theatrical transmissions.  Previous producers like 

Kenneth Wright had not found ways to transcend budgeting constrictions, and were 

confined to achieving a kind of relatable theatrical panache often associated with the 

virtuosity of important classical ballets.  Dale was clearly aware in 1952, three years 

before her placement with Music Programs, that television ballets were more complex 

than most envisioned when she acknowledged that “ballets written specifically for 

television [was to her] the most promising field” (Barnes). The first years of Dale’s 

career with the BBC were overwhelmingly defined by the re-creation of several 

Romantic ballets, notably: Giselle (1958), Coppelia (1957), The Nutcracker (1958), The 

Sleeping Beauty (1959), and La Sylphide (1961).  These productions represented a 

significant move away from televising live stage performances due to their aesthetic 

limitations, as well as the reliance upon the cooperation of Covent Garden. 

 The BBC believed that ballet program viewers would be best served by the 

continuation of the neo-classicist appropriation of familiar music and narrative 

established within the Music Programs Department, rather than deviating from this 

practice in favor of showcasing the more contemporary works invading the theatrical 

realm of dance in 1950’s Europe.  The affiliation of Romantic narratives with a 
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mythologized moral polarity was directly related to a preliminary avoidance of the more 

complex social and political themes of contemporary ballet.  This aristocratic view of art 

and dance had also to do, however, with the BBC’s desire to establish their position of 

cultural and organizational authority, though it conflicted with attitudes about the social 

status initially ascribed to television.  Ballet programs had particular importance in the 

“women’s” and light entertainment schedule, as arts programming was thought to be 

useful in procuring the attentions of a larger female audience.  Ironically, Dale’s request 

that Robert Sylvey undertake a research study to compile data about the audiences of 

television ballet brought her to the conclusion that, “They didn’t understand classical 

ballet”, and also that, “They were not accustomed to thinking in terms of images, 

especially moving images” (Dale, BECTU History Project Side 4). 

 However, Dale initiated, during this time period, some of her most important 

innovations for translating ballet to television, while creating a space within Romantic 

narrative ballets for a slightly more complex female identity.  In this chapter, I discuss the 

fundamental elements of Dale’s methodology by examining two of her productions of 

Giselle and her 1957 adaptation of Coppelia, with regards to staging, characterization and 

the textual relationships implied by her narrative and camera choices.  My analyses of 

these ballets extends the discussion from chapter 1 regarding problems with television 

ballet, and address some of the particular ways in which Romantic narrative ballets 

upheld the post-war transition from the BBC’s philanthropic focus on television’s 

cultural mission, to its more value-centered view of art.  I also discuss some of the 

organizational misconceptions about audience parameters that tied the BBC to particular 
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narrative choices, how they shaped early ballet programs, and how they ultimately pertain 

to the competitive divergence which began to occur closer to 1960. 

 

Aesthetic Considerations in Adapting Ballet for the Television Screen 

  The BBC’s practice of adaptation could also be referred to as restaging, especially 

before World War II since recording technologies were not employed and the technology 

in the studio was significantly limited. 

The dependance (sic) on theatre plays inevitably located early television drama 

closer to theatre than cinema and the restaging of plays in the TV studio was 

largely naturalistic, with three or four cameras (depending on the size of the 

production) positioned to cover the action from a limited number of angles and 

the cutting from one camera to another usually motivated by the need to follow 

the conversation.  In fact, before the war, ‘cutting’ was not technically possible.  

The only transitions between shots that the early technology would allow were 

mixes or fades. (Cooke 12) 

Initially, live ballet productions were presumably approached as significantly more 

theatrical and less conversational than dramatic productions.  The producer could plan 

camera movements and fades from an establishing shot to a close-up on a soloist, and 

elaborate narrowing or widening “pushes” (shots traveling with the dancer), for example, 

would have to be rehearsed and planned in advance.  “It was the producer who was the 

main decision-maker on the day, dictating the tempo of the production in the same way as 

a conductor would lead an orchestra” (Cooke 12).   
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 The fundamental technique emerging from the early television tradition of 

alternating between cameras and plotting movements in rehearsals was most ornately 

employed later by Dale in recorded productions to maximize the dramatically 

“conversational” and intimate potential of ballet.  Her studio diagram of Lime Grove for 

the 1955 production of Giselle indicates that the cameras started in a slightly off-center 

position to photograph “long shots,” and subsequently moved in a triangular position 

towards stage right, along the “curtain” wall, then back towards the beginning coordinate.  

Theoretically the use of three cameras in such a manner multiplies the potential number 

of shots greatly, as their constant movement in similar patterns originated from the north, 

east, west, and south walls to create a space that is not limited to the perspective of an 

“establishing” view.  This is a staging technique, important largely for the sake of 

lighting situations, which is somewhat characteristic of cinematic studio productions, 

wherein “wall A” is lit, and the appropriate scenes are filmed, followed by “wall B,” and 

so on.  It is possible that examples of pre-war and early post-war ballet programs 

employed similar kinds of patterned camera movements from similar orientation points, 

though difficult to verify since there are no records of these productions. 

 Looking over the course of Margaret Dale’s career, it is clear that she was aware 

of the imperative need to use very strong dancers in order to pull off the caliber of 

productions expected of her by the BBC.  However, it was not possible for the BBC to 

retain dancers on a year-round basis to perform in adapted or new ballets, monetarily or 

ideologically, as the working methodology of creating programming at this point was 

structured to permit the freelance hiring of actors and performers only.  Therefore, Dale’s 
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relationships with the various dancers that she recruited to perform in her early television 

ballets played a key part in their success, and helped to motivate the rank of her status as 

a producer that would eventually focus solely on ballet programs.  Highlighting Margaret 

Dale’s name, as well as the established dancers that frequently headed her cast lists, 

signified an organizational effort to draw the attentions of theatre goers, as well as 

entrench the supposition of authority. 

 Moving images redefined the nature of voyeurism uniquely characteristic to the 

observation of dance in a theatrical setting, but also created a need for dancers to 

consistently pull off the choreography as well as act out narrative elements in a much 

more intimate setting. 

The meaning of intimacy-closeness, penetration and familiarity-continued to be 

applied by critics and producers to television drama production in the 1950s.  The 

nearness between the television apparatus and the actor, for example, was seen to 

establish and foster a new performance technique.  (Jacobs 117) 

Dancers were accustomed to gestural pantomime “language” built into scenes, often as a 

limited basis for expression or in order to offer them a break in the movement.  These 

gestures were only loosely important to the motivation of narrative, and rarely subjective 

or reliant upon facial expression and subtle, detailed body movement.  Pantomime on 

stage might signify a transition, act as a marker beat for another dancer’s entrance, for 

example, or initiate a performance of some aspect of the plot.  Dale knew that the 

television camera would require the dancer to go far beyond acting as simply an 

ingredient of the dramatic outline.  Plot was not merely a linking tool to remind audiences 
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of the narrative framework of a ballet, but in the new format of television, lent meaning 

to action and was dimensionalized and accentuated by the dancing. 

 In Dale’s adaptations, the virtuosity of the movement would also undergo 

revision, as patterns and lines became less grandiose and the individuality of even the 

corps de ballet was visible to the audience.  This is not to say that conventionally 

important aspects of dance were entirely uprooted at first, but instead that the nature of 

staging needed first and foremost to be altered in the translation to moving image. 

Acting on television meant that actors had to perform in spaces that were being 

imaged by multiple cameras.  They needed to be aware of when and where 

aspects of their performance were being covered: is my face in close-up now?  

Where do I turn next?  (Jacobs 117) 

Particularly important to ballet, where movement was the focus of the photography, the 

spatial awareness necessary for theatrical choreography was magnified enormously by a 

different kind of approach to using space.  Dale had to find dancers that could carry off 

the demands of on-camera acting, but she also grappled with the challenge of subtly 

transitioning between these moments and those called for by a conventional adherence to 

the choreography within the unique staging situations that resulted.  She also foresaw that 

the camera could potentially move within and around the movement in innovative ways 

otherwise not possible in theatrical transmissions.  However, because of the complex 

nature of coordinating such an endeavor, it was necessary to plan and rehearse the camera 

movement patterns as well as the choreography, so that a lens was always available to 

alternatively take one of the three general types of shots she incorporated into most of her 
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programs: an establishing shot of the entire performance space (often taken from a 

slightly divergent overhead angle), a more pervasive waist shot that later was used more 

expertly to include action in the foreground as well as the background, and a traveling 

shot that moved across the space simultaneously with the dancer or dancers.   

 These complex aesthetic and spatial realities became the primary distinction for 

Dale’s full-length classical studio adaptations, as they would be in direct contrast with the 

theatricality of previous live transmissions, and guided the strategic steps she took 

towards later moving all ballet productions into the studio environment.  However, the 

many organizational obstacles that precluded the distinction of the Ballet Programs 

Department threatened compliance with George Barnes’ desire that she “improve the 

quality of ballet on television” (Dale, BECTU History Project Side 3). 

The working conditions, I thought, couldn’t have been designed better to militate 

against ballet production.  There were no rehearsal rooms.  The rehearsal rooms 

that there were, were dank, dirty church halls all over London.  That made 

creating a ballet for television, commissioning a ballet for television, 

extraordinarily difficult and unpleasant for the people.  The most difficult thing 

was the budget.  I found music department had allocated a budget of £900 for 

ballet.  That was it.  I read all the directives from equity and the musician’s union, 

and talked to Mr. Holland Bennett, and it was perfectly clear, you could not do a 

ballet on £900, unless, you know, if you abate[d] the rules.  I’m talking about 

creating a ballet.  (Dale, BECTU History Project Side 3) 
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Dale used her aesthetic intuitions and logistical predictions about creating television 

ballets to try to find a way around these obstacles.  At the end of her one-year attachment 

contract, she became aware of the need to stand apart from the other trainees, and did so 

by approaching Kenneth MacMillan to create a new dance work.    

 In order to do this within the strict budget constraints, Dale had the idea of using 

music recordings for which the BBC already owned the rights.  MacMillan created 

original choreography and they enlisted Violette Verdy from the Paris Opera Ballet to 

dance the lead.  In the end, Cecil McGivern, then the Controller of Television Programs, 

disapproved of the work, titled Turned Out Proud, because, although technically in 

observance of all the rules seen previously to prevent such commissioned productions, he 

seemed to feel as if she had duped him in some way.  The program was aired, and 

received a strong audience response, transcending the unrest caused by the discovery of a 

new methodology.  Most notably, she meticulously marked the camera movements much 

like one would establish “marks” for actors, during the rehearsal and transmission of this 

production.  “Everything Kenneth did, I looked at through the viewfinder, and I drew all 

the camera positions and their view on certain lenses on the floor” (Dale, BECTU History 

Project Side 3).  The camera crew was not used to the exact science of planned marks, 

but her innovation in merging theatrical and television production techniques resulted in a 

significantly more polished product than the Music Department was used to having.  

Kenneth Wright incorrectly assumed that Dale had disregarded the Music Union’s 

policies, when in fact her awareness of the legal problems with music had been the 

dominant factor in the structuring of the piece.  In the end, an original ballet costing a 
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total sum of £850, was aired in the “Music at 10” Sunday evening half-hour slot.  

McGivern later asked Dale about the significance of the work, and upon her explanation 

to him that the ballet was a series of divertissements, he told her that, “There seemed to 

be significance, but one couldn’t quite get at it, [and] I don’t think the viewers could get 

at it” (Dale, BECTU History Project Side 3). 

 

Music For You as Early Catalyst 

 Music For You, a program conceived of in early 1950, acted as an early catalyst 

for full-length dance programming by placing an increasing emphasis on the visual 

correlatory to the musical selections.  The concept of the show was that the audience 

could write letters in order to make requests for music that interested them, and the BBC 

would respond by highlighting these musical choices.  It became common practice 

throughout the course of the program to create some visual accompaniment of sort, such 

as singing, dancing, or perhaps including a live interview with the artist.  Even short 

animation films were used on at least one occasion.  However, dance incorporated into 

this program was not serious or dramatic, and played second to the musical standard.  

Music for You was frequently advertised alongside other women’s programming, and was 

the pet project of Ronald Waldman, then the head of Light Entertainment.  The somewhat 

interactive, informal atmosphere of the show was, however, scripted very particularly, so 

as to appeal to an envisaged domestic routine.  “So many of you housewives ask for a 

certain record in that morning program of yours – “Housewives Choice,” and I have 

heard it so many times that I thought you would like to meet her personally, and so when 
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I tell you the aria is “One Fine Day,” you will probably guess who the artist is – yes, it is 

the one and only Joan Hammond” (Robinson, “Music For You Script” 2).  Joan 

Hammond appeared on the show for a very brief interview, which was unscripted and 

conducted by host, Eric Robinson.  It was in this fashion that brief intervals of music 

were parlayed into entertainment, conceivably appealing to audiences of women because 

they were given a sense of power over their leisure choices, without having to leave the 

house. 

 Music For You also was intentioned to artistically enlighten this audience, 

expertly constructed through casual, conversational and humorous dialogue, by mixing 

requests with selections that were not elicited, but viewed institutionally as perhaps being 

inaccessible or off-putting to a purportedly “less educated” audience. 

Now I wonder how many of you would have shut off your sets if I had told you I 

was going to play nine minutes of Mozart?  But that is what you have been 

listening to – just shows you doesn’t it?  (Robinson, “Music For You Script” 3) 

While conceived of by the Music Department, the program was loosely defined 

throughout its three-year tenure as “light music,” though it was debated throughout 

whether it should appropriately fall under the heading of Music or Light Entertainment.  

This is significant because these debates also called into question the nature and priority 

of the show’s purpose and audience goals, as well as implying that the show transcended 

the boundaries set by the priority of music in radio.  In February of 1952, Kenneth Wright 

said of the show: 
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I have always regarded “Music For You” as an important potential vehicle for the 

best light music, well performed, and presented in good taste.  A long-term policy 

of gentle improvement could do more in this particular series to educate our 

public than in any other, for the simple reason that having a romantic sort of 

presentation with rich-sounding orchestra(tions), presided over by a friendly 

personality who is no snob, it commands a far greater audience, and a mere 

generally receptive audience, than a mere specialised series will command.  

(Wright, “Music For You” 1) 

 The ultimate purpose of Music For You, as stated by Eric Fawcett, “aim[ed] at 

using the program as a means of interesting our public in a better standard of music” 

(Fawcett UP Memo MFY).  Waldman, however, believed that “The essence of “Music 

For You” [was] certainly based on its music value, and if [BBC was] to continue 

widening the scope of Light Entertainment, it would be a wise move to leave the program 

in the section which originally conceived and executed it with success, on a low budget 

and at very short notice” (Waldman, “Music For You” 1).  But in doing so, scheduling 

important artists or planning complex visual imagery became problematic.  So Music For 

You continued to fluctuate between a primarily musical program and a conceptual 

magazine program that, among other things, measured the successes of different layout 

formulas against each other without any full-length commitment to a particular one.  By 

1952, Music For You had also helped the BBC to articulate their need to rely more 

heavily on visually dominant programs rather than to ordinate the television screen as 

merely a means for establishing a more genuine form of entertainment. 
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 During the post-war period, the BBC tended to privilege musical selections with 

stylistically romantic elements of dramatic tone, as well as a heightened passion and 

expression that paralleled compositional facets of Romantic drama and ballet.  Common 

choices for the program, viewer chosen but inexorably reaffirmed by the BBC, were arias 

from Romantic operas, piano concertos by Romantic composers, or contemporary pieces 

of music dealing especially with recent political conflicts, for example, often 

encompassing some tragic love or death component, or both.  Warsaw Concerto, a piano 

concerto from the 1941 film Dangerous Moonlight, appeared on Music For You in 

October of 1955.  The composition of the song by Richard Addinsell was educed in the 

style of Sergei Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini (1934).  Rachmaninoff 

is still today seen as one of the last great representatives of late Romanticism in music, 

and significantly influenced by the 18th-Century classicism of his mentor, Pyotr Ilyich 

Tchaikovsky, the single most influential composer of Romantic ballets. 

 Music For You’s informally instructive nature, partially intended to make 

palatable otherwise serious music and partially intended to attract a principally female 

audience, was credentialed and hosted by the BBC’s only permanent staff conductor.  

“His personality is important in it, but so is his musicianship, his versatility, his catholic 

taste and his experience as a practical music maker” (Waldman, “Music For You” 1).  

This statement by Kenneth Wright reflected both the BBC’s valuation of some musical 

forms over others, based on their perceived quality and inherent morality, as well as the 

institutional need to emerge as an authority on the arts by stationing credible persons in 

places of high visibility.  In doing so, the BBC established a position of major social and 
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political influence by the utilization of the arts as an enrichment device through which 

conservative post-war values could be funneled.  It was this intended “instruction” in the 

classical arts that eventually pushed ballet into the foreground of the Music Department’s 

programming, a move away from the blithe dances with umbrellas, or dance of an 

otherwise offhand nature, that often supplemented the early musical priorities of the 

BBC, and was a secondary, and perhaps disconnected, visual counterpart.  “At Christmas 

1957, for example, a performance of Handel’s Messiah was [broadcast on Music For You 

and] accompanied by [still] images of German baroque religious art” (Briggs 

Competition 227).  Female viewers, especially, often responded to audience surveys by 

citing their enjoyment of the occasional dance excerpts that, as a result, grew in 

frequency and supported the belief that Music For You was in need of transitioning into a 

more visually dominant formula.  McGivern himself stated in 1954 that, “The best 

“Music For You” programs have had items which were conceived in terms of pictures, 

and other items in which the conception of the ideas indicated that visual and musical 

thought had been given equal value” (McGivern, “Music For You: Monday 13th 

December” 1).  Though ballet transmissions had wavered in their excitement and visual 

interest, Margaret Dale began fashioning a formula in 1955 for adapting ballet to 

television that not only addressed the goals of programs like Music For You, but also 

improved its visual deficiencies beyond any expectations of the Music Department that 

had thus far been set forward. 
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The Legacy of Giselle as a Television Ballet 

 The longstanding legacy of Giselle as a BBC favorite staged numerous times 

throughout the early postwar years of television, reiterates the BBC’s emphasis during 

this time period on a certain artistic eligibility signified by Romantic narrative.  Romantic 

ballet maintained a distance between the normal and the fantastic that reflected a 

traditionalist vision of potential social progress.  In drama and ballet programs, initiatives 

within the organization were primarily focused on the endowment of an upwardly mobile 

cultural perspective in the middle class.  This translated, however, to the reinforcement of 

realistic social parameters disguised by whimsical dramatic themes.  In fact, what often 

resulted was a reinforcement of disproportionate social roles, not just in class status but 

also between genders, that was supported by an old world view of what was tasteful and 

superior in art.  The exclusion of the avant-garde from dance programming suggests that 

ballet continued to function, organizationally as a general rule, as a vehicle for 

convention, both in terms of national identity and Romantic ideal.   

 Giselle is, perhaps, the most perfect example of this, as the title character 

represents a version of the ingénue caught precariously in unfortunate circumstances 

beyond her control, which inevitably led to the “building” of her character. Exploiting the 

mythopoetic oscillation of Gothic narrative by conflating allegory with realistic tensions, 

the ballet subversively reveals the destructive power inherent in the “system of order,” 

while still reinforcing this power held by convention over everyday life.  Formidable 

Gothic themes popularized in British Victorian literature served as a warning not to 

betray convention or live outside of accepted social practice, and their further 
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assimilation with the Classicism found in the performing arts found a perfect ally in 

Romantic narrative ballets. The Gothicized relationship between Giselle’s “tragic” 

circumstances and the moral she learns only through the transformation enacted by her 

own death, demonstrates the restricted character arc symptomatic of the predicaments of 

Victorian women.  Giselle is not just a commentary on the constraints society places on 

feminine roles, but also presents the dangerous naiveté of the disempowered feminine, 

and unpunishable deceptions of the Romantic hero.  Giselle is trapped by her position and 

her gender, and can only gain autonomy through marriage.  However, her class status 

stands between her realization of the “ideal,” so that when she is betrayed by Loys-who 

has intentionally hidden his engagement and identity as Prince Albrecht-she dies rather 

than face the illusion that pervades her new found love.  Yet Giselle’s character seems 

superficially to triumph from the “after-life”, as she affords Albrecht her forgiveness and 

compassion, asking the Queen of the Wilis that he might be spared. 

 Even in Simpson’s 1950 transmission-which was narrated by Madame Rambert of 

the Ballet Rambert-the description of the first Act is scripted as follows: 

There is an old Slavonic legend which tells of the ‘Wilis’, the spirits of betrothed 

maidens who had died as the result of being jilted by faithless lovers.  Unable to 

rest peacefully in their woodland graves, they arose each midnight and, attired in 

their bridal dresses would lure any young man they might meet to dance with 

them until he fell dead from exhaustion.  (Rambert, “Giselle Script 1955” 1) 

Maidens once victimized by disloyal men and abandoned, are given reprisal only upon 

entering into a state of existence outlying mortality, and even then afforded a vengeance 
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that is both vague and immaterial.  Giselle is in step with the subverted feminist dissent 

towards Victorian idealism carefully implied in Gothic literature written during the 

Victorian Era, however, its dispensation of social order is only apparent in its privileging 

of the supernatural and intangible characteristics of female power in its second-act.  The 

extreme repercussions of Giselle’s blind faith in a man, one especially that represents by 

his very stature the disjunction between the couple’s class status, and the subsequent 

betrayal of the feminine lacks liability in the physical world.  Only in the metaphysical 

realm does the feminine come to be represented or hold repercussions for the 

inconsequence of the masculine, and even then, it is still in the form of the spiritual that 

Prince Albrecht suffers, finally realizing the loss of Giselle.  The warning subverted 

within the text suggests that love and marriage are not substantial or permanent enough 

for women to cling to, and Giselle’s death problematizes this power disparity as 

irreconcilable.  However, she is mutated further by the national values of the familiar 

English staging of the ballet, and denied even the “power” of taking her own life.  Rather 

Giselle dances herself to death and is passive to yet another system of order in the 

afterlife, where a literal reconfiguring of “power” inherently retains the masculine values 

of preordination.  Giselle is commanded to dance with her lover in order to punish him 

for his pretense in the material world.  Yet once again, she is characterized and exalted by 

her feminine capacity for mercy, convincing the Wili Queen to spare Albrecht’s life, and 

a traditionalist feminine redemption is reinforced, as it is oriented by emotion and 

sentiment. 
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 Much like the Hollywood musical was becoming a formula for reiterating 

conservative political values on television in America, ballet was, in similar ways, an 

English vehicle of convention disguised in the form of melodrama.  But conventional 

dance was growing tiresome in the face of the European and American invasion of 

contemporary dance in England in the mid-1950s.  “The conventions of the tradition of 

morbidity, and of the cheerful boy-meets-girl structure and syntax of the musical itself, 

were no longer sufficient to sustain their narratives and had become something of a 

residue, or the object of often comic parody” (McLean 178).  Ballet was similarly as 

tiresome, uninventive, and largely irrelevant, partly because of its grand theatrics, but 

especially with regards to television ballet programs, as a result of its manner of 

presentation. 

It took no particular intelligence to note that something was horribly wrong with 

that poor maimed thing, television ballet.  Only the other day a man who came to 

fix a new aerial gratuitously informed me that the one thing he just could not 

stand on TV was ballet, and I agreed with him wholeheartedly.  (Barnes, “Pop 

Party”) 

Early transmissions of ballet, similar to early drama transmissions from the theater, 

seemed callous and inexpressive to audiences.  The relocation of ballets from stage to 

screen was more noticeable than in drama, as many of their theatrical qualities were 

starkly performative and inflated given the proximity of the camera to the dancers.  

Theatrically, ballet was appealing in its grand, inaccessible display of beauty and tragedy.  

The translation of this was often tedious, despite the quality of the productions, as the 
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distance between the stage and audience was merely decreased, and television ballets 

often lacked an accessible intimacy that was necessary for success on the small screen.  

“Intimacy meant the revelation and display of the character’s inner feelings and 

emotions, effected by a close-up style of multi-camera studio production” (Jacobs 8). 

 This was also, as Dale discovered upon receiving the results of a research study 

she commissioned of Robert Sylvey in 1954 regarding the audience of the BBC’s dance 

programming, largely because television audiences did not understand ballet. (Dale, 

BECTU History Project Side 4)  Audiences that were at that time watching ballet on 

television were “not the [same] audience that [Dale] knew as a dancer up and down the 

country”, and a large consensus believed ballet “was not entertaining because it was an 

art,” that “it was a story without words that was not always clear,” and “mostly, [that] it 

was the strain of looking for a meaning” (Dale, BECTU History Project, Side 4).  There 

was a thin, always-present veil, and perhaps still is, between the formulas of ballet and 

television that could only be lifted by someone who understood the demands of each.  In 

a time of television’s infancy, the BBC had been unable to pin-point many of the 

deficiencies of television ballets that Dale recognized almost immediately: the need to re-

organize staging and narrative, the importance of characterization and audience 

identification in the moving images, and the desire for the stories of classical ballets to 

resonate with the television audience.  The formality of ballet as an art form, then, was 

inadvertently in conflict, from an aesthetic point of view, with the intimacy of television, 

a reality magnified by the bleak situations of Romantic narratives.   
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 In comparison with Kenneth Wright’s 1950 transmission of Giselle, aired before 

the time period during which the BBC was recording live productions, Dale’s 1958 

version shifted in its visualization of the story, choreography and staging.  It was altered 

primarily in its visual focus on the central character, much like a television play.  This 

concentration resonated with the device of her 1955 second-act staging, where the 

narration of the first act is told from the perspective of Giselle from beyond the grave.  It 

also expanded the potential for audiences to recognize some of the more subtle 

implications regarding gender buried in the plot, as the focus on spectacle decreased and 

the development of audience proximity to and identification with Giselle as an individual 

increased.   Dale found ways to give dimension to some of the more complex subtextual 

implications of the ballets she was adapting by looking at their stories through a 

magnified perspective.  Giselle was not typically staged with such resolute focus 

surrounding the dramatic identification with a central female character, lending 

dimensionality to the persona of Giselle by showing her in the dual light of dancer and 

also character. Giselle, as danced by Alicia Markova in the 1958 recording, possesses 

more than the persona of an angelic victim of circumstance.  Her presence, strength, and 

expression are expounded by the proximity of Dale’s moving cameras and intimate shots, 

and the condensed scale of pantomimic gesture humanizes her suffering in light of our 

ability to coexist with her on stage.  The resulting characterization owes much to the 

destabilization of perspective, especially as primary characters are introduced and 

developed one-by-one, signified by the original phrases in the movement, employed 

instead to re-situate the establishing shot constantly throughout the piece.   
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 Dale commenced the use of circular staging to ensure that the full spectrum of 

televisual coverage could be accommodated.  This was particularly noteworthy in the 

adaptation of a ballet that is famous for “its linear and angular patterns, its force as a 

collective identity” (Kirstein 151).  For Giselle, instead of re-creating a proscenium, she 

transformed the four-walled television studio into a true village scenario, so that it could 

be photographed from any angle, and was not fixed by the viewpoint of stationary 

spectators.  She understood that the audience’s experience was guided completely by the 

camera’s view, and in her re-creation of classical story ballets, abandoned situating the 

audience as a stationary vantage point consistent with the fourth wall that permeated the 

theatre.  The opening sequence of Giselle introduces the primary characters in the story 

individually, opening with a waist shot of Duke Albrecht between a crevice of tree 

branches.  He is with his hunting companion in an exterior section of the forest, hurriedly 

disguising himself as Loys, and gives up his sword, an emblem of his sovereignty and 

status.  He rounds a corner through the forest as a camera travels behind him, opening 

into a clearing and ducks into a peasant cottage.  Another of Giselle’s suitors, Hilarion, 

the woodcutter, appears next, photographed also by a tight bust shot, sitting, looking 

forlorn, and deliberating over two dead pheasants.  As the camera pulls back, Hilarion 

runs to the door of Giselle’s cottage.  This diminutively composed shot of Giselle’s 

cottage acts as the master for the opening series.  Hilarion places the pheasants on the 

door and leaves.  Loys emerges from the opposite cottage, without his cloak and adorned 

with simple clothes, and approaches Giselle’s front door.  As he walks back into the 

camera, he enters the audience view again presented by means of a tight waist shot, 
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reiterating the earlier character introduction and emphasizing the importance of the 

dramatic narrative elements.  Giselle is also introduced in such a manner, lending the 

focus to Markova’s acting briefly as she exits the cottage, dances about the clearing, and 

looks for Loys, whom she suspects is outside her door.  The two of them engage in an 

extended flirtation, rooted in the choreography, but covered by a series of waist shots to 

show the expressions of affection between them.  This is a crucial dramatic element upon 

which the believability of the entire ballet hinges, whereas it’s authenticity, in a theatrical 

performance, would instead rely on the perceived magnificence and ease of the dancers, 

as well as the audience’s prior experience with the tragedy of the story that encircles 

Giselle. 

 Dale’s retelling of Romantic ballets focused as heavily on these elements of story 

as much as they did on the choreography.  Her camera positions, mapped out in 

triangulations that crossed from the east and north walls and then returned, and an 

immense amount of pre-production enabled a quality and diversity in her productions that 

was unprecedented.  In opposition to the tradition of live television’s need for a 

producer/director that could spontaneously react to the action in front of the camera, 

Dale’s classical adaptations required coordination and structure in order to support the 

kind of ease that is expected from balletic movement.  Her obvious desire to employ a 

kind of filmic series of shots that were linearly plausible called for the constant 

repositioning of one of two cameras, and thus made phrasing an imperative component of 

Giselle’s formatting.  Therefore, she began to develop, with this piece, a kind of 

fluctuation between dramatic phrases and choreographic phrases. 



 

 56 

 The first balletic phrase of the first Act begins after Giselle indicates that she and 

her friends would like to dance for Loys.  This is the choreographic section of the ballet 

where the couple continues to demonstrate their affections, as the ensemble dances first 

and Loys, after looking on, joins in to partner with Giselle.  The first shot of the phrase is 

an overhead establishing shot, slightly divergent and looking down upon Giselle with the 

entire crew assembled in a semi-circle.  Not only is this circular arrangement a replication 

of the shape of the dance space, it also situates all of the dancers neatly within the 

camera’s view.  As a master shot, it resonates beautifully with the need for the audience 

to clearly see the formation of the dancers, but also aesthetically presents an angular 

contrast to the background and stage that would be impossible to introduce visually to a 

theatrical audience.  This perspective tailors the experience of viewing the ballet to the 

space in which it is presented, but also adds a layer of filmic misé-en scene that signals to 

the viewer that they are watching something which is occurring in another time and 

space.  This overhead master shot would become an important staple in Dale’s ballets, 

both in terms of staging and aesthetic, in its ability to introduce the choreographic phrases 

danced by the ensemble, as well as lend a sense of tidiness and organization to the visual 

order of shots. 

 The phrase continues using a straight-on establishing shot of the dancers 

interchangeably with the overhead master, and gradually, then, doing away with this 

secondary master in favor of left or right angle shots that either introduced or ended 

traveling phrases.  Dale also began to use a technique during this adaptation that she 

would mature later in her work, foregrounding the central characters during their more 
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intimate expressions, dramatizations or movements, while the corps continued to execute 

more complex and formation-oriented choreography in the background.  The desire to 

manipulate the focus of the audience through a combined sense of the individual within 

the dancing ensemble suggests a decentralization of choreography in favor of 

characterization. 

The nearness of the television camera militates against the long-distance laziness 

in the theatre that might permit ‘forgeries of emotion’, and meant the necessity for 

total control of the micro-gestures of performance (moving eyebrows, for 

example).  This new acting was concentrated on the face, a distillation and 

concentration of the expansive, projective gestures required by the stage.  (Jacobs 

119) 

Markova’s agonizing portrayal of Giselle’s tragedy certainly helped to inspire Dale’s 

consideration of the subtle expressiveness of the dancer over the traditional mimic 

gesture and pantomime of theatrical ballet.  Though a predominance of the camera work 

in the 1958 production of Giselle contends at a happy medium between “performance” of 

choreography and characterization, the finished product creates a satisfying connection 

with Giselle that is based more upon our empathy with her as “character,” rather than 

merely the exceptional quality of her dancing.  Dale was still experimenting with the 

translation of traditional movement, originally created for a four-cornered stage, to what 

she clearly viewed as a circular presentation.  While her techniques were not at their most 

mature in Giselle, she began to develop the foundational method upon which her future 

ballets would be built visually. 
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 Significantly, Kenneth Wright’s 1950 production of Giselle adhered to a much 

more conventional staging, but used a series of superimpositions in the second act to 

convey the supernatural state of the Wilis.  Not only was the mist superimposed, the 

announcer script directs Giselle’s entrance in the second act, the entrance of the other 

Wilis, and then her departure into her tomb by including “superimpose” or “superimpose 

& fade” with camera directions.  Giselle is even overlaid during portions of her pas de 

deux with Prince Albrecht to create an ethereal separation between the two and therefore 

reiterate her altered state.   

Albrecht enters, and again a transparent Giselle taunts him.  The wraith will fade 

in and out instead of moving physically out of his reach.  During this sequence, 

prior to the lift by Albrecht, she will have to be brought onto the same stage so 

that the ballet will again resume its more conventional form.  (Simpson, “TV 

Script for Giselle”) 

Through this device, producer Christian Simpson exploited the technological potential of 

television to convey the plot of the ballet in a form that reflected the medium and its re-

situation of the audience.  By making this aesthetic choice and by presenting Act I in a 

“fairly straightforward fashion,” the transmission was met with an entirely different 

approach than was Dale’s hour-long production.  Simpson, in planning the production, 

indicated that it would be necessary for the movement to be broken down and simplified, 

diverging only “in the use of a spoken introduction to the ballet, during which the camera 

will explore the scene showing Giselle’s cottage, Albrecht’s castle and Loys’ hut” 

(Simpson, “TV Script for Giselle”).  While the production was largely focused with 
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presenting the major dramatic plot points of Giselle, it did not take priority with the 

communication of this narrative through the visibility and comprehension of the 

choreography.  Instead, aspects of character were communicated visually, as with the 

superimpositions to indicate dramatic transformation, rather than Simpson’s concern 

falling to the methodological use of space to recreate the piece as a whole in a manner 

that emphasized the completeness of the movement, music and story as one synergistic 

creation.  While Simpson’s visual techniques were potentially innovative on the timeline 

of television production, this conversion was focused more entirely on such 

visualizations, rather than the need to accentuate the purpose of balletic movement in a 

way that would help it to be deciphered by unfamiliar audiences.  The BBC did not seem 

to understand that the appeal, and also rejection, of televised ballet was complexly tied-

up in the performative aspects of dance and the distance between audience and performer.  

These, in conjunction with the movement, had to be reconfigured for television’s intimate 

gaze, and the producers, as well as the dancers and their audience, were forced to modify 

their whole approach to the vehicle of presentation. 

 Christian Simpson, in a memo to Madame Rambert on December 19, 1950, just 

after the transmission, stated that he felt the wraith images were not as effective as he had 

hoped: “Both you and I know the superimpositions left much to be desired.  In the time 

available, it was not possible to perfect them” (Simpson, “Giselle”).  Although there is no 

recording to look at of this early version of the ballet, the camera script for Act II clearly 

demonstrates the frequency with which dissolves were used to convey the otherworldly 

domain of the Wilis and Giselle’s after-life encounter with Prince Albrecht.  The 
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production apparently also suffered at the lack of a proper orchestral rehearsal or the 

presence of a full score, music being another important factor that impeded the earlier 

attempts at this production in its full-length in both 1950 and 1955.  Giselle was, in fact, 

discussed as a possibility several times in memos between even these two productions, 

and Alicia Markova desired repeatedly as the centerpiece dancer.  She was famous for the 

role throughout all of Europe, and was asked back many years later to teach the part in a 

documentary special directed by Margaret Dale.  The BBC finally contracted Markova 

and Erik Bruhn, a Danish ballet dancer also famous for the role of Prince Albrecht, to 

take the lead roles in the 1955 forty-minute production of Giselle, produced by Philip 

Bates.  The pair were treated extremely well by the BBC and afforded every amenity, 

which suggested that the BBC saw the names of these two dancers as a fruitful 

investment upon which they could leverage larger audiences for ballet programs.  

However, the BBC was unable to put together a polished full-length transmission with 

Markova in the lead until Dale’s adaptation in 1958, as these other early adaptations met 

with complications involving budgeting, music recording and licensing.  For example, in 

this case, failure in locating a complete score riddled the production with less than 

optimal circumstances, and the BBC was hesitant to ask Markova to participate in a 

shortened program.  It is also true, though, that Dale was able to coordinate quite well the 

production needs of the classical adaptations due to her enormous theatrical experience 

with them, combined with the technical and visual training facilitated by the BBC.  Her 

ability to foresee the end product in its new and transposed environment surely prompted 

much of this success, and were strongly aided by meticulously managed production 
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schedules in their reflection of the disciplined environment of a professional ballet 

company, especially given the size of the production and number of dancers involved. 

 

Coppelia: Story, Scale and Dramatic Significance 

 Coppelia, alternatively, consisted of a smaller corps de ballet and was also an 

important transitional choice for Dale.  In March 1957 she stated in her proposal to mount 

the ballet that, “You know that I am very keen to mount ‘Coppelia’,” and that, “NOW is 

the time for us to mount a production, if only to prove that we are not entirely dependant 

on existing ballet companies – though it’s going to be quite a venture for us, because I 

don’t think we are properly equipped to attempt this sort of thing” (Dale, “Proposal to 

Mount Coppelia” 1).  A mildly satirical Romantic ballet with origins in Macabre stories, 

specifically Der Sandmann and Die Puppe, and with origination in the stories of 

Prometheus and Pygmalion (Kirstein 170), it retains a lighter sensibility of misplaced 

affections.  The ballet was contributed by Music Department in 1957 in lieu of the 

twenty-first anniversary of the BBC beginning the television service.  As a representative 

of this commemoration, it was crucial for the chosen work to represent English identity in 

some capacity, a fact that highlights the choice of Robert Helpmann and Nadia Nerina to 

dance the lead roles.  The ballet’s preoccupation with fairytale lends it especially to a 

fictionally historical telling of superstitious prewar sentiments, aired alongside a four-part 

mini-series by Iain MacCormick of The English Family Robinson, and a documentary of 

the trawling industry’s evolution on the north east British coast.  Dale recognized the 

visual potential inherent in the story, as it poses numerous opportunities for extended 
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soloist and partnered dance scenes, and therefore was potentially adept for creating more 

complex intimate drama in the form of dance.  This revised, and still full-length, work 

signified the beginning of intricacies in her ballets for television that would eventually 

resonate with Dale’s reputation as a producer, and importantly as a veteran of the ballet.  

Her knowledge of the choreography allowed the limited rehearsal time and production 

focus to be shifted in favor of also revealing the more intimate attributes of the plot and 

expression of the movement in relationship to characterization. 

 According to Sylvey’s audience research findings, most of the viewers of the 

BBC’s Coppelia were not familiar with the ballet and its story, and therefore would not 

have been experiencing the work as an adaptation, but rather for the first time.  Instead, 

any emphasis placed on skill and dexterity of execution regarding the actual movement 

would have been for the sake of proximity rather than endorsement.  A Times 

commentary on the production was limited to the following:  

There followed a dazzling performance of “Coppelia” which was danced with 

enormous verve and outstanding artistry.  Nadia Nerina as Swanhilda and Robert 

Helpmann as Dr. Coppelius gave a performance which managed to be humorous 

and serious in the right places.  The corps, too deserve a mention.  (The Times 

Staff, “Times Commentary”) 

While Coppelia’s dramatic wealth and smaller scale in terms of cast allowed for some 

extremely interesting staging and innovative camera perspectives, these things were yet 

to be significant in relation to Dale’s definitive success.  It was only with regards to the 

quality of the dancing that the artistic community observed and reported upon her efforts, 
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as would be the case for several years after.  However, an audience response survey taken 

just after the premiere of Coppelia on 27 October 1957 was made up by a third of 

viewers who reported themselves as not being fans of seeing ballet.  A female respondent 

stated the following: 

I am fond of the music of the well known ballets, but not seeing the dancing 

performed when it follows the conventional pattern.  This however, I thought 

charming and lively, exceeding my expectations. (Audience Research 

Department, “Audience Research Report: Coppelia” 1) 

 Dale’s awareness of her audience instigated her focus on the universally 

important aspects of the story as it had evolved from its original staging in 1870, rather 

than stylistically centering on choreographic precision, as she would have done in a 

theatrical revival.  The shortened version of the ballet, necessitated by organizational 

demands of time allotment and budget, was not, therefore, able to rely on familiarity with 

the original text, in this case both the theatrical ballet or the stories on which it is based, 

and the audience’s ability to directly reference their prior experience with the spectacle of 

Coppelia.  However, a loose impetus to reference the familiar in tales about dolls 

enlivened with magic is encouraged through the implied gaps of an acknowledged, albeit 

unfamiliar, adaptation.  Since fairytales would in this case be the more likely reference 

point, the precedence they possess as source text is significant to the process of 

adaptation, since, “Adapters rely on this ability to fill in the gaps when moving from the 

discursive expansion of telling to the performative time and space limitations of 

showing” (Hutcheon 121).  Dale was able, then, to curtail the remoteness between 
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television audience and “classical” ballet through a generalist immersion in fascinations 

with childhood tales of the fantastical. 

 Potentially possessing a more relevant modern proximity to contemporary 

audiences than the story of Giselle, Coppelia’s Swanhilde is a more active character, 

though still complexly affiliated with conventional ideas about love and marriage.  

However, Franz’s obsession with and potential to fall in love with Coppelia, who is a doll 

and is not really alive, is also, perhaps, a subverted comment on man and his affinity for 

appearances.  Franz is intrigued by Coppelia only as a result of her physical beauty, and 

her lack of attentiveness to him only increases his interest and advances.  Thematically, it 

stands as a comment on social expectation and gender and class roles, which is not far off 

from the social and political connotations of Giselle.    However, Swanhilde has more 

influence than Giselle over the fate of her happiness.  The powerlessness of her opponent 

situates her as a relatively powerful character, and provides a contrast with which to view 

the virtual scope of feminine capacity.  The narrative encompassment of a magical, 

otherworldly female figure also presents a contextual parameter for the inherent 

difference between Coppelia and Swanhilde.   The latter confronts her opponent by 

sneaking into Dr. Coppelius’ home, discovering that Coppelia is merely a doll, however, 

it is Swanhilde’s activeness that ultimately saves Franz, after Dr. Coppelius’ has drugged 

him, and returns him to her affections.  Swanhilde’s activeness and motivation are 

situated entirely in the context of love and marriage.  However, she is the single catalyst 

for change, making her the central focus of the narrative and foregrounding her ultimate 

victory over magical endowment. 
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 In the original ballet, the third act is the couple’s wedding celebration, but this act 

is often missing from contemporary adaptations of the ballet.  Much of the gaiety and 

grandiosity of Coppelia is dismissed with the exclusion of the third act, and more 

emphasis placed on the mysterious personas by highlighting the enchanted origins of the 

plot.  However, this exclusion also signifies an emphasis on the more intimate aspects of 

the ballet that lend themselves to characterization rather than displays of virtuosity.  

McGivern was indeed, “Rather worried by feeling that [Lionel] Salter and Dale [were] 

not seeing this programme as needing panache” (McGivern, “Untitled Dictation” 1).  But 

from the beginning of the project, Dale had not hidden her intention to aim this 

production at downgrading the more formal elements of the ballet. 

There are several mimed passages in the ballet – most of them express the 

thoughts of the characters – I propose to make these thoughts audible.  Instead of 

a passage of semaphore-like gestures, I propose to direct the artists, and where 

necessary adapt the choreography in such a way that the audible thoughts add 

sense to the meaning of the ballet.  It will be very important how this is written 

and spoken, as the spoken phrases will have to ‘belong’ to the music in the same 

way as the mime gestures will.  (Dale, “Proposal to Mount Coppelia” 1) 

In order to carry this off, Dale had to function in almost every leadership role: producing, 

contributing choreographically, directing, and rehearsing, since her vision of scaling 

Coppelia to fit the television medium, in every capacity, was only in this effort being 

truly realized for the first time.  She even made mention, regarding the costumes, that: 
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[She did] not think it would be desirable (or possible) to attempt to hire the 

complete costumes from any ballet company, because in every case they have 

been designed for the Theatre.  ‘Theatrical’ costumes would go a long way to 

defeat the initial aim of [her] production, which is to mount a ballet in television 

terms.  (Dale, “Proposal to Mount Coppelia” 1) 

 Also with Coppelia, Dale began the practice of writing character-centered scripts 

for her narrative adaptations that provided an enormous emphasis from the outset of 

production on dramatic action leading character initiatives, rather than choreography.  

Although the twelve pages of textual description-where in previous cases scripts were 

concerned with assigning camera strategies to movement markers-are titled as 

“Synopsis,” each section is subsequently labeled most coherently as a scene.  Obviously 

an early planning tool, the scene headings include a number where telecine inserts are to 

be used, and camera directions or “takes” (a transition from one camera to another) are 

either provided in parenthesis or encompassed in detailed descriptions of the action.  As 

with other important documents in the history of ballet programs, a lack of precedence 

for this kind of conjunctive effort left Dale to her own enterprise in signifying to all 

involved parties how she would prepare for every element and aspect of revisioning the 

work. 

 Coppelia opens with an extreme close-up on Dr. Coppelius’ face, and then pulls 

back to reveal him doting, almost obsessively, over his creation: the doll Coppelia.  As 

the camera moves backwards, over the balcony of Dr. Coppelius’ upstairs workshop and 

down into the crowded village, the titles of the piece for the first time indicate that the 
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ballet was “Freely Adapted by Margaret Dale” (Dale, Coppelia).  Recognizing the 

complex employment of levels, the camera pushes in on Swanhilde through her window 

of the first floor home adjoined to Coppelius’.  Where dancing would normally introduce 

this character, the story begins instead with Swanhilde acting out a dramatic intercourse 

with Coppelia as she tries to gain her favor from gazing up at the second floor balcony.  

First a reverse shot through the window of the two women, and then a series of divergent 

shots from Coppelia’s window enhance the intimate scenario, while also creating an 

implied narrative imbalance.  Coppelia then dances one phrase of the original 

choreography and finishes sitting on a bench opposite a street sweeper.  She pouts 

childishly, bored and frustrated at not being able to engage the doll, clueless as to the 

“supernatural” conditions of her existence. 

 Franz enters, approaching Swanhilde’s front door and knocking repeatedly.  His 

action and the music characterize him, and he stares up at Coppelia moving about and 

reentering the workshop.  Swanhilde watches him, infuriated that Coppelia has 

acknowledged Franz, and reenters the house without his knowing.  As she reemerges, the 

two engage in a gestured pantomime, but it has no traditional theatrical qualities.  Instead, 

these first scenes setup a framework for this production as a dramatic vehicle for dancing, 

rather than a balletic composition.  Villagers rush into the square alongside the couple, 

and begin a series of folk dances that would traditionally act as prologue to the conflict 

between Swanhilde and her betrothed.  As the crowd dances-in pairs, in groups, and as an 

ensemble interchangeably-behind them, the couple continues to quarrel silently, 

seemingly isolated and apart from the merriment of the dancers.  Dale continues here to 
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begin phrases in the foreground of the camera, moving outward in an organic capacity 

that feels deceivingly “un-staged.”  She also uses relatively stationary staging patterns to 

show simultaneous action in the foreground and background.  In an accomplished 

example, two men play chess at a table somewhat alongside Swanhilde and Franz, while 

a disgruntled wife looks on from behind and a dancing couple upstage are only secondary 

visual counterparts to the action downstage.  Dancing phrases are very often ended with 

dramatic interaction, and individual members of the ensemble begin to take on their own 

personas. 

 While the set still has a significant adherence to a theatrical space in its 

maintenance of the central “stage,” the way in which the cameras move within the space 

gives it an entirely different feel that resembles many early American movie musicals.  

When the dancing space begins to feel flat, Dale raises the camera slightly above the 

floor to create a visually dispersive sensibility.  The slightly overhead shots of the 

ensembles remind the audience that the dancing is enclosed, rather than isolated, by the 

detailed elements of the scenario.  However, they also lend a dimensional aesthetic to the 

beautiful patterns of the choreography.  Every series of purely dancing phrases is 

alternated with a purely dramatic phrase that perpetuates the narrative, and telecines of 

the enacted drama are inserted to break-up the dancing, situating it within the character-

centered context of the village.  At the end of dance phrases that lead into one another, 

brief waist shots of the dancers, individually or in very small groups, are used in a similar 

manner with an almost subliminal effect. 
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 Overall, the heavy revision of Coppelia limits the corps-centered dancing to the 

middle of the text, accentuating at both the beginning and the end the interaction of the 

primary characters.  The second half of Dale’s ballet takes place in Dr. Coppelius’ 

workshop amongst her and her small group of friends.  These scenes are predominantly 

enacted, and dancing is an afterthought or expressive counterpart to the story rather than 

the camera’s central activity of focus.  As the girls find Coppelius’ lost key and enter his 

home up the stairs, the camera looks down upon them, playing with the folkloric origins 

of the story in an almost satirically visual tone reminiscent of silent expressionist cinema.  

A light, subtextual humor is reflected that mocks the “witchcraft” of Coppelius and his 

creations, shedding a new light on the revelation of the objective, “scientific” 

explanations behind the fantastical.  Much of the conventional, “gestural” movement is 

enshrined in the sudden activity of the other toys in the workshop: The Clown, The 

Maharaja, The Scottish Doll, The Chinese Emperor, The Spanish Doll, are all revealed 

for what they really are after Swanhilde confronts her opponent and discovers that she is 

not human.  The girls make the dolls dance all at once and playfully move about them, 

mocking their gestures in what becomes a great spectacle.  Swanhilde carries Coppelius’ 

oversized “magic” book to a table, examining it with a magnifying glass, and is 

apparently humorously entertained by its contents. 

 The “dancing” then, in this section, is reserved to characterize the mechanical 

movements of the dolls.  Not only do original versions of the ballet showcase Coppelia 

dancing the roles of the Spanish and Scottish dancer herself, here the representation of so 

many familiar divertissements are employed in such a manner that Dale asks us to reflect 
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upon the process by which movement contributes to an understanding of individual.  The 

girls are freed from the convention of proximally “robotic” dance, and the dolls represent 

a comparably symbolist understanding of character within ballet.  As Franz falls victim to 

his display of heroics, drugged by Coppelius’ wine, Swanhilde hides and dresses up as 

Coppelia.  The intimacy of the television camera imitates the mockery of the pas de deux 

between them, because Dale knows that we can clearly distinguish the human Swanhilde 

from the lifeless Coppelia.  The fact that Coppelius cannot observe this difference not 

only extends Franz’s ridiculous infatuation with a plastic doll, it also subverts the 

empowerment of masculine aspects of the narrative.  Not only do the supernatural 

elements become comic, the male characters look ridiculous and are, in the end, 

outsmarted by the “logic-centered” Swanhilde.  The colorful character illuminated by 

Nadia Nerina as she reveals herself, taking down her hair and coming to the rescue of her 

helplessly idiotic male companion, is even further empowered by the sparse revisionist 

use of traditional movement.  The dramatic sensibility of the camera and the crucial 

elements of expression and action allow us to fully realize Swanhilde as our hero, 

because she is not submerged in the conventions of ballet. 

 By the airing of Coppelia, it was clear that Dale had reinvented the aesthetic 

structure of television ballet programs.  As a result, she was promoted to head the title of 

Ballet Programs Producer, and given jurisdiction over her own distinct department.  For 

the first time in the larger picture of dance and television’s pairing, Dale’s ballets were 

able to foreground movement as a successful vehicle for dramatic entertainment.  It had 

otherwise been only really apt in a secondary context to music or storytelling in the most 
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literal sense.  Ballet had, until now, not been presented with the dimensionality to convey 

dramatic sensibility while standing on its own.  The BBC had highlighted women as the 

primary audience of dance on television, which interestingly coincided with the 

foregrounding of important subtextual issues that were surfacing in Dale’s work with 

regards to female characters.  Some of her most triumphant adaptations had begun to 

illuminate from these Romantic texts more three-dimensional characters by way of a new 

kind of visual strategy, something that had not been completely possible in their theatrical 

counterparts.  Dale’s versions were also able to utilize the strengths of the British ballet 

style, rather than perpetuating the view of these dancers as stale and inexpressive.  

Additionally, the intensive employment of native dancers incited both a stylistic 

cohesiveness, and opened more freedoms to the development of other aspects of the 

narratives.  Not only had Dale managed to convert ballet into drama, extended audiences 

were beginning to take notice of the forward-thinking approach that she had perfected in 

translating the stage to the screen. 



 

 

CHAPTER 3 

THE ONSET OF COMPETITION AND THE EMERGENCE OF THE  

AVANT-GARDE IN DALE’S ADAPTATIONS OF  

LES SYLPHIDES AND PETRUSHKA 

 At the turn of a new decade, the BBC was confronted with more and more 

pressure from the changing environment of media, and programming shifted slightly in 

favor of more current and avant-garde themes.  With regards to ballet, large-scale 

adaptations still included the Romantic classics with considerable frequency.  However, 

the BBC began to recognize the need to compete for a broader audience and to repurpose 

themselves in the niche they were gathering with the unique performances Margaret Dale 

was producing.  In order to have access to a repertoire of more current theatrical works 

and simultaneously transcend sizeable production costs and union obstacles, the BBC 

initiated an annual collaborative contract with the Royal Ballet.  This and Dale’s expert 

observation of audience responses to previous ballet programs, as well as her desire to 

cultivate a progressively comprehensive understanding of ballet in television viewers, 

shifted many of the BBC selections towards more contemporary neoclassical ballets such 

as Fokine’s plot-less ballet blanc Les Sylphides (1958), a staple both then and now in 

classical repertoires, and more importantly, the collaborative effort generated under 

Diaghilev, Petrushka (1962).  This shift reflected the lagging initiative to progress with 

the change occurring in the contemporary dance world, as well as the growing cultural 

umbrella that encompassed the arts in general.  Petrushka and its significance, both as a 
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pivotal moment in the structure and attitude of the BBC’s Ballet Programs Department as 

well as its invariable success as a dramatic work for the screen, paralleled the significant 

cultural and social reform that was beginning in Britain during the post-war period.  This 

change was reflected most significantly in the growing competitive environment of the 

BBC and ITV.  The history of this ballet as a reform initiative sought by the artists 

affiliated with the Ballet Russes in the early part of the twentieth century, and its 

appropriation by the BBC as the intended major television ballet “event” of the new 

collaborative effort with the Royal Ballet, signified an intentional move away from 

principally adapting the Romantic classics and the desire for more complex, relevant and 

dramatically fulfilling narratives.  The success of these works also reflected the 

tremendous influence that contemporary theatrical dance, drama and cinema, not to 

mention the invasion of other European dance companies in London, had begun to enact 

upon television dance programs throughout the 1950’s, and the shifting context within 

which different audiences began to engage with them. 

 In this chapter, I discuss the shift in organizational perspective and, as a result, the 

divergence of programming that occurred as a result of competition with ITV.  I relate 

this initiative for more contemporary programming to the reception of Les Sylphides and 

some of the indications that it was one of the first ballet adaptations of an apparently 

experimental nature.  I also discuss the tremendous modification of Petrushka for 

television, and its relationship to the theatrical reform initiatives of drama in early 

twentieth century Russia.  The importance of this adaptation in Dale’s aesthetic shift to a 
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predominantly camera centered characterization signified the abandon of convention later 

displayed in her original commission Houseparty. 

 

Competition and the Changing Cultural Face of the BBC 

 “The shift towards series drama in 1962, not just with Z Cars but also with 

Compact and Dr Finley’s Casebook, was a commercial decision on behalf of the BBC, an 

acknowledgement of the fact that audiences can be built and maintained through series in 

a way that is not possible with single plays” (Cooke 59).  In fact, this had long been the 

strategy the BBC employed with high-brow cultural programs, and had been achieved 

with ballet programs in the popular children’s series Ballet for Beginners, for example, 

and Music at 10, which had garnered repeat viewers, but in acutely marginal numbers.  

“[Dale] had to fight hard to commission new ballets, and the BBC’s audience research 

figures suggested that ballet was still a minority medium, and of those who viewed it less 

than half were wildly enthusiastic” (The Times Obituary Staff 2).  However, after endless 

positive responses in the form of personal letters from audience members and reviews by 

figures in the theatre community regarding several of her adaptations, Dale’s influence 

began to grow within the BBC. 

 McGivern had agreed to pursue a working contract with the Royal Ballet during 

the preparation and planning for the production of Pineapple Poll in 1959.  “We would 

like three works each year and would like to suggest that one be a major work and the 

other two smaller in scale” (McGivern, Untitled 1).  The pending agreement sought to 

feature the Royal Ballet ensemble on a repeating basis, and, as a result, draw audiences 
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that were otherwise regularly engaged with the company’s performances at Covent 

Garden.  The differentiation of magnitude in the annual pieces referred to the fame and 

level of importance associated with each ballet, and the BBC’s desire to retain a 

foundation of classical familiarity in the hegemony with new and existing audiences.  

This strategy to diversify programming conceptually as well as stylistically, even within 

something as high-brow as ballet, showed the BBC’s desire to not only become an 

institution of tasteful authority on the subject, but also to exhibit their ability to satisfy a 

variety of interest, even where dance was concerned.  Although this collaboration was, 

perhaps, not directly a strategy devised to deal with commercial competition, it would 

come to bring a more substantiated name to ballet programming, and a greater level of 

cohesiveness and methodological ease in production, both aesthetically and financially. 

 “[Michael Barry’s] resignation [as Head of Television Drama] was an 

acknowledgment that times were changing in television at the beginning of the 1960s and 

that the direction in which TV drama was heading was not where Barry wanted to go” 

(Cooke 60).  In comparison with ITV, BBC programming had begun to appear stale and 

outdated overall, and “Carleton Greene’s priority on his appointment [of Sydney 

Newman in Barry’s place] was to win back audiences from ITV, while still fulfilling the 

BBC’s public service remit” (Cooke 60).  Competition with ITV had led the BBC to 

create a series of magazine programs in the last part of the 1950’s, like Tonight, “which 

included music, [and] deliberately blurred traditional distinctions between entertainment, 

information and even education; while through its informal styles of presentation, it 

broke sharply with old BBC traditions of ‘correctness’ and ‘dignity’” (Briggs, 
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Competition 162).  The goal of this mix of programs was for “each successful programme 

[to] build up its own loyal audience within a bigger audience” (Briggs, Competition 158), 

and by 1960, after running for three years, Tonight had successfully attracted 9 million 

regular viewers. 

 Newman was successful in blurring the boundaries of Reithian priorities with the 

agenda of a competitive edge in his reform of children’s programming, a department of 

the BBC still airing classic literary adaptations, and to which the majority of science 

fiction serials and dramas had been relegated.  Doctor Who, however, strove to educate 

and entertain a broader audience, attracting children and adults through different levels 

and facets of interests to form one larger audience. 

Doctor Who, therefore, was never designed to be just a children’s programme but 

was intended to cater for a broad audience.  While its place in the schedules as a 

ratings winner was important the programme was also to fulfil the BBC’s public 

service remit, providing education, information and entertainment in one 

programme and thus confounding the concerns of some people at the BBC about 

Sydney Newman’s commercial instincts.  In fact, Doctor Who was to prove an 

exemplary form of popular drama, striving to educate its audience about historical 

events, about technology and about space travel, at the same time as entertaining 

with fantastic stories.  (Cooke 62) 

Newman’s break with the “rather conservative tradition of previous BBC children’s 

programmes” (Cooke 63), not only expanded viewership, but also initiated a move away 

from naturalist drama grounded in culturally prestigious theatrical and literary sources.   
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 While “Greene was loathe to admit that the developments in BBC News after 

1958 owed much to competition” (Briggs, Competition 156), the diversification of 

programming, especially the rise of the magazine program, owed much to the structure of 

news broadcasting.  “Each BBC and ITV programme, including weather forecasts, tagged 

on to the news, had its own history, and each successful programme built up its own loyal 

audience within a bigger audience” (Briggs, Competition 158).  By infusing the schedule 

with news that more resembled the tone of a “program” by including discussion and 

commentary, a newer more current visage of the BBC was revealed and a new currency 

of rapport established between contemporary issues and this modern updating of drama, 

music, and so forth. 

On 11 May 1960 the BBC announced that the evening news bulletin in the Home 

Service would be transmitted not at 9 p.m. but at 10 p.m. starting on 19 

September.  After that date it would form part from Mondays to Fridays of a 

‘compendious’ daily programme, Ten O’Clock, which would combine news and 

current affairs. (Briggs, Competition 326) 

Much of this change was likened to accommodating other major programs, but also 

constituted a conflation of programming initiatives and a desire to situate the news within 

the context of other broadcasting efforts that did not seem altogether unrelated.  “[Dr. 

Fisher, the Archbishop of Canterbury,] had concluded that the BBC might be departing 

from its established practice of maintaining a clear separation of news and comment 

‘from views’ by removing ‘the quarantine’ that cut off the preparation and presentation of 
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news bulletins from the activities of the rest of the Corporation” (Briggs, Competition 

327). 

 Despite Asa Briggs’ observation that “Of all BBC departments, the one which 

was least influenced by competition was Music” (Briggs, Competition 227), Music 

Department’s opportunity for more frequency and more variety in programming came as 

a result of the most significant change to the corporation resulting from competition, the 

creation of BBC 2.  “[Irene Shubik] followed Newman to the BBC in November 1963, as 

part of the expansion in staff needed to make programmes for the third channel, BBC 2, 

which was launched on 20 April 1964” (Cooke 61).  Her influence on series drama, most 

notably her position as story editor on Story Parade, signaled a major transition away 

from classical source texts and towards the adaptation of modern novels.  BBC 2 was 

intentioned to enable the broader fulfillment of the Charter initiatives, and “much of the 

discussion about broadcasting before 1964 had centered on the new opportunities for the 

right kind of competition that a second BBC television channel could provide” (Briggs, 

Competition 402).  BBC 2 was approved by the British Government in June of 1962, 

coinciding with a key shift in programming across the board, and a realization that “the 

chance of experiment so that we may entertain better [was] very limited” (Briggs, 

Competition 403), while a second channel would expand the opportunity to do so.  

However, BBC 2 would be transmitted on a higher frequency UHF system and “because 

of the cost of conversion or of new purchase, the program content of the new channel 

could not be restricted either to education or to ‘minority entertainment’” (Briggs, 

Competition 403). 
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 The plan for BBC 2 was to impose a completely different scheduling format in 

order to develop the Charter initiatives while simultaneously balancing the practical and 

competitive reality of running two complementary channels in a changing technological 

environment.  “Instead of devising a programming schedule in which a typical evening 

contained a mixture of educational, informational, and entertainment programmes, there 

would now be seven evenings of separate and distinctive television each week, each 

evening’s viewing having its own ‘purpose and internal logic’” (Briggs, Competition 

408).  As a result, ballet programs generated for BBC 2 were relegated largely to the 

Thursday night schedule.  “The intention on Thursday would be to present at least ninety 

minutes of peak-hour programmes to reflect ‘minority interest, tastes and enthusiasms, 

including minority sports’” (Briggs, Competition 409).  This was in essence, a form of 

serial strategy, in that audiences could expect to see dance in this slot on a regular basis, 

but this repetition and regularity called for much more variation in the sources from 

which ballet programs were selected.  Therefore, these minority programs were also, like 

the modernization and changes occurring in drama to capture wider audiences with 

multiple levels of smaller interests, expanded, both in scenario, tone and style. 

 Music was also undergoing a similar kind of expansion.  William Glock was 

appointed late in 1959 as the new Controller of Music Programs.  Although Glock was an 

institutional reinforcement of the BBC’s emphasis on “serious” music, he revolutionized 

the way music was presented by paying particular attention to the scheduling and 

presentation of varied kinds of music.  He assigned Chief Assistants to different 

categories of music, and “in his new post Glock wished to introduce a wider selection of 
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contemporary music, including continental music, and to revitalize the BBC Symphony 

Orchestra (Briggs, Competition 231).  He also managed to create a sort of public event 

out of televised concerts, and insisted upon audiences being included in such programs in 

order to increase their social value.  This was much in contrast to previously held 

attitudes about music on television, as it was expressed in 1957 at the meeting of the 

BBC’s Central Music Advisory Committee that “there would always be a limited amount 

of music on television as compared with sound” (Briggs, Competition 227).  Overlooked 

productions, like Prokofiev’s Cinderella in 1960, for example, as “’prestige’ offerings” 

(Briggs, Competition 228), had much to do with the belief by organizational executives, 

until the success of Dale’s adaptations with audiences during this span of reorganization, 

that ballet was simply an accompaniment to the educating and entertaining priorities of 

music in the programming schedule, and few viewers were actually concerned with the 

accuracy and artistry with which it was presented. 

There were two symbolic events at the beginning of the Glock regime.  The first 

was in London, the second in Italy.  Glock persuaded Stravinsky to conduct a 

performance of Oedipus Rex for the Third Programme at the Festival Hall.  The 

date was 9 November 1959, and Jean Cocteau was the speaker.  The programme 

was broadcast live at the extraordinary time of 11 p.m. on a Monday after a 

regular Festival Hall concert, and despite or because of the date, the place, and the 

speaker, constituted what seemed to be a kind of new Rite of Spring.  Eighteen 

months later, on 13 April 1961, the BBC Symphony Orchestra, conducted by 

Bruno Maderna, one of Glock’s favourite conductors, gave the first performance 
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in Venice of Nono’s opera Intolleranza 1960; it did so at the invitation of RAI, 

the Italian radio and television organization.  (Briggs, Competition 234) 

The international flair of both events predicted a rising trend in ballet programs: that of 

successfully capitalizing on the exoticism of international dance and dancers, as well as 

the love affair that Covent Garden had sanctioned with foreign artistry since the mid 

1950’s.  The renowned respect held for Stravinsky, especially within the “minority” 

community of theatrical viewers of performance art, and the magnanimous response to 

his appearance at Festival Hall, undoubtedly influenced the desire to highlight Petrushka 

as a major step by the newly formed the Ballet Programs Department in the direction of 

the more experimental classics. 

 

Les Sylphides as a Transitional Step Away from Romantic Classics 

 Four months after Coppelia aired in the Sunday night ballet slot in December 

1957, Dale adapted Fokine’s famous plot-less ballet Les Sylphides and it was shown for 

the first time on the BBC since 1953. Though no recording exists, the ballet was 

remarkably successful with the BBC’s audiences, and inspired numerous letters of 

gratitude and praise regarding the quality of the production.  Moreover, it was the only 

ballet program to exceed the highest audience reaction index figure of 73 achieved thus 

far by the 1953 version, with a score of 76, at a time when the average for television 

ballets was 64 (BBC Audience Research Department 1).  Les Sylphides was seemingly 

the first production of Dale’s that captured a significant cross-section of the BBC’s 

audiences, and captured viewers who had not otherwise found themselves engaged by 
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ballet programs.  “The enthusiasts were often joined, in their praise of the ballet, by 

viewers who had not expected to find themselves rewarded by watching ‘Les Sylphides’ 

and indeed a prominent feature of the response to the programme was the number of 

instances in which it had given pleasure to those who, generally speaking, find ballet ‘a 

bit of a bore’” (BBC Audience Research Department 2).  However, it was also a powerful 

production in the eyes of those who frequently sought audience with dance in theatrical 

venues. 

This programme was clearly regarded by the viewers who enjoy ballet (and 

especially those who would choose romantic ballet before any other kind) as 

something in the nature of a ‘very special treat’.  This group numbered more than 

two-thirds of the sample, and their enthusiasm for a spectacle ‘of so much grace 

and charm, with Chopin’s music crowning its glory’ was very marked indeed.  It 

was said many times, that although ‘Les Sylphides’ had no definite story, the 

choreography had a delicacy that was the very essence of poetry in movement, 

and that made the ballet, ‘among the great classics’, a favourite of which ‘one 

could never tire’.  (BBC Audience Research Department 1) 

In 1952, the ballet had been aired in conjunction with an episode of Ballet for Beginners, 

as a choreographic teaching model, and a good portion of the positive response was 

organizationally viewed as resulting from a certain level of familiarity amongst regular 

ballet viewers. 

 But several other aspects of the ballet that would become common amongst many 

of Dale’s more successful adaptations stood out in the audience research surveys.  Praise 
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was given across the board for the performances of the English dancers, especially Nadia 

Nerina and Philip Chatfield.  Chatfield was not her first choice, though, and Dale had 

unsuccessfully tried to acquire the Russian dancer Nicholai Fadeyechev, whom she 

described in a letter to the director of the Bolshoi Theatre as the “dancer who seemed to 

me to be the supreme choice for the role” (Dale, “Les Sylphides” 1).  To compliment this 

choice, Dale had also originally intended to diversify the cast of Les Sylphides with 

dancers of “international standing”, based on Chulaki’s response and “most probably one 

[included] from the Royal Ballet at Covent Garden” (Dale “Les Sylphides” 1).  But the 

cast would ultimately come to be comprised of all British dancers, with the four 

principals also including Rowena Jackson and Julia Farron.  In fact, the Radio Times 

listing advertised all four names of the principal dancers, included before the title of the 

ballet and giving a short description as follows: “The ballet Les Sylphides tells no story; it 

creates a mood.  It is a poetic illusion, each dance being an interpretation of the spirit of 

the music” (BBC Press Office, “Nadia Nerina and Philip Chatfield in Les Sylphides” 1).  

The official press release for Television News also highlighted Nerina and Chatfield on 

the title line, and was one of the first to highlight Dale’s authorship of the production. 

 This program’s exhibition as an “Easter special” was important in relation to the 

idea of classical “event programs,” but also signified a transition in the selections of texts 

and their spiritual relevance.  Direct religious influences on such programming choices, 

for example the development of Job, had dissipated since the BBC’s creation and the 

post-war years.  “The secularizing of Sundays was to [Reith] ‘one of the most significant 

and unfortunate trends in modern life’” (Briggs, The BBC: The First Fifty Years 54).  
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Although Religious Programs had their own place and much influence over the Sunday 

schedule in the early years, the BBC quickly realized that “religion did not necessarily 

unite or console” (216).  It was clear that they did not welcome religious controversy, and 

the idea for radio listeners to observe moments of silence eventually gave way by 1943 to 

an unwillingness to “rest content with ‘giving the people what they want’ [as] there had 

been in 1922, 1927, or 1939” (Briggs, The BBC: The First Fifty Years 217).  Les 

Sylphides had no particular affiliation with religious themes, but instead signified a 

certain kind of spiritual sensation emphasizing the Romanticism that the ballet brought to 

mind. “[Les Sylphides] evokes a mood rather than tells a story, in this case the mood of 

the nineteenth century Romantic Age which made a cult of the poet, the moonlight on 

ancient ruins and overtones of melancholy” (BBC Press Office, “Memo to Margaret 

Dale” 1).  The metaphysical suggestion of the still elevated stance of the ballerina as 

unearthly creature, yet simultaneous lack of emphasis on moralistic tales of good and 

evil, was just the spark beginning a statement in ballet history on the themes and 

structures of the Romantic Ballet.  This beginning was reflected again in the seemingly 

unanimous popularity of this program, as it signified the importance of the middle ground 

with audiences at an important crossroads in the history of British Broadcasting.  

Audiences were not satisfied by the values and narratives of the Romantic classics, but 

they could still delight in the atmospheric sensations those ballets could conjure by 

referencing the gothic, the fabled, and the fictionally indistinct ground of whimsical 

ethereality.  Although successfully received by the BBC’s audiences on multiple 

occasions previous to this, never before had so many people been apt to comment on the 
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stylistic choices and misé-en scene of the BBC’s productions of Les Sylphides, (there had 

been five in total), mostly in a positive nature, and by extension, the manner with which 

they were executed for the television screen. 

 It is also clear from the audience research study that many respondents were 

preoccupied with the stagings, lighting and camerawork of the production.  “Sets (‘highly 

imaginative’), costumes and camerawork were much admired, and although there were 

remarks about ‘patchy’ lighting and occasions when the contrasts between the whiteness 

of the dancers’ dresses and the background of woodland was too pronounced, viewers 

generally saw no reason to complain about the quality of their picture” (BBC Audience 

Research Department 2).  Ironically, the costumes were made of blue tulle, a choice that 

was assumedly made by Dale with the intention of employing a more experimental 

extremeness in lighting contrast, and resulting from an enhanced experiential awareness 

of working in black and white, which began to characterize her productions after 

Coppelia.  Many other similar aesthetic choices are described in the camera script, 

including camera notes for the desired effect of a shot or visualization of a scene.  The 

following is noted for the opening: “See [the] moon thru Gothic window if possible, 

general effect wanted of cool silver moonlight” (Dale, “Les Sylphides Camera Script” 1), 

including comments to show a “ripple effect [of] moonlight on [the] water” (Dale, “Les 

Sylphides Camera Script” 1) and “very romantic lighting, please” (Dale, “Les Sylphides 

Camera Script” 7).  Other instructions like: “End of Nocturne on change of music to 

Valse bring up [the] lighting, [the] Valse can look quite gay,” and “Moody masculine 

lighting down colonnade” (Dale, Les Sylphides Camera Script 4) during Chatfield’s 

85



 

 

entrance indicated an enormous emphasis on extreme transitions between mood carried 

out by these stylistic visual choices, particularly as a reflection upon the manner in which 

a state of “reverie” might be invoked with the particular capacities of television in mind. 

 Dale’s use of staging and camera movement to compliment one another was 

indeed maturing into recognizable patterns of aesthetics.  Very detailed patterns were 

literally drawn out beside choreographic passages, and indicate a strong emphasis on the 

vernacular difference in format of the camera versus the stage.  Her signature use of 

circular and semi-circular patterns became a default mechanism for transitions, as well as 

characterizing phrasings, and V-shaped patterns began to emerge as alternative and 

complementary to these, as well as more formal, yet transitory, versions of square-like 

formations.  Camera cuts were assigned angles with which to cross the theatrically flat 

view of a 180-degree perspective of a traditional establishing shot, and complex views 

established to highlight movement sequences, such as two lines traveling horizontally 

across the stage in opposite directions, for example.  Never were the positions of either 

dancer or camera statically employed to implicate the vision of watching dance from a 

static point, but rather the incorporation of the physical environment accentuated by the 

mobility required by the dance.  During the Valse, Nerina’s arabesque-releve, performed 

in the foreground by the moonlit pool, was, as noted in the camera script, to be 

photographed by “starting this shot on the water” (Dale, Les Sylphides Camera Script 5).  

Dale had begun to view scenery not as background, but rather another component of a 

realistic dramatic scenario, and the dancers as situated within, rather than complemented 

by the sets.  She was photographing her productions as filmic narratives intended to 
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compliment the voyeurism of the moving image as a very different thing to a “staged” 

performance, a place where audiences traditionally accept that sets and costumes are 

components of performance rather than investing in them as having some negotiated level 

of realism.  Therefore, it is not surprising that respondents felt that “some of the more 

spacious groupings of the dancers, were, it seems, obscured by the trees” (BBC Audience 

Research Department 2), since for many sophisticated members of the audience, it was 

the first time that they were seeing this kind of filmic approach to the landscape of the 

dance environment. 

 

The Historical Collaboration and Textual Importance of Petrushka 

 Perhaps the most important ballet adapted by Dale during her tenure at the BBC, 

Petrushka was originally slated to be the highlight piece of the first annual collaboration 

between the BBC and the Royal Ballet.  The ballet was not aired, however, until the 

following year in August of 1962.  It is significant because of its enormous historical 

weight as the work that signified the transition in the theatrical world away from the 

Petipa blueprint of classical ballet and towards the new emphasis that neoclassical ballets 

placed on characterization and stylization in relation to storyline.  Petrushka (1911) has 

been cited as “the reform ballet,” largely due to its removal of the central characters from 

the role of technical virtuosos and re-situation of them as human counterparts, rather than 

metaphysical beings. 

Petrushka’s unconventional structure eliminated the need not only for Petipa’s 

usual format (narrative introduction, “white” act, divertissement) but also for the 
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standard array of dances for the soloists.  With the conventional structure of the 

grand ballet abolished, Fokine effected his most audacious change: all the roles in 

Petrushka-even the main ones-are character roles.  (Wachtel 45) 

Textually significant because of its emphasis on closing the gap between the audience 

and dancer, the complexity of this relationship signifies an indistinct quantity of source 

texts accumulated across several periods and artistic movements throughout history.  

“Petrushka points to a number of sources and meanings simultaneously, and each one of 

these creates what could be called a field of expectations for the spectator” (Wachtel 13).  

Choreographic signifiers were inverted, for example, “the old ballet used stooped or 

turned-in bodies to denote evil, misery, disfigurement (Carabosse and her suite in 

Sleeping Beauty, for example) (Wachtel 47), while Petrushka’s turned in movements 

characterized him as isolated, turned-inward, and more human in comparison with the 

Moor’s turned-out, exaggerated movement. 

 The humanity of the seemingly life-less puppets is revealed little by little through 

expressions of dynamic polarity.  The dolls’ choreographic redundancy seems indicative 

of an inanimate two-dimensionality, but the revelation of their actions and drama beyond 

the carnival stage reveal an invisible reality that demonstrates the very basic aspects of 

the human condition. This is further articulated by Petrushka’s ability to experience and 

express emotional pain as a result of being rejected by the ballerina doll, as well as the 

consciousness he exhibits of his enslavement and, finally, his actions of revolt.  At the 

end of the ballet, Petrushka is murdered onstage by the Blackamoor during another of the 

puppet plays.  The Magician holds up a lifeless straw puppet to the audience in order to 
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demonstrate that Petrushka’s appearance of mortality was only an illusion, but Petrushka 

then reappears in spirit on a rooftop celebrating his freedom from the Magician’s 

enchantment.  The pretense exhibited in the ballet becomes a contradiction of 

expectation, illustrating the incongruity between what is occurring for the two sets of 

viewers.  Where the indication for the on-lookers onstage remains that Petrushka’s 

enlivenment was only a product of magic, the privileged view of the theater audiences 

reveals another truth.  As external voyeurs, we have knowledge of the love and desire 

Petrushka felt for the Ballerina doll, and, thus, his reappearance to the Magician after his 

death suggests that he possesses a human soul. 

 The story and central characters for Petrushka were created largely by Alexandre 

Benois from his memory of the Petrushka plays performed at the nineteenth-century 

Russian street carnivals that occurred biannually when he was a young boy.  From these, 

Benois observed and altered the interplay of several texts, including the Western tradition 

of the Pierrot figure, “An archetype of the self-dramatizing artist, who presents to the 

world a stylized mask both to symbolize and veil artistic ferment to distinguish the 

creative artist from the human being” (Youens 96), as well as sixteenth-century 

commedia dell’arte figures.  However, Benois’ desire to remain true to the tradition of the 

Petrushka plays was overturned by Stravinsky’s insistence that his character should 

“[free] himself from the Magician’s depraved spells” (Wachtel 21), rather than murder 

his competitor to gain the female Harlequinade’s affection.  The resulting compromise, in 

which Petrushka is murdered by the Moor, characterizes Petrushka as a tragic and 

vulnerable victim, but also emphasizes a lack of humanity in the ordered world.  This is a 
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distinct inversion of the “love transcends mortality” theme prevalent in most of the 

ballets that preceeded Petrushka.  It also significantly resituated the feminine role in the 

ballet.  Not only does the plot revision do away with her magical resurrection of the 

Harlequin, casting away the focus of the puppet play’s romantic goals, it also allows for 

Petrushka’s love for her to manifest into a false self-deceit that parades as another trap of 

the physical world. 

 Despite a shift away from Romantic themes, Petrushka has an apparent need to 

reconcile his unrealized human soul that goes unnoticed by the carnival audience, but not 

by the actual ballet’s audience.  “The tragedy of Pierrot cannot be dismissed as a fairy 

tale because the puppets are simply too human” (Wachtel 31).  This quality was the focus 

of Fokine’s choreographic aims, and was enacted by deescalating the vertical extension 

typically aspired to by the ballet.  Thematically and choreographically, Petrushka’s 

“otherness” becomes the main focus of the piece through a series of parodies. 

Despite the “downgrading” of classical dancing in Petrushka, the ballet does 

feature a number of rather classical pas.  But each of these represents a parodic 

treatment of the material, not unlike the Street Dancer’s caricature of 

Kshesinskaia’s acrobatics.  All the elements of a traditional supported pas de deux 

(a Petipa trademark) are present in the ballerina’s awkward duet with the Moor, 

for example, though the dance becomes an ironic approximation of a grand pas de 

deux, the old ballet’s emotional apogee. (Wachtel 48) 

Where Romantic ballets endeavored to elevate the dancers to a mythical status through 

prowess and otherworldly themes, Petrushka forged an oscillation between the 
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audience’s comfort with expectation in form, and the lack of focus it places on the 

resolution of the tragedy encapsulating its central character. 

 Petrushka not only altered the course of character expression in classical ballet, it 

had also created a new kind of meaningful dialogue between the “characters” and the 

audience by making the narrative a kind of structural reflection upon theatrical 

voyeurism.  The characters’ initially superficial, slowly revealed personation indicates 

that they represent a mirror for the audience, reflecting an insistence to consider the 

humanity of the objects on display.  The affiliation of Benois and Fokine with the reform 

initiatives of the contemporary Russian theater highlight two important aspects of 

Petrushka, “The call for a more imaginative use of theatrical space and a heightened 

interest in the spectator-in particular, a desire to break down traditional audience 

expectations” (Wachtel 34). The ballet invokes a series of four tableaus, each building on 

the audience’s anticipations invoked in the one previous. 

In the final version of the ballet the action occurs on at least three different levels.  

The first is the street, where the carnival is in full swing.  The little theater of the 

Magician fronts onto this street, but when he opens the curtain of his theater to 

reveal the three puppets, the audience becomes, as it were, doubled.  That is, the 

characters who had wandering about the stage become spectators of the puppets’ 

dance.  The theater audience watches them watch the dance and it watches the 

dance as well.  The result is that the audience is watching two ballets 

simultaneously.  The doubling of the fourth wall causes it to disappear and 
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unsettles spectators’ expectations about their relationship to the onstage action.  

(Wachtel 35) 

By situating these tableaus in the order in which they are posed, and in the same 

“theatrical” context, though the street carnival’s “low-cultural” source is a comment on 

the need for theatrical reform in order to successfully reveal realistic truths, Wachtel 

suggests that Petrushka “served as a modernist attempt to break down theatrical mimesis” 

(35).  As heavily reliant as Romantic ballet was on pantomime, this was surely not 

isolated to the objectives of the new Russian Theater concerning dramatic theater.  

Another particularly important way in which Fokine achieved a new kind discourse with 

the audience was in his refocusing of the viewing eye on two different but concurrent 

actions.  “In one of the ballet’s more innovative moments, Fokine divides the stage, with 

two street dancers performing different choreography simultaneously (though they end 

the pas in unison)” (Wachtel 47).  This technique had significant implications for the 

typically varying degrees of status on stage, as well as the new modus of asking 

audiences to ascribe persona to the dancers, rather than celebrate their extreme levels of 

beauty and skill.  “Fokine invented no new steps but contrived clever showcases for old 

ones, always building on the expressive potential latent in the classical vocabulary, 

freeing it from the strictures of nineteenth-century plot and structure” (Wachtel 50). 

 Petrushka, more directly than any other ballet before it, had significant roots in 

folklore.  Romantic ballets often created entire plots out of a familiar folkloric 

superstition or warning lessons about a place, object, or person.  However, outcomes 

were not rooted in such origins, as Romantic narratives were resolved, rather, to 
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accentuate the victories of heroicism.  In this case, Benois’ appropriation resonated with 

the “transformations that played a role in the formation of the text of Petrushka.  Broadly 

speaking, there are two such influences: the popular harlequinades that Benois knew as a 

child and the renaissance that the commedia dell’arte enjoyed in high culture during the 

period of literary symbolism” (Wachtel 20).  This neoclassical rebirth of folklore was tied 

to the symbolist emphasis on the spiritual.  While the rejection of naturalism is in some 

ways similar to Romanticism, it instead attempts to elevate the ordinary over the ideal.  

Therefore, the not only textual, but also philosophical reinvention of seemingly 

traditionalist archetypes, reflected the narrative complications created by their presence 

when resituated, an act of appropriation itself. 

The realists of mid-century had banished such conventionally artistic characters in 

favor of the drama of life.  The symbolists, however, were attracted precisely by 

the conventionality of the three main figures (and particularly Pierrot).  These 

recognizable characters could be infinitely stylized and used symbolically in a 

host of situations. (Wachtel 22) 

This revival brought to light a new “truth” about these characters.  Petrushka’s seemingly 

masked reality is unveiled and effective only through its contrast with the celebration of 

the crowds, and their delight in watching the “drama” of his rejection and murder.  

However, “Audiences did not necessarily have to connect such moments with their high-

cultural sources” (Wachtel 34).  It is the seemingly “uncharacteristic” characteristics and 

the relocation of the formal to arenas of informality, which create meaning. 
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If we see Petrushka, the Moor, and the Ballerina as transformations of the 

commedia dell’arte figures Benois recalled from his childhood, we will go a long 

way toward understanding the sources for and the workings of the scenes 

involving the three main characters.  This brings us to that peculiar realm where 

popular culture and the high literary tradition intermingle.  For while the 

Petrushka puppet play belonged solely to the popular culture tradition, the 

commedia dell’arte (which had also begun as popular entertainment) had, by the 

early twentieth century, crossed into highbrow culture. (Wachtel 20) 

Benois had, thus, in recontextualizing folkloric figures to places in contrast with their 

original archetypal purpose, managed to unmask the masks of conventional theatre. 

 The BBC’s program effectively achieved the same ends, appropriating the 

reconceptualization of formality realized by Petrushka in its eventual historical 

importance.  The accuracy and significance of its symbolist elements in Dale’s 

production, especially given the noted importance organizationally placed on the 1962 

program, reflect an acknowledged and parallel transformation of the changing cultural 

face that the BBC wanted to project.  Additionally, the filming of the ballet for television 

insisted that many of its detailed characteristics be attended with a hyperawareness, in 

order for it to be accurately reflected with the same intentions with which it was 

originally conceived.  “[Benois had] suggested, citing Konstantin Stanislavsky’s work at 

the Moscow Art Theater, that the most successful theatrical enterprises were those in 

which a single strong personality controlled all aspects of the production” (Wachtel 54).  

Indeed, this ballet’s ironically simultaneous classical importance, though still ability to 
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create “interpretive tensions” that resulted in a subtle reflection upon theatrical 

convention, made it a unique and important transitional text for the BBC’s growing 

substantiation of ballet programs.  “There is irony in the use of a civilizing mask of 

neoclassicism, including mechanisms devoid of emotion, in the face of European 

civilization destroyed” (Mawer 185).  By highlighting Petrushka, the BBC moved into a 

more sophisticated arena of cultural education, and venerated the modernist hunger for 

art to have some extant correlations with reality.   After all, Benois himself wrote “in his 

regular newspaper column, [that] theater, ‘can only be a ‘captivating deceit’ if one 

believes that the external deceit is covering up some kind of truth’” (Wachtel 38). 

 

Dale’s Aesthetic in Translating Petrushka to the Television Screen 

 Many of Dale’s techniques for resituating ballet for the television screen 

resonated with the reform initiatives and methodologies of “Russia’s new ‘stylized’ 

(mostly symbolist) theater” (Watchel 42), applied by Fokine in his stagings.  In 

particular, the division of the stage to enact simultaneous movement was translated to the 

division of not only space, but also depth of field in the majority of her adaptations.  “In 

one of [Petrushka’s] more innovative moments, Fokine divides the stage, with two street 

dancers performing different choreography simultaneously” (Wachtel 47).  Though he 

was not the single auteur of the original ballet, Fokine did have the most significant 

influence on the way in which the dancers moved with relationship to the space in which 

they were placed.  Dale spoke about her exploration into the original enterprises of the 
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artists who created the piece, and their influence on her production, in an interview with 

Dance and Dancer magazine in January of 1963, just after the initial airing of Petrushka. 

For Petrushka I went back to what Benois, Fokine and Stravinsky wrote.  I like 

research.  The thing that gave me the clue to the fair – I used to go to the Garden 

and my mind got paralysed until I realized that I must stop looking so hard 

because Fokine must have meant the eye to travel in a certain way.  I had to relax 

and let my eye be taken where he wanted it to go.  I did this, I gave up writing 

notes and relaxed completely and let my eye go where it was led.  This helped 

enormously.  Then, Fokine wrote that the crowd was made up of individuals, each 

bent on their own pursuits.  I thought I must not shoot it as a mass.  The camera 

must behave like another person in the crowd.  The score is so clear that it just fell 

into shape.  Follow the music.  Fokine did, I will.  I will treat the characters 

individually and where there are two things going on at once, I will adjust the 

scene slightly so that both can be seen.  The street girls were a problem and we 

managed it by starting on one, moving very smoothly with the crowd to the 

second street girl and then we just adapted their positions so we had the two in the 

shot at the same time.  (Dale, “Margaret Dale talks to Dance and Dancers” 30) 

At this point in her career with the BBC, Dale was acutely aware of her specific role in 

facilitating a translation of dance to another kind of medium.  Her investigation into the 

visual continuity and configuration of the Diaghilev Petrushka indicated that she was 

highly preoccupied with the practice of aesthetic interpretation for the camera lens, as 

well as the characterization of her dancers.   
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We were, largely, trying to reproduce the same effect, the same design, as very 

famous designers.  I mean [with] Petrushka, we had to find a way of translating 

the Benois décor into television terms.  It was a very interesting exercise.  It’s not 

just a question of painting the backcloth you know, and hanging it up in the 

studio.  We were in to three-dimensions and perspective, an effort to present the 

same experience without it getting in the way of the choreography.  (Dale, 

BECTU History Project Side 5) 

Dale had used circular staging, overhead shots of the corps, and divided audience focus 

by positioning simultaneous action in the foreground and background.  Though, never 

before had all of these developing techniques come together to enact such a mature and 

effective ballet for the television screen. 

 The strong parallels between Dale’s own aesthetic and that of the 1911 ballet first 

performed in Paris are striking, and the emphasis of both on progress and 

experimentation inexorably link the BBC adaptation to the impetus of the Russian 

Theater.  Fokine’s focus on individuality, though Scholl insists he was “neither truly 

innovative nor true to his five principals” (Wachtel 48), in his treatment of the crowd 

scenes became a considerable priority for Dale in its relation to the camera placement and 

movement.  She moves us quickly into the brief 45-minute ballet by opening with a pan 

across the street merchant tents and directly into a cluster of men, watching one of their 

own playing an accordion and performing a dance sequence.  She then introduces “the 

street girls” one by one and they are distinguished not only in their juxtaposition to the 

view of the camera, one is upstage left and the other downstage right, but also in the 
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quality and style of their movement.  One performs a series of jetés, a quick jumping 

step, while playing a triangle, and the other executes an adagio ponché arabesque to a 

split on the floor.  The incorporation of musical instruments in the choreography 

emphasizes a carnivalesque-kind of showmanship that directly contrasts the less 

ostentatious performances of the puppets.  The street girls and fortune-tellers that 

populate the street carnival quickly become recognizable as characters because they have 

more to offer a television audience than the delight of their movement series.  The waist 

shots and short conflicts that appear in the first section of the ballet dramatize facial 

expressions and details of the individual spectators in ways that were not possible from 

the stage.  In fact, the production photos of Petrushka’s first tableau more closely 

resemble Dale’s more squarely staged village scene from her adaptation of Coppelia with 

a front proscenium framing the action, and the theater, viewing tent, and carnival ride 

positioned at different heights along another wooden building or wall in order to simplify 

the boundaries of the stage.  However, because of the way in which Dale’s sets were 

designed with constantly moving cameras in mind and much less emphasis on scale, she 

was able to fulfill the objective of characterizing each member of the crowd, no matter 

how brief their appearance. 

 Dale also uses the camera to establish angular views and power dynamics 

between characters in the ballet.  In the opening sequence of Petrushka, a seemingly 

drunk man is poised atop the spectator booth, an architectural component of the set that is 

also strikingly vivid in the original production.  As the man begins to fall out of the 

booth, Dale establishes a high angle shot that is later used again during the performance 
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of the puppets.  The booth is presumably stationed at this height-it’s entrance guarded by 

a soldier-and decorated so nobly to accommodate viewers of a higher class.  However, 

none of the aristocratic crowd appears to be seated there.  Instead, the camera looks out 

over the booth across both the stage and audience, and functions as a practical way to 

show the audience watching the dolls performance.  In positioning the camera in such a 

manner, Dale manages to enhance Fokine’s focus on the spectators of the theatre, while 

simultaneously demonstrating visually the relationship and importance of the performers.  

An even more extreme use of high-angle perspective is used later in the ballet after the 

famous scene where Petrushka is confronted by the image of the Magician on the wall of 

his dark and colorless cell.  After his lamenting introduction in the second tableau, the 

Ballerina doll pays him a brief visit, during which he jumps about so excitedly that he 

frightens her away.  She quickly exits, and Petrushka, apparently unable to follow her, 

falls to his knees, hitting his head against the doorway.  He runs along all for walls, 

looking for an exit, and then tears through the black, starry partition where a window 

seemingly used to be.  But Petrushka draws back from it, surprised and afraid, and upon 

seeing the Magician’s image, falls to the ground face down in a near state of paralysis.  

The room darkens except for an illumination of the painting, and an extreme reflection 

from the light of the window falls across the Magician’s face, quickly transitioning into 

an overhead shot of Petrushka lying motionless, as if lifeless once again.  The camera 

pulls straight upward out of the box-like enclosure, until it arrives at the top and pans 

across to the Blackamoor’s cell.  As a result, Petrushka and the other puppets appear to be 

nothing more than insignificant, tiny dolls in a child’s dollhouse.  The set becomes a prop 
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standing in for reality, enlivens the television screen in such a way that the audience must 

consider whether the stage and puppet chambers are real at all. 

 The Blackamoor’s cell has flowers and colorful patterns that compliment his 

shiny, flamboyant costume, and he lies on his back playing with a coconut.  The object 

with which he is originally so fascinated eventually incites anger and violence in him, as 

he strikes in its direction with his sword, and then one of worship, as he bows to it, awed 

that he cannot decipher its purpose.  Again, here the coconut is stationed at the 

foreground of the camera view and the Blackamoor in the background, until he lunges 

forward to protect it from the sound of someone coming, subtly altering the spatial 

juxtaposition to one of new meaning and signaling a new phrase.  The Ballerina enters his 

cell playing a trumpet, and the camera follows her as she dances about, but only as it 

pulls back to reveal both characters does the framing encompass her full figure.  That is, 

the traditional approach-allowing the movement’s demands to inspire the composition of 

the image-is largely thrown out again in favor of more character-oriented waist shots 

emphasizing facial expression and body language, or in this case, a lack thereof.  Dale 

employs an angular setup, centering the corners of the room, in order to accentuate the 

space and distinguish between the floor and background as clearly as possible.  The two 

engage in their parodic duet, and when Petrushka enters, the Blackamoor is not 

welcoming, but immediately treats him as an insurgent intruder, and chases him about.  A 

series of quick cuts between two cameras underscore the conflict, and the phrase ends 

with a quick push in to a close-up of the Blackamoor and Ballerina’s triumphant faces. 
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 The last section of the ballet contains a series of street dances amongst the corps.  

For the first time in Petrushka, Dale uses her prominent overhead shots of all of the 

dancers in circular formation, but in this scenario it does not appear as much theatrical as 

performative, because of its weighty situation within an elaborate set and the constant 

introduction of new characters.  Right in the middle of the bearded lady’s grand finale, 

Petrushka emerges from the backstage boxes where the puppets are kept, chased by the 

Blackamoor and, behind him, the Ballerina.  The trio run around the curtain several times 

and into the crowd, where the Blackamoor strikes Petrushka with his sword, and he falls 

to the ground in front of the villagers.  As Petrushka slowly dies, the camera gets closer 

and closer, until finally, the crowd of people surrounding him is a sea of distinguishable 

faces.  Petrushka takes his last breath, reaching up to the sky, and the man closest to him 

runs to find the a guard.  The guard drags the Magician through the crowd of concerned 

faces, followed by a swiftly pan, and the Magician picks up Petrushka who is now 

nothing more than a lifeless, plastic doll.  As the characters in the crowd reassure one 

another, laughing at the convincing display, the Magician drags Petrushka off through the 

snow towards the spectator booth, his back to the camera.  As the Magician hears 

Petrushka’s theme play, he turns to see him resurrected on top of the theatre, and a series 

of low and high-angle shots show the Magician’s terrified reaction of Petrushka 

celebrating his freedom.  This inversion of the visual dynamic between the Magician and 

Petrushka are reflective of the several inversions of theatrical voyeurism that recur 

throughout the original text, and powerfully characterize the realism of Petrushka’s death 

at the end.  As his body hangs over the side of the theater and then disappears, one last 
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shot of the empty, snowy village imply that the Magician has also disappeared, and that 

Petrushka has regained his power and freedom from isolation and enslavement. 

 Petrushka’s affiliation with revolutionary themes, not just in art and theatre, but 

also politically, and Dale’s profoundly accurate adaptation are indicative of a new kind of 

idea about the experimentation that could be had with ballet upon the turn of the 1960’s.  

The intense incorporation of cinematic camera language into the television structure of 

theatrical reproductions foreshadowed a major move in the direction of expelling 

classical structures in favor of a more modern concept about what the revisioning of 

dance on television could entail.  Dale’s original commission of Houseparty, two years 

later, would completely reject the conventions of movement and television drama to 

explore the representation of female identity and its absence from these traditions.  

However, BBC was not yet ready to extend itself entirely in this direction.  In order to 

maintain a growing agenda with larger and larger audience groups, Ballet Programs 

would continue to air a variety of contemporary projects balanced by the classicism of 

dance that had previous dominated the programming schedule.  Truly avant-garde 

television dance programming, then, was delayed and relegated to the “minority” 

categories that spurred the creation of BBC 2 in 1964. 
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CHAPTER 4 

EXPERIMENTAL PROGRAMMING AND THE INTRODUCTION OF 

BBC 2 WITH DALE’S COMMISSIONED DANCE DRAMA, 

HOUSEPARTY 

Imagine you are at a house-party.  You know no one, no one talks to you, and you 

can only observe.  You are a naked, invisible intelligence-cum-conscience, 

watching, noting, but not, in any sense, participating.  The characters float past 

you, relationships shift and change—is she married to him?  Is he trying to make 

her?  Who is the hard-eyed hostess, or the Monroe-like blonde?  Why did this sex-

goddess commit suicide?  Who was the man who sobbed with such shame-faced 

compassion?  People change before your unseen eyes—they reveal themselves, as 

coquettishly as a stripper, until slowly facts emerge.  (Barnes, Pop Party 1) 

This description of Margaret Dale and Peter Darrell’s television ballet Houseparty was 

published in Spectator Magazine May 8, 1964 and written by Clive Barnes.  His intense 

focus on the loose, self-reflexive characters and question of their roles is directly related 

to the ballet’s larger goals as an interdisciplinary dramatic effort.  This piece, in contrast 

with all of Dale’s other full-length ballets to date, was an original work based on the 

concept of Francis Poulenc and Bronislava Nijinska’s 1924 ballet Les Biches.  Deviating 

from the neo-classical procurement of artistic and intellectual authority the BBC had 

sought with audiences through Romantic ballet programs, Houseparty was a full-on 

experiment in every aspect of its composition.  The ballet was aired in conjunction with 
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the launch of BBC 2, and was intended to represent the kind of experimental 

programming that a second channel could offer and that television envisioned for the 

future.  The BBC had not been able or willing to stand behind such sophisticated avant-

garde productions for fear of alienating less knowledgeable audiences, or positioning 

themselves as arbiters of minority entertainment. Therefore, it was crucial that the new 

channel find a reasonable spectrum of programs, something BBC 1 had not yet managed 

to do, but a demand magnified by competition with ITV.  However, despite the idea to 

diversify the BBC’s programming with more forward-thinking cultural programs, this 

goal was ultimately curtailed, and Houseparty was, in many ways, an end to the 

beginning of this effort in television ballet.  “Because of the cost of conversion or of new 

purchase, the programme content of the new channel could not be restricted either to 

education or to ‘minority entertainment’” (Briggs, Competition 405).  Therefore, 

audience comprehension and ability to make meaning with regards to these experimental 

programs was more important than ever before. 

 However unsuccessful this mixed-bag continuum of majority and minority efforts 

was in the long-term scope of ballet programming, Dale’s commission remains one of the 

most unique critical works created for the television screen to date.  Not only is it imbued 

with discourses reflecting upon the cultural schema of power structures and interpersonal 

relationships between men and women, it is aesthetically a masterful reflection of these 

dynamics both visually and choreographically.  Houseparty was awarded the grand prize 

at the International Music Centre’s Seminar on Music, Opera and Ballet in the year of its 

creation, implying a level of critical value which transcended the steadily growing 
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audience response indexes Dale’s ballets were beginning to receive.  The piece was 

significantly ahead of its time, facilitating not only an ultramodern aesthetic approach, 

especially with regards to what was perceived as “classical ballet,” but also a reflection 

upon even more contemporary ideas that had remained in the outlays of experimental 

cinema for decades.  In this chapter, I will discuss the important visual innovation that 

resulted from a synergistic approach to television and ballet techniques, and how Dale’s 

growing expertise and past achievements capacitated Houseparty’s important ideological 

strides.  I will also compare the concept and visual strategy with that of Maya Deren’s 

1946 short film Ritual in Transfigured Time, which was an early precursor to Dale’s 

ballet, as well as Ken Russell’s television film Isadora Duncan, the Biggest Dancer in the 

World, airing two years after Houseparty in 1966. 

 

The BBC and Experimental Programming 

 During the early to mid-1960s, the BBC conceived of some of the most 

innovative television programs to emerge under the restrictions of early technology.  

Competition with ITV was responsible for the Drama Department’s movement away 

from social realism, but an ideological shift was also occurring in how the BBC saw itself 

with regards to cultural programs. 

In 1960, Sunday Night Theatre was replaced by The Sunday Night Play.  The 

change of name suggested a shift away from the BBC’s previous allegiance to the 

theatre and dependence on literary adaptations, for The Sunday Night Play was to 

provide a showcase for new plays written especially for television.  (Cooke 53) 
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This was also true with ballet programs, and Margaret Dale’s efforts to commission new 

ballets for television were given more serious consideration in conjunction with the 

launch of BBC 2.  Plans for the second channel were conceived years in advance of its 

realization and it was conceptually intended to balance classical drama by cultivating 

expanding experimental programming, the end of the spectrum that could not be satisfied 

by ITV. 

In December 1958 a Drama Experimental Unit was officially formed, becoming 

known subsequently as the Langham Group, due to it being based in the BBC’s 

Langham House.  The unit’s remit was to consider the potential for 

experimentation in television and in its short existence (it was wound up in 1960) 

there was much discussion about technology and the possibilities for an avant-

garde or ‘art’ television, and a few productions, including Torrents of Spring (tx. 

21 May 1959) and Mario (tx. 15 December 1959).  While the achievements of the 

group may have been limited, it did have some influence.  As Anthony Pelissier, 

the central figure in the group, wrote in a letter to Head of Drama Michael Barry 

in 1960: ‘The Langham Group’s real contribution has been, it seems to me, to 

question … the validity of present-day story and drama construction, the 

soundness of old-fashioned theatrical design, acting as ‘projected’ for proscenium 

presentation, cutting for cutting’s sake … the possibility that there are [sic] more 

than one level of consciousness at which a programme may be appreciated and 

found stimulating and, finally, the intellectual ‘West End’ attitude of mind – a 

parochial and ‘conditioned’ point of view….  (Cooke 53) 
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 Ultimately, what the BBC and the Langham group had discovered was that the 

BBC’s intention to procure a classical literacy in the infancy of television had 

inadvertently contributed to an avoidance of the aesthetic developments occurring in 

every other artistic medium.  Especially true in contemporary dance of the 1950’s and 

1960’s, revisionist approaches in narrative, technique and presentation had infiltrated the 

performing arts, which had operated as the BBC’s primary source for cultural 

programming.  Television had not yet been identified as an interface of postmodernism, 

but it was obvious that its power was uniquely different to cinema and the theatre.  The 

fact that television seemed to simply skip over modernist initiatives, both chronologically 

and ideologically, and is now “frequently referred to as the quintessence of postmodern 

culture” (Allen 327), is consistent with what Collins describes as postmodernism’s 

“neoconservative backlash” (Allen 328).  While the BBC’s pursuit of experimental 

programs was forged in pursuit of developing television’s own modernist aesthetic, 

initially implanted in the rejection of the realism that had substantiated the transitional 

neoclassical adaptations, such as Fokine’s Petrushka, the short life of the medium had not 

allowed for a full exploration of realist conventions.  The BBC was forced to move 

unnaturally in the opposite direction before it’s preparedness to do so, insofar as it was: 

a move away from ‘objective’ depiction of the world to various forms of 

abstraction and symbolism that emphasized subjective inward consciousness; the 

frustration of expectations concerning the coherence of plot and character; the 

disruption of linear narrative; and the employment of a variety of stylistic 

strategies that stressed that the ‘truth’ of human experience was not accessible 
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through simple documentation because it was not a well-ordered, rational 

machine waiting to be cataloged. (Allen 328) 

 Dale, however, had been pushing ballet audiences in this direction since her 

arrival at the BBC.  As a result of Sylvey’s 1954 audience research report, she was 

“determined to continue to commission ballets for television, because [she] thought 

television ought to do new work” (Dale BECTU Side 4), in addition to presenting the 

classics.  As her tenure progressed, Dale gained more and more freedom and confidence 

with a higher level of experimentation that was also beginning to take shape 

organizationally, evidenced by the creation of the Experimental Drama Unit, and 

eventually, BBC 2.  Unfortunately, Houseparty, as a forerunner of avant-garde programs, 

was too early to be appreciated for its ability to realize, in one half hour work, all of the 

stylistic objectives of abstract performance art, as well as having simultaneously 

exploited the artistic capacity of the television medium. 

 The major reason for this was Houseparty’s isolation as a single program, without 

any kind of milieu.  Introductions, such as the ones that initiated highlight programs like 

Stars of the Bolshoi Ballet, or narrations that often stood-in for missing acts in early 

Romantic adaptations, were helpful in bridging a lack of audience familiarity with a 

ballet’s particular context.  Poulenc’s score was not familiar to the average television 

viewer, and Nijinska’s Les Biches was not by any means a widely performed ballet, even 

theatrically.  In the press release, Houseparty was not described as an adaptation, nor was 

the original text mentioned outside of the music, but instead Dale was quoted as saying: 

“We took Poulenc’s score, the same situation of a houseparty, and 1964 as our starting 
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point” (BBC Press Office, “Press Release Houseparty 1).  Arguably, experimental drama 

of the early 1960’s had been most successful when situated within the series strategy 

onset by competition.  The Sunday Night Play had acted like a series, unifying the works 

based on the established names of the playwrights, as well as the principle that they were 

all new works for television.  James MacTaggart’s ascendance from the BBC Scotland 

resulted in the creation of Storyboard (1961), which consisted of “six experimental plays 

written and adapted by Kennedy Martin” (Cooke 53). 

The significance of the Storyboard series was that it was the first step towards the 

development of a new form of television drama in the 1960s.  It was also done 

live, making some of the innovations that MacTaggart and Kennedy Martin were 

trying to achieve a real challenge. (Cooke 54) 

The linking of these new commissions to each other as episodic drama contextualized 

them for their audience and helped them to anticipate some of the more experimental 

aspects of these plays.  Perhaps also gearing the success of serials was the sense that, 

“‘Whether it realizes it or not,’ Peter Lewis wrote in the Daily Mail, ‘television has 

created an art-form that did not exist before: the one-hour play.  It is, so to speak, the 

short story form of drama’” (Briggs, Competition 191).  These new commissioned plays, 

while predominantly unrelated, all fit within this one-hour slot, and held common 

aesthetic goals. Dale’s version of the experimental series program, Zodiac, presenting one 

ballet each month representing one of the twelve zodiac signs, was largely unsuccessful.  

“I was trying to build a show for dancers in which there would be very imaginative and 

classy choreography created for television, rather than stage” (Dale, BECTU History 
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Project Side 5).  Dale found requests made of her to create comedic bookends to 

encourage dramatic investment in the series problematic, attributing this largely to 

problems and inconsistencies with scripting.  Additionally, there were organizational 

hurdles with booking dancers for extended periods of time, and choreographer 

preferences for working with certain dancers could not necessarily be satisfied, inciting 

many levels of uncertainty in the early stages of an episode.  However, this also led to a 

certain level of disconnectedness between the episodes.  Each commission was intended 

to be the artistic vision of a different choreographer, much like The Sunday Night Play, 

but in this case the series concept, despite its thematic juncture, instead resulted in the 

programs’ overall lack of resonance or consistency. 

 Neither were the names of the dancers advertised as leverage of the ballet’s 

prestige, as had become customary throughout the previous three years of contracting ten 

ballets in total from the repertoire of the Royal Ballet, but rather the preliminary 

announcements were keen to cite the authors of the project. 

Experiment is the essence of BBC-2, and in the extension of ballet programmes 

planned for the new channel the accent is on ballet created especially for 

television.  Houseparty stems from an interesting combination of talents: 

Margaret Dale, one-time Sadler’s Wells dancer who has produced many notable 

BBC-tv ballet programmes; Peter Darrell, choreographer and director of the 

Western Theatre Ballet (his Mods and Rockers was staged in London last year to 

music written by the Beatles); and John Hopkins, a prolific television dramatist 

whose name has long been associated with Z Cars. (Radio Times Staff 14) 
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BBC-2 was positioning themselves as procurers of the more culturally aware viewer, who 

would presumably see the collaboration of these three prominent artists as a signification 

that their tastes were being given greater notice.  Where the playwrights of The Sunday 

Night Play were hired because they had established themselves as notable writers, 

choreographers were much less familiar to dramatic audiences, and even theatrical 

audiences were more familiar with the names of the dancers.  One irreconcilable aspect 

of Houseparty’s unsuccessful reception was that Frederick Ashton had invited Madame 

Nijinska to London to restage her version of the 1924 ballet.  Presumably, this 

simultaneous showcasing should have improved the response to the BBC version.  

However, the different context and artistry of the two works, and their devotion to their 

respective mediums, seemed not to unite and inform a reciprocating, sophisticated 

audience, but instead to craft the preference of one to the other. 

 

Houseparty’s Textual Focus on Characterization and Power Relations 

 Much of the reform perpetuated in the theatrical arts during the twentieth century 

shifted the focus of overarching narrative themes to a concentration on characterization.  

Neoclassical ballet, as a transition from Romantic Petipa-style ballets to contemporary 

avant-garde structures, often stripped the dance of its narrative, or emphasized 

theatricality.  Balanchine’s Apollo (1928) is considered a precise example of twentieth 

century classicism, still built upon the structures of Romantic ballet, but re-working them 

as reflexive surfaces to turn further inward.  “Balanchine, in a cumulative succession of 

solo variations, duets, and supported adagio, introduced unfamiliar silhouettes and novel 
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plasticity, renovating patterns assumed outworn by inventing sequences of an intimate 

and, at the time, outrageous originality” (Kirstein 226).  However, while many of the 

Diaghilev choreographers affiliated with the modernism of neoclassical ballet are 

credited with invoking a set of interpretive tensions, spectators of ballets like Petrushka 

could have just as easily chosen “to follow a single group of interpretive conventions” 

(Wachtel 5). 

 Houseparty refuses the audience a formalist experience, asking them instead to 

see the surface of drama as an intermediary to cogitate each character’s individual 

conflict, creating a reflection of contemporary social values and gender performance. 

Theatre scholars have always assumed that the stage is a mirror that reflects 

cultural and social organization.  It seems a fair assumption.  Even now, in the era 

of deconstructionist and postmodern performance, the concern is still with the 

stage as mirror.  Now, however, the avant-garde has shifted its concern from 

looking into the mirror for an “accurate” representation to questioning the nature 

of the mirror itself and its ability to reflect what is increasingly seen as an 

unstable, non-unified self.  Attention has shifted from the mirror’s image to the 

mirror’s surface and frame.  By calling the entire device into question, doubt has 

been cast on the accuracy of the image it reflects.  (Senelick 3) 

The voyeurism connoted in Houseparty, both by the structure of the choreography and its 

situation within the complexity of a photographic medium, is two-fold.  That is, there is a 

level of tensions created in the composition of the cameras and their relationship to the 

movement, as well as a dramatic tension that unfolds between the wants and desires of 
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the characters, and the expectations projected onto both the male and female characters.  

In this section, I will discuss how the experimental elements and postmodern stylization 

contribute to an extreme focus on characterization, and how this is different from the 

characterization that protruded in Petrushka.  I will also use the text to discuss important 

aspects of character development in relationship to the goals of authorship, particularly as 

they reflect on issues of social values, class, and gender. 

 John Hopkins, who was a primary writer for the series Z Cars, was brought in to 

write a script for the new commission.  Z Cars, begun in 1962, was one of the BBC’s 

new reform dramas intended to attract multiple audiences and problematize important 

social issues.  Hopkins was chosen for his intense focus on characterization through 

descriptive action, and as a result, his collaboration with Peter Darrell resulted in a 16-

page script that included both action and camera direction, but also heavily articulated the 

dynamics of power.  The story is written in three sections, or “acts,” resembling more a 

short film script than a television drama or ballet.  The climactic element of the story is 

described, however, not as action, but as the transition of narrative focus from the 

dominant will of the Hostess, to the “transfer of interest, momentarily, to the young guest, 

Susan.  During this section, for the first time, the dominance of the Hostess is challenged 

and then, firmly, refuted” (Hopkins 2).  However, numerous discrepancies between the 

final production and the script indicate the ultimate inversion of the power narrative.  

Much of the effective discourse in the visual counterpart focuses on the relationship of 

power to gender and sex that is largely subtextual or undeveloped in the original script. 
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 Houseparty is a constant mediation of tensions, relegated by the surface of 

expectations being directly juxtaposed with interior desire.  All of these exterior and 

interior motivations are revealed through brief, undeveloped and often contradictory 

summations of would-be longer dramatic scenes.  The “dance” as it were, compresses 

what in dialogic arenas would be expressed in more complex and identifiable terms, to 

crude and even obscene bursts of human interaction.  The resulting characters are largely 

unsympathetic, and their motivations, rather than appearing rational and legitimate, 

appear to be nothing more than childlike fits of temper.  However, the frenzied narrative 

still manages to posit varying degrees of virtuosity, and rather than a dichotomy of good 

versus evil, a continuum evolves out of complex representational initiatives.  The 

uncompromising calculation of the Hostess is faulted for Hazel’s suicide by the end of 

the ballet, but she is impersonal and distant from the viewer in a way that problematizes 

her as a censurable individual.  Instead she stands in for an evoked set of possible 

agendas, not as in the symbolist employment of privileging the surface of movement over 

character action, but rather as a signifier for something that seems scrupulously realistic. 

All signifying practices contain both the semiotic and the symbolic, although one 

realm usually suppresses the other.  Thus a potentially subversive element is 

posited even in the most traditional signifying system.  The extent to which the 

semiotic is pulled out to rupture the symbolic-thus pulverizing, imploding, 

infinitizing its meaning-determines the potential “production of a different kind of 

subject, one capable of bringing about new social relations.” (Senelick 245) 
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The reduction of focus on dance-like gesture in Houseparty, in favor of privileging 

character action, resituates what is thought of as symbolist in the tradition of the theatre.  

For many years, Dale’s Romantic ballets had focused increasingly on the development of 

character within the context of balletic movement.  Her obligation to remain faithful 

primarily to the choreography, as she made only slight adjustments to the original steps in 

the general scope of her often otherwise more extreme alterations, had prevented her 

from moving completely into television’s true scope of semiotic potential.  In the 

theatrical convention, semiotic language tended to be viewed in the static manner 

dispraised by Julia Kristeva.  “She criticizes traditional semiology because it is based 

upon the static model of information theory, which emphasizes the message as the final 

product of codes” (Senelick 244).  Ballet performed in the traditional theatre was really a 

milieu where one could appreciate its form for beauty’s sake, and narrative was static, as 

well as frequently moralistic.  “Like literature, most dance does emphasize the symbolic, 

following the codes and conventions that render the nonverbal very ‘readable’” (Senelick 

p246).  Since movement is often read as being circumscribed, and therefore direct in its 

making of meaning, its structure is in opposition to the moving image arts and their 

“believably” indefinable system of signifiers.  “It is precisely the ‘imaginary’ nature of 

the filmic signifier that makes it so powerful a catalyst of projections and emotions” 

(Stam and Miller 34).  The perpetual emergence of new visual signs in cinema and 

television, ultimately signifiers of characterization and concept, creates a constant 

negotiation and renegotiation of meaning that is dynamic, and results in complex 

dialogical interactions. “Kristeva instead posits semiotics as a process of communication 
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whose complexity and subtlety exceeds any simple transfer of information” (Senelick 

244).  In this way, both Petrushka and Housparty’s inclusion of voyeuristic deliberation, 

evoked both through narrative and structure, are discursive engagements between object 

and viewer.   

 Houseparty’s complete freedom from theatrical convention, however, allowed 

Dale to work much more completely within the language of television, and also resulted 

in a different kind of oscillation between sign and symbol.  The original nature of the 

piece and the almost revolutionary abandon of classical dance steps resulted in a new 

unification of systems that was avant-garde because it discarded also with many of the 

disciplinary peripheries.  Expectations tied to both the dramatic and balletic conventions 

are summoned and then silenced, by contextualizing the semiotic in relation to the 

symbolic through representational character identities. 

The realm of the symbolic is linear and logical; it is social and syntactical.  By 

participating in these rules of order, we are able to communicate easily with one 

another.  But the semiotic realm, on the other hand, is a kind of ‘underground’ 

communication.  It is a pulsing, kinetic, heterogeneous space whose meanings are 

much more fluid and imprecise, yet no less powerful. (Senelick 244) 

This fluctuation acts to create a new kind of subject and implied animus of the text, 

“infinitizing” its meanings, and resulting in a new kind of discourse with the audience.  

Additionally, conventional symbols often act secondarily as contextual signifiers, 

denoting generalizations affiliated with the upper class, for example, as in opening the 

piece with the image of the large country house on an ocean cliff. 
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 The three most developed characters in Houseparty are all female, and include: 

the Hostess, Susan, and Hazel, as she is referred to in the script, or “Latecomer.”  The 

Hostess’ exertion of power over the other party guests, invited to her home for a weekend 

stay, of which the narrative covers the last day, is the exterior focus of the narrative and 

major source of conflict.  The gestural orientation of “character” is considerably linked to 

the excavation of these characters’ interior dilemmas, independently, but more 

importantly as a result of the social scenario in which they find themselves trapped.  “The 

nonverbal, and with it the body and dance, have become the ‘other’—marginalized and 

feminized—to the privileged signifying system of language” (Senelick 246).  The 

efficiency of interior exposition is facilitated by the lack of dialogue, and simultaneous 

denunciation of the privilege of classical movement.  The precarious structure of these 

apparatus set amongst the frivolity of leisure and affluence, work to show the isolation of 

the feminine.  This is uniquely valid with each of these three characters, including the 

Hostess, despite her position as antagonist and perpetuator of disharmony.  She needs to 

exert power over the sexual expressions of the other women, demonstrating her own lack 

of happiness and feminine fulfillment.  In the last section of Houseparty before Hazel is 

found dead, the Hostess appears to be nostalgically reminiscing in the nursery, the place 

where she has just watched idly while Susan is inferably raped, and suddenly lashes out, 

throwing a child’s toy across the room in anger.  Presumably, the Hostess’ exorbitant and 

empty nursery has gone unoccupied by the absent children, and her extended weekends 

of matchmaking and entertaining stand in for the maternity that also goes unexpressed. 
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 By comparison, Susan’s isolation is often elected and, being perpetuated by the 

Hostess, emphasizes a lack of unity and competition for men amongst socialite women.  

“Across the room, isolated in a pool of light from an angle-poise light, Susan is sitting 

reading, curled up unself-consciously in a large chair” (Hopkins 4).  The Hostess spends 

most of the ballet pairing off the couples of whose assignation she approves, and when 

the guests express discontent or affection for an alternative person at the party, she 

quickly corrects their behavior by guiding them physically back to their designated 

partner.  Susan is clearly enamored, or even in love, with Victor, whom Robin, is 

desperately trying to seduce in the opening of the ballet with “an almost frankly pin-up 

picture of [her], stretched out in a lazy attitude on a beach chair” (Hopkins 4).  But the 

Hostess prefers Simon for Susan, and multiple times she intervenes in their seemingly 

mutual affection.  Susan’s experience is that of the isolated woman, and because she 

refuses to participate in the Hostess’ trap, she is literally separated from the other guests. 

The Hostess selects Susan from among them and takes her to the bottom of the 

stairs.  She points up them to the first floor of the house and turns away.  Susan 

stands at the bottom of the stairs, separated from the guests, looking at them.  The 

Hostess joins the line of guests and then looks back at Susan.  All the guests 

advance menacingly on Susan, who watches them, backs away up one-step, then 

turns and runs.  The Guests laugh and immediately start to follow her, but The 

Hostess stops them.  The Hostess divides the guests into two teams and makes 

them wait in the hall.  Susan runs along the upstairs corridor.  The Hostess sends 

the first team after her.  Susan, pressed back against the wall of the corridor, hears 
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them coming and looks round, desperately.  The Hostess sends the second team in 

pursuit.  Shadows rush along the corridor, the guests in full cry, Susan pushes 

open a door and hides herself away. (Hopkins 11-12) 

This aggressive and nightmarish pursuit of Susan, who is often reading or sitting alone, in 

her punishment for making her own active choices and defying the Hostess’ dominance 

over the social parameters of the party.  Simon’s pursuit of her into the nursery, where 

she is hiding, interrupts her playful withdrawal into the marvels of the uncomplicated, 

and unpopulated, landscape of youth.  He engages her interest in the toys at first, but after 

a lighthearted struggle, turns off the lights and forcefully advances himself upon her with 

clearly sexual intention.  Susan pulls back from him in horror, recumbent on the crib, 

anticipating with fear his next move.  The camera cuts to a close-up of the Hostess’ face 

as she silently looks in upon the nursery scene with a malevolent, grotesque expression.  

She is simultaneously empowered and powerless.  Susan descends from the nursery to the 

party, and begins crying hysterically as Victor comforts her.  The undeveloped scene, or 

the great empty space obscured by the narrative’s structure, implies some unwanted 

sexually predatory act has occurred.  Susan’s individuation and unwillingness to concede 

to the Hostess’ machinations triumphs, and in the end she smiles at Victor as he carries 

their luggage and they exit together.  However, Victor’s choosing and protection of her 

alone frames and activates her escape from the invoked power structure, as well as the 

sexual advances of the other men. 

 Hazel, on the other hand, is the ultimate object feminine.  Before she even arrives, 

Peter, the “older man friend of the Hostess” (Hopkins 1), enters the sitting room 
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“carrying Sunday papers and [the] magazine with Hazel on [the] cover” (Hopkins 5).  

Presumably, she is a model or actress, and indicates an even more extreme dichotomy of 

public attention juxtaposed with an impending loneliness.  The men at the party flock 

around her while ignoring the other women.  They focus their attentions on her physical 

beauty and implied “fame.”  But when she first appears late after the other guests are 

assembled, she is hiding behind a blank wall, alone, and seemingly intimidated by the 

crowd.  While the script indicates that a knock at the door announces her entrance, and 

that with “her back to the camera, standing between camera and guests, [she] steps into 

the frame” (Hopkins 8), Hazel, rather, enters unnoticed off-screen, an ostensible 

contradiction to the suggested anticipation of her arrival.  As the Hostess realizes she is 

there, she approaches Hazel from around the corner stage left, ending the musical phrase.  

As the Adagietto begins, the camera pans down the white wall and the Hostess is standing 

on the other side of Hazel, facing her and staring domineeringly as Hazel averts her eyes.  

The Hostess hands her a glass of wine, and she hesitantly accepts it.  Throughout the 

party, Hazel consumes the wine excessively, and her intoxication, while intended to 

facilitate her social integration, further increases the distance she seems to be 

experiencing from the enjoyment of the other guests.  As Hazel pretends to laugh and 

enjoy the attentions of the men, the Hostess isolates her and matches her with Victor.  

The two obediently play along for a time, and Hazel, inordinately drunk, entangles 

herself with Victor, as if hiding from the attentions of the others. 

 Hazel’s isolation from the other woman is magnified transforms her into an object 

of both masculine attentions and feminine dispersion.  She is, as a public symbol of 
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beauty, a commodity of femininity, consumed and emulated by the women at the party.  

This status is an obvious source of discomfort and loneliness for Hazel, because when she 

is confronted with the magazine on which her image appears, her already unhappy state is 

magnified and she retreats into a false sense of celebrity to ease her discomfort.  Her 

suicide is foreshadowed with Hazel’s retreat to the balcony overlooking the ocean, 

triggered by the preponderance of attentions, and a series of readable signifiers indicating 

an inclination to turn inwards.  Her feelings of isolation that result from going “unseen” 

are cloaked by the sheer ignorance of the other guests, but brought to the surface in stark 

contrast with the bourgeois superficiality of the festivities and the reflexivity of the text.  

It is in succumbing to the contrived social dancing-the couples begin performing “the 

Twist”-that Hazel becomes “real” and we, as the acknowledged audience, see her for the 

first time begin to unclothe herself of the conventions that are authoritatively embedded 

in the setting of the house party.  While everyone around her freezes, Hazel remains 

animate, and begins to express herself freely for the first time. 

The body has been systematically repressed and marginalized in Western culture, 

with specific practices, ideologies, and discourses controlling and defining the 

female body.  What is repressed, though, may threaten to erupt and challenge the 

established order.  (Desmond 82) 

The white dress that adorns Hazel’s body is inconsistent with the all-black outfits donned 

by the rest of the guests, and magnifies her disparity and marginalization.  Its ornate 

floral collar acts as a symbolic mask as she slips it down one side of her arm, conveying 

its repressive implications of flourish that transform her into a mere ornament.  But also, 
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her movement quality changes, as Hazel transitions first into a series of chaîné turns, and 

then casting her body along the banister of the stairs in a free-flowing motion, she opens 

her mouth, and with an agonizing expression, bites down on the railing.  The gravity of 

the silent apparatus as a mirror for Hazel’s isolated state is pointed to most directly here, 

and the systematic “valuation” and nuance of dance styles illuminated with regards to 

issues of class and convention.  This is ironically reflective of the system within with 

Dale was forced to employ them in her textual choices during her early career with the 

BBC.  “Dancing has begun to be studied as one of the channels for, not just the 

repository of, the pedagogy of etiquette” (Banes 47).  Hazel continues with this casting 

off of social masks, removing both of her shoes, and then lifting her skirt, she slides off 

one of the silk stocking covering her leg.  This act at first appears overtly sexualized, and 

by striking out against the etiquette of appropriate conduct, intentionally disrupts any 

elements of traditional narrative not overturned by Houseparty’s unfamiliar dramatic 

structure. 

When Hazel begins to strip, the guests at first don’t recognize the intention.  She 

kicks off her shoes, pulls at the shoulders of her dress, but the Hostess, anyway 

unhappy to see the centre of attention shifting away from her, before the display is 

halfway finished, walks into the centre of the hall and catches hold of Hazel.  She 

stops her cold.  (Hopkins 11) 

In fact, this is not what ultimately was filmed.  Instead, Hazel wraps her naked leg around 

the banister, and then swan dives off of the staircase into the crowd.  She subsequently 

bursts into a fit of silent screaming and tears, her hair disheveled, and in many ways 
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resonant with the mad scene in Giselle.  Her actions are, thus, seen, but simultaneously 

represent a semiotic space of the “unseen” feminine “wild zone.”  “The ‘positive body,’ 

founded on the exclusion of desires and appetites, which now constitute the ‘absent 

body,’ is the ideal and necessary subject and object of rational science and bourgeois 

society” (Desmond 85).  This outburst not only represents the dark, subconscious and 

unknown territory of the feminine that is repressed by traditional cinematic convention, it 

also releases the repression of the female body from its submersion in codified masks. 

“The dance demonstrates a completely different personality, seductive and potentially 

violent, a personality commanding attention” (Hopkins 10).  Hazel’s display of emotional 

chaos, mirrored by her physical disarray are representative of characteristics associated 

with the female “wild zone,” but also signify an implosion of the established order and 

the reject limits and expectations that systematically uphold a larger cultural 

commodification of her body.  These [undeniable limits to agency] are stringently, if not 

forcibly, imposed on our bodies by a range of rules: laws, medical regimes, moral codes, 

etiquette, fashion, and local community or family ethos” (Banes 46).  However, Hazel’s 

expression of the powerful and unseen female dichotomy only alienate her further.  Thus, 

her suicide implies a spiritual transcendence of these cinematic and physical arenas of 

confinement, the patriarchal appropriation of the domestic space, and her status as object 

signified by her physical body.  

The new more problematic feminism (or feminisms) intersects with the use of 

space as a metaphor for social and cultural power relationships in Cordelia 

Chávez Candelaria’s essay “The ‘Wild Zone’ Thesis as Gloss in Chicana Literary 
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Study.”  Candelaria metaphorically turns a purely conceptual construct—that of 

woman-shaped, women-inhabited cultural environments—into three-dimensional 

space as she applies it to the work of contemporary women writers, citing textual 

examples of these “wild zones” rooted in the physical spaces that fostered them (a 

neighborhood or a house, for example).  (Kanthak 2) 

Dale’s Houseparty, as well as Nijinska’s Les Biches, is significantly tied to the domestic 

space.  In similar case and point to other pieces of feminist cinema, “The problematic of 

the melodrama includes the expression of women’s resistance to their confined and 

subordinated positions in a male-dominated world” (Erens 356).  Wherein the 1980 film 

directed by Lee Grant Tell Me A Riddle, the domestic sphere is a complex signifier of 

entrapment and escape, Dale’s setting for her television ballet also complicates the home 

as an extension of upper class convention and its repression of female identity.  It is 

through this scenario that an exploration of power relationships and representation of the 

unseen feminine can intersect to construct new aesthetic meaning.  Where traditionally 

the female “space” and gestures have been largely absent, “what is being expressed in the 

decoration of the household and body, or in letters and other private forms of writing, is 

in fact women’s aesthetic needs and impulses” (Erens 289).  Therefore, by removing the 

dialogical element, that which is rational in nature and attributed to formal “realism,” or 

the bourgeois ideology of cinematic language, and problematizing the “wild zone,” 

Houseparty possesses the power to stimulate a significant discourse regarding gender 

aesthetic.  Grant’s Tell Me A Riddle foregrounds the elderly female protagonist, and 

focuses in its discourse on “her exclusion from active participation in the masculine 
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world of intellectual activity and social politics, and her entrapment in the confined 

sphere of what society deems the feminine” (Erens 356).  In Houseparty, it is the 

matriarch who facilitates the extension of this idea that woman functions as counterpart 

to man, and her power, though mildly rejected, is constituted in her perceived dominance 

within the domestic sphere.  She behaves as if the houseguests are her subordinate 

children, and if one did not know they were adult party guests it would be very easy to 

infer this as a reasonable possibility.  While she demonstrates no sense of responsibility 

at the end of the ballet for Hazel’s death, the suicide is seen as a result of the filmic 

signifiers insisting throughout that the Latecomer has, in advocating the Hostess’ power, 

discharged a power within herself that she cannot reconcile.   

Another manifestation of resistance to the inequalities inherent in the gender-

determine division of labor is the heroine’s withdrawal: ‘For them, inwardness 

alone provides transcendence, and their world within has heroic dimensions.’  In 

order to protest their exclusion, these heroines often withdraw into a world which, 

ironically, increases their isolation and oppression.  (Erens 356) 

The power of the “wild zone” called forth into the cinematic space, can only function 

properly, in this context, if it results in Hazel’s physical and metaphorical death.  Without 

the demise of this character, we could never understand the irrevocable distance of the 

“unseen feminine,” nor could we understand its relationship to the domestic sphere as an 

institution of constriction rather than empowerment.  The Hostess temperamentally 

throws a child’s toy across the nursery at the end of the ballet, after all of her guests have, 

except for Peter, left the house.  We can only assume that the constipation of her own 
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feminine identity is elucidated here by her inability to express the lack that she feels in 

the social transactions perpetuated by her houseparty. 

 In its extended focus on illuminating the feminine, Houseparty’s compression of 

“character” attempts also, very briefly, to consider an inversion of the masculine.  In 

usurping any extended sense of identification with the party guests, in general, the 

isolation of the foregrounded female guests is intensified.  However, the following scene 

treats the male guests almost as counterparts of the feminine aesthetic.  At the beginning 

of the ballet, Victor and Robin exit upstairs to change for the party. 

Victor is shaving in the bathroom, with an electric razor.  With the other hand he 

is struggling to pull his tie round his neck and pull the collar of his shirt together.  

Turning to look into the mirror to help his manoeuvres, he pulls the plug of the 

razor out and the razor stops working.  (Hopkins 7) 

The mirror is a familiar tool in operating as a symbol signifying the reconstruction of the 

feminine identity, and we can conceive the unfamiliar images of men performing 

gestural, personal activities tied to the domestic space also posits a reconfiguration of 

masculine identity. 

The study of gesturality, which may be as close as one can get to a pure chora, 

would be “a possible preparation for the study of all subversive and ‘deviant’ 

practices in a given society.”  It is partly because dance (which is, after all, 

culture’s aestheticized gesturality) had such a marginal status in American culture 

at the turn of the century that Isadora Duncan was able to manipulate it so 

successfully as a means of social critiqued and that her spectators were able to 
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appropriate it so successfully as an enactment of the respective agendas.  

(Senelick 247) 

Men in the dance world, performing movement that has been marginalized, are often also 

characterized as effeminate and regularly identified as homosexual, as a result.  Later in 

the ballet when Susan is sent upstairs and hunted by the other guests, she briefly 

encounters two of the men engaged in a Romantic scene and about to kiss one another.  

Susan quickly shields her eyes and looks frightened, suggesting that her otherwise naïve 

character is, despite her intent to remain isolated from the other guests, part of 

constructing this stereotype.  The liberation of language for the male characters, in this 

case, constructs an altogether inverted identity, suggesting that they are also relegated to 

their roles at the party.  They are presumed, as silent figures, to desire only sex, and 

function in the narrative to compete over the women.  In buying into this aspect of the 

power structure proposed in Houseparty, we are asked through the insertion of these 

images if we are part of constructing not only an image of the feminine, but also that of 

the masculine. 

 

Commonalities of the Feminine and Social Order in  
Relevant Experimental Media 

 
 Maya Deren similarly ties the opening of her silent film Ritual in Transfigured 

Time (1946) to the domestic space.  Her first character steps out of one of two juxtaposed 

and shadowed doorways, and then into the second, creating a mirror-like conversation 

between the character’s own self.  She sits down and becomes enmeshed in a simulation 

of weaving that, as it is slowed, and as a second woman is introduced to the scene, 
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emphasizes the first woman’s facial expressions and reveals a state of ecstasy.  The 

second woman approaches the first, who freezes momentarily, and sits down to pick up 

the ball of yarn.  The scene repeatedly cuts to a third woman whose expression is serious 

and activity disembodied.  She appears to function as both voyeur and supervisor of the 

feminized space, and together with the first woman, they are instituting domiciliary work 

of a woman.  As the footage of the first woman slows even more, her conversation and 

expression seem now to reveal instead a sense of agony, and as she lets go of the yarn, 

she disappears, and the second woman looks to an empty chair.  The second woman 

stands and turns, carrying the yarn and walking towards the third woman, who does not 

acknowledge her.  Juxtaposition begins between the domestic scene and a crowded party, 

where the silent guests, engaged in dialogical and often gestural pantomime, freeze 

momentarily.  Deren cuts back to the initial scene, where the third woman, stepping out 

of a doorway, gives way to the second woman, who emerges dressed now in black 

funeral garb and a veil, carrying a bouquet of white lilies.  Her reemergence signifies the 

death of the self to make way for the now catechized image of the feminine, symbolized 

by her catholicized appearance and the cross now hanging from around her neck.  As the 

second woman pulls the veil back from her face, she enters the crowded scene as it 

reanimates.  Perhaps she is Deren’s image of a bride, ceremonially resituated as an 

object, moving about the room to be greeted by the guests, but searching for something 

that she cannot reach.  All three women gradually appear in the scene, and as the second 

and third women recognize and go to greet one another they are separated, physically, by 

a man’s interjection. 
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 The second woman and a man meet and turn into one another in simulation of an 

embrace.  Without it’s full realization, they are transported to a setting outdoors, where 

he lifts her into the air.  She is liberated from gravity, and falls to the grass, and the man 

dances in bold gestures over her in a series of low-angle shots.  She circles about him, 

mimicking his leaps, and as he takes her hand and then releases her in a three hundred 

and sixty-degree motion, the first woman enters.  The man repeats a similar dance and 

release, and as this pattern continues with the third woman and a fourth from the crowd 

scene, their images are frozen as they are flung away, looking back at the man in 

confused aloneness.  As the women are frozen mid-movement, the second woman walks 

through a wilderness of isolation, looking back at the dancers.  The man continues his 

glorious turns and leaps and then is frozen atop a pillar in poses reminiscent of a Greek 

god, while the second woman looks up at him.  As she runs away, he leaps off the 

platform, bounding after her.  He chases her through a coliseum like rotunda, and 

grabbing at her, she is replaced by the image of the first woman.  The woman flees into a 

body of water, and the man seemingly cannot follow her as she desperately wades 

through the water swallowing her to the neck.  The film ends with a cross-processed, 

angelic form of the second woman in her veil, now white and luminescent, falling 

endlessly into a black void.  She lifts the veil, and stares back into the camera, her eyes 

now inanimate and hollow. 

 Deren’s film also extrapolates the dialogical element of cinema, focusing on 

movement and gesture to reinvent meaning in Ritual.  The lack of sound, dialogue or 

music-Deren’s husband often provided musical accompaniment for her films-
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redistributes the power of image in relationship to gender.  The opening section of the 

film structures a discourse amongst the three women that sanctions a kind of domestic 

instruction.  The first and third women do not acknowledge the second, but the form 

lends itself to a duality of simultaneous reciprocal cooperation without any kind of real 

engagement.  The second woman’s introduction into the domestic sphere becomes a 

complex visual dialogue, instead, that uses the semiotic connection of symbols to convey 

messages.  Deren allows the audience to decipher these symbols in relationship to their 

own innermost experience, but relies on the disconnectedness between the female 

characters to ultimately subvert the dominant language of cinema. 

Finally, then, the space constructed by the film is not only a textual filmic space 

of vision, in frame and off—for an off-screen space is still inscribed in the 

images, although not sutured narratively by the reverse shot but effectively 

reaching toward the historical and social determinants which define [the 

woman’s] life and place her in her frame.  But beyond that, the film’s space is 

also a critical space of analysis, a horizon of possibly meanings which includes or 

extends to the spectator (“extends beyond the fiction”) insofar as the spectator is 

led to occupy at once the two positions [of femininity and feminism,] to follow 

the two “logics,” and to perceive them as equally and concurrently true.  (Erens 

294) 

We can arguably say, insofar as defining aspects of the female aesthetic, that in shifting 

the power structure away from dialogical structures and towards the marginalized 

imagery of gesture, that one can begin to address the absence of woman from both the 
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larger vernacular of cinema, but also from discourses with moving images.  “In saying 

that a film whose visual and symbolic space is organized in this manner addresses its 

spectator as a woman, regardless of the gender of the viewers, I mean that the film 

defines all points of identification (with character, image, camera) as female, feminine, or 

feminist” (Erens 294). 

Deren’s imagery is also restructured, as she plays with the speed and even “stops” 

time in her film to demonstrate the imaginary realism of cinema.  Together these 

techniques function altogether in a different manner than Houseparty.  Deren is 

attempting to redistribute the power of ordered gender in the cinematic tradition by 

altering the power of cinematic convention.  Though the first woman appears initially to 

be prodigiously overjoyed, the film tells us to look closer by revisiting this image and its 

deficient status, as well as our own paucity in seeing.  This woman’s ultimate power in 

escaping the masculine into the “feminine wilderness” that Deren often articulated 

through her symbolic use of the ocean, or bodies of water, signifies the woman’s power 

and representation in the text as “feminist.”  But her instrumental role in the domestic 

education of the second woman implicates her in reenacting elements of dominant 

ideology, and ultimately the inversion of the second woman to an obscure status 

resembling the sylphs of the Romantic ballet.  This characteristic of Ritual recalls the also 

sanctioned role of the matriarch in Dale’s Houseparty.  After she witnesses Susan’s 

sexual exploitation in the nursery, the Hostess descends into the sitting room and 

oversees a game of blind man’s bluff.  Like the shroud of the second woman, accentuated 

by the flowers, a symbol of her own diminishing sexual power, Robin is blindfolded and 
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submissively passed off to her instructed mate.  However, when the Hostess is 

blindfolded by the men, she becomes angry, losing her negotiated status as a female 

patriarch, and instructs them all to leave. 

 Ken Russell’s Isadora Duncan, the Biggest Dancer in the World, part of the same 

experimental vein of BBC television to Houseparty, does not strip the characters of 

dialogue, but instead uses it to create a more sincere form of character sympathy through 

humor.  Dialogue is employed, as per Joseph Lanza’s argument in his book Phallic 

Frenzy, to “lampoon,” lighten and dimensionalize Isadora Duncan’s story as a delineation 

of her persona as “immaculate ideal” (52).  The satirical tone lends the audience the 

ability to reconstruct their own version of her humanity.  Dance movement, rather, is 

employed to temper the over-dramatic contentions of Duncan’s famously theatrical 

assertions about the glory and power of art, and these proclamations, by comparison with 

her actual dancing, feel caricatured and seem to lack meaning. 

“To tell the truth,” he confesses in his autobiography, “dialogue scenes often bore 

me.  The body is so much more expressive than the tongue—on film anyway.  

There’s a lot of dancing in my work—or perhaps I should say choreography—and 

if the actors aren’t making patterns, the camera is usually doing it for them.” 

(Lanza 49-50) 

In Isadora’s most articulate dance sequence, Russell shows her dancing alone in her 

husband’s empty Xanadu-like palace.  As in Houseparty, as well as Deren’s Ritual in 

Transfigured Time, the dancing female body represents a rejection of the “civilized, 

social, adult, male reasoned code of language” (Senelick 246).  All of these works 
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possess female figures isolated by convention, and movement is in each case an 

expression of the loneliness or pain that results from their externally object-oriented 

identity.  Isadora Duncan was, as the title of the film so poignantly conveys, perhaps one 

of the most infamous, and consumed, and maligned phenomena ever to dance on a stage.  

“When Duncan toured America in 1908, 1909, and 1911, her reputation as the ‘Barefoot 

Classic Dancer’ had preceded her from Europe” (Senelick 247).  She knowingly 

participated in her own exploitation in order to influence the male-dominated conventions 

of the dance world in which Duncan felt the true feminine aesthetic was disguised and 

displaced.   

[The dancer of the future] will dance not in the form of nymph, nor fairy, nor 

coquette but in the form of woman in its greatest and purest expression.  She will 

realize the mission of woman’s body and the holiness of all its parts.  She will 

dance the changing life of nature, showing how each part is transformed into the 

other. (Duncan 25) 

In Russell’s film, this isolation is connected to her similar feelings of misunderstanding 

demonstrated by Hazel.  The world loved to talk about Duncan’s controversial antics, but 

ultimately—and Russell seems to agree—she was sincere in her aesthetic and educational 

motivations.  Her daughter mimics her movements, imagery reinforcing the idea that 

women instruct each other in the ways of the “feminine arts,” and also comparable to 

Dale’s image of the domestic education of social etiquette. As Isadora and her daughter 

lay lilies ceremonially inside a circular pattern of movement (the circle is the symbol of 

the goddess, and one that was employed choreographically by Duncan on a regular basis) 
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she is in essence enclosing a private, female space for expression and insulated spiritual 

activity, while also not being tied to actual domestic activity.  While Dale’s ballet uses 

movement to articulate the barrenness of the socialite exploitation of the home, Deren 

posits the duality of the domestic arts, where women may simultaneously experience 

oppression and self-expression.  The mimicking of gesture, the eventual acceptance of 

subordination to the social order, and the ultimate freeing of the feminine through tragedy 

and demise all signify the isolated, expressive space create by movement, however 

fleeting, of these three female characters. 

 The abstract and exploratory questions posed by Sir George Barnes in his review 

of Houseparty signaled its success in recreating television as a space to explore issues of 

female imagery.  Dale and Wright’s eradication of classical movement in favor of 

characterization, as well as the focus of the text on the domestic sphere, created a space in 

television for the discourse of a female aesthetic.  However, the true incorporation of both 

the visual and gestural mediums to inform the representation of gender, was far beyond 

the experimental intentions of the BBC, not too mention an uncomfortable leap away 

from the carefully defined roles of the Romantic sylph.  For all intents and purposes, 

Houseparty was unrecognizable as a “ballet,” and its singularity in the programming 

schedule did not proselytize to audiences a standard or meaning of “art.”  Instead, it 

constructed a reflexive scenario that provided its viewers an opportunity to generate a 

multi-faceted understanding built on alternative cinematic tools that were not readable in 

a linear fashion.  As a result, the resituation of this text in a recognizably English context 
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created an ironic dichotomy that culminated in audiences either not being able to, or not 

being willing to, acknowledge its proximity. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 The BBC’s intention to exploit the cultural cachet of Romantic ballets was a 

misunderstanding of the audience of ballet programming, as early television ballets were 

virtually considered second-class excerpts of better Covent Garden performances by 

familiar theater-going audiences.  This intention was also in conflict with Romanticism’s 

original intent to draw audiences away from a collective response toward the creativity of 

the individual imagination (Donohue 184), as the BBC desired to procure a popular, 

enlightened middle class audience of the classical arts during a time when, audiences 

were instead, citing interests in what organizationally was viewed as “low-class” dancing 

(Dale, BECTU History Project side 4).  However, Dale was able to reformulate many of 

these Romantic classics for television so that they highlighted aspects of the narrative that 

were often subverted or unrecognizable in theatrical performances, and so that in their 

new neoclassical context they actually reflected upon the boundaries of social parameters, 

rather than acting to reinforce the conventional division between an aristocracy and 

middle class.  Dale held an apparently progressive political view in that she saw no class 

division in dance, and that it was ludicrous to her for the BBC to apply their divisional 

values in music to ballet.  Ultimately, Dale’s adaptations for the BBC rescinded elitist 

views of dance, and helped in many ways to make ballet more accessible to a larger 

audience. 
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Dale fought against the attitude toward performance in early television drama and 

ballet that, “you brought in your artists and cameras grabbed what they could” (Dale, 

BECTU History Project side 4).  The less than fifteen minutes of camera rehearsal 

allotted per minute of screen time, grossly underestimated budgeting constrictions, 

limitations union rules placed on the performance and requirements of music, and the 

belief that ballet was best captured in theatrical transmissions, were all major obstacles to 

the success of ballet programming developing a unique aesthetic in relationship to 

television. “I don’t think those sort of things were thought out in any sort of detail in 

those days” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 4).  Dale was able to overcome most of 

these obstacles during her tenure at the BBC, likely because of the authority she procured 

through her relationships with respected dancers and choreographers, as well as the 

superior quality of her adaptations. Her reorganization of movement for the camera, as 

well as her carefully constructed methodology of restaging and camera placement, often 

focused Romantic ballets around the central female character, making her more active 

and dimensional rather than a mere ornament of her male counterpart.  Particularly 

interesting was the application of this evolving methodology to her adaptation of 

Fokine’s Petrushka, in which the central character is not female, but could arguably 

represent the feminine aspects of “other” with regard to his political and ideological 

function within the narrative.  The growing experimental visual and thematic structures 

of Dale’s adaptations reached their peak, however, in her commission of Houseparty, 

with inspirational ties to the unconventional ballet Les Biches, choreographed by the 
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notoriously feminist ballerina Bronislava Nijinska during the late reign of the Russian 

ballet impresario Sergei Diaghilev in 1924.   

 Houseparty, a non-dialogical work not conventionally distinguishable as a ballet, 

was less easily integrated into the experimental programming schedule of BBC2 than 

experimental dramatic plays for television.  “I think it was ahead of its time, it wasn’t 

appreciated” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 5).  The interplay and divergence of 

minority versus majority programs and the larger intentions of the BBC led ballet 

programs to a confused conclusion, while Dale had been clearly focused from the outset 

of her career as a television producer to create new works specifically focused on the 

medium.  Dale’s efforts with Zodiac ultimately failed to link experimental dance to series 

programs or to ground them in any accessible ideological framework.  Mostly, however, 

the failure of original dance programming was attributable to organizational barriers to 

establishing practical working conditions.  Dale was unable to coordinate choreographers 

with preferred dancers because she was not able to hire either for more than a month at a 

time, preventing artists from making solid commitments to the series project in light of 

other theatrical opportunities that might have arisen.  “Kenneth MacMillan did a beautiful 

little ballet for Zodiac, but he wouldn’t use the dancers; he used only Lynn Seymour and 

Desmond Doyle from Royal Ballet” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 5).  Dale was 

exhausted, however, after six months from trying to bridge obstacles between the BBC 

and the artists, and so she approached Burton and asked to end the series.  “In all, there 

were twenty-four new works in the Zodiac series, some of which were substantial, some 

memorable, some less so” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 5).  “The program was not 
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liked internally,” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 5) and despite the cooperation that 

she had received in the early conceptual stages, bookings was not willing or financially 

able to accommodate the realistic parameters of such a sizeable undertaking.   

 Experimental Drama, such as Russell’s Isadora Duncan, the Biggest Dancer in 

the World, was able to instead subvert many of the same ideas, concepts and strategies 

within humor or satire.  More progressive ideas about gender and sex presented different 

tensions in the form of gestural representation, but were more easily disguised and 

palatable in the form of traditional narrative formats.  The Experimental Drama Unit’s 

disappearance in 1960, however, signifies that the BBC mistakenly still believed they 

understood the scope of their audience, and that the initiatives of this planning unit were 

also not largely concerned with creating experimental dance programs.  However, Dale’s 

later adaptations of Balanchine and Cranko’s current ballets of the 1960’s traced a line 

down the middle of neoclassicism and innovations in modern ballet.  Cranko’s Castle 

was the beginning of a new approach to contemporary dance programs that merged the 

documentary format with choreographic representations of both process and 

performance.  Many highlight programs were made possible by the continued visits of 

European ballet companies, as well as Dale’s relationships with choreographers like John 

Cranko and Frederick Ashton, in addition to her connections to local choreographers and 

dancers.  Documentary programs were able to bridge the gap between the average 

audience member’s lack of knowledge or familiarity with contemporary pieces, and to 

situate the piece within the context of relevant circumstances and particularities that 

contributed to its existence.  Dale often wrote commentaries for these programs, “which 
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virtually said something about the dancing life” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 6), 

and sometimes narrated them, as in her first documentary program for Monitor regarding 

the importance of Degas’ paintings of the Paris Royal Opera House.   

 Dale would go on to produce works for Omnibus, a documentary arts based 

program and one of the longest running series in the BBC’s history.  “There was a major 

change in the late 1960s, and it was caused by color, by the arrival of the second channel, 

by rising costs, and [by] Mackenzie” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 5).  She also 

produced a popular program entitled Ballet Class that demonstrated the level of physical 

effort and daily workout of the dancer disguised by qualities of performance.  This 

program stemmed from the BBC’s desire to replicate the success of Ballet for Beginners, 

and in 1964 she agonized over the request made of her to create a similar kind of 

program.  “I thought I could do a class, which was not a real class, but idealized in a 

sense that it’s very beautiful to look [at, in] which the effort was absolutely real, 

[unrehearsed and totally obvious]” (Dale, BECTU History Project side 6).  However, the 

seeming simplicity of documentary programs may have mysteriously contributed to a 

return to the belief that ballet programs in color could be more easily produced from the 

theater.  David Attenborough, then head of BBC 2, perceived theatrical recordings as a 

hopeful way to transcend the expense of ballet programs, which he and Humphrey Burton 

both viewed then as exorbitant.  What they had forgotten was that the costs of paying the 

Opera House staff did not compensate for the loss of control over the productions, even 

though color programming became the basis for an argument that an extended level of 

control over lighting and design was not necessary.  
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 The BBC had originally employed the “low-class” medium of television to 

motivate cultural and social agendas in art by way of a privileged organizational view, 

and as a representation of what the polite, bourgeois class thought was culturally 

necessary for the upward mobility of the lower and middle classes.  This successfully 

supplanted arts programs into the daily lives of many British people, but they were of a 

particular choosing, and by the very existence of arts programming, the BBC defined for 

a large part of the population what not only constituted “art,” but also what ideologies it 

represented.  In the exploitation of television for these motives, the BBC also inexorably 

linked television ballet to a particular privileging of Romantic classics, and in doing so 

largely relegated “original” camera dance to the realms of experimental cinema or the 

context of narrative features which fictionalized dancing stories.  However, to date, 

narrative ballets have not ever been replicated for television in such an extremely camera-

centered format, or acknowledged to such a length the specific intricacies of “intimate” 

drama.  Nor have Romantic ballets been restaged in any systemic manner that has 

allowed their female characters the same subversive space allotted by the characterization 

that was Dale’s focus.  Her role as adapter and producer was a unique precursor to the 

many contexts in which dance has been provided on both the large and small screen in 

recent decades, and especially to the current innovations and creative strides occurring in 

dance work designed specifically for the camera. 
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