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ABSTRACT 

This thesis analyzes selected dream ballets, examining their appearances and investigating how 

they were used throughout their existence, offering a new perspective on an often-neglected 

dramatic device of American music theater. Each chapter analyzes the dream ballet from a 

different interrelated perspective: (1) as a transformative, liminal stage in the course of plot 

through which the main character(s) undergo some rite of passage (e.g., a “coming of age” 

ritual); (2) as a device of theatrical artifice rather than an engine of dramatic action; and (3) as a 

vehicle of political agency. My study analyzes four iconic examples: the dream ballet sequences 

of Oklahoma! (1943), Carousel (1945), West Side Story (1957), and Billy Elliot the Musical 

(London, 2005). 

A relatively unexamined field in academic discourse, the dream ballet has rarely been the 

focus of scholarly investigation. Many of the secondary sources I use in this paper are either 

studies of the genre generally or of specific productions or biographies on significant figures of 

my research. My primary sources are housed in archival manuscript collections at the New York 

Library for the Performing Arts or the Library of Congress, where I conducted my research 

during the summer of 2016. I integrate such sources with theoretical approaches derived from 

psychology, cultural anthropology, gender studies, and other fields—Sigmund Freud’s classic 

formulations in The Interpretation of Dreams (1899), Victor Turner’s anthropological concept of 

liminality, and Ellen Koskoff’s work on performing gender—to move beyond the specific case 

studies toward a broader musicological consideration of the dream ballet as a dramatic device. 

Through this approach, I bring the dream ballet to the fore of musicological thought, both 

creating a theoretical framework through which to interpret the device and revealing new 

insights into the musical, cultural, and performative dimensions of music theater.  
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CHAPTER 1 

RAISING THE CURTAIN: INTRODUCING THE DREAM BALLET 

 

“The dream is the liberation of the spirit from the pressure of external nature, a 

detachment of the soul from the fetters of matter.”  

–Gotthilf Heinrich von Schubert1  

 

This thesis analyzes selected dream ballets, examining their appearances and investigating how 

they were used throughout their existence, offering a new perspective on an often-neglected 

dramatic device of American musical theater. Each chapter studies the dream ballet from a 

different interrelated perspective: (1) as a transformative, liminal stage in the course of plot 

through which the main character(s) undergo some rite of passage (e.g., a “coming of age” 

ritual); (2) as a device of theatrical artifice rather than an engine of dramatic action; and (3) as a 

vehicle of political agency. My study investigates four iconic examples: the dream ballet 

sequences of Oklahoma! (1943), Carousel (1945), West Side Story (1957), and Billy Elliot the 

Musical (London, 2005). 

 

Towards a Definition of the Dream Ballet 

The dream ballet can be roughly defined as a dance interlude, separate from and/or intertwined 

with the production’s core plot, usually without spoken dialogue. Fusing music and dance, the 

dream ballet is typically a figment of the main character(s)’s imagination. It introduces an 

                                                 
1 While often misattributed to Freud, this quote is actually from German physician, Gotthilf Heinrich von Schubert. 
Freud quotes him in On Dreams (1914). Freud didn’t include a citation, but this quote is likely from Schubert’s Die 

Symbolik des Traumes (The Symbolism of Dreams, 1814). 
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opportunity for an alternate reality, where characters can perform actions that would otherwise 

be unrealistic or impossible. Dream ballets offer actors and dancers a space to display advanced 

choreography that is typically inappropriate in the course of plot. Because this kind of 

choreography is difficult enough to hinder characters from singing, instrumental music and 

movement are often the sole communicators in dream ballets. However, the omission of spoken 

dialogue and lyric generally serves a more functional purpose: separating the dream events in the 

ballet from the remainder of the drama or “reality.” There are a few examples with lyrics and 

spoken dialogue (West Side Story and Carousel respectively), but they generally only make up a 

small portion of the ballet, usually the beginning or end as the dream either fades away from or 

reconnects with reality.  

The various roles the dream ballet has played on Broadway have each given new 

meaning to the individual terms “dream” and “ballet.” The dream ballet has been frequently 

omitted in musical theater scholarship, and no authoritative definition of the device exists. Thus, 

I offer a definition here. As expressed above, many dream ballets are not necessarily “dreams”; 

some emerge as fantasies, flashbacks, or hallucinations, while others represent different forms of 

alternative reality. Of the four shows analyzed in this project, only one of them is a dream in the 

traditional sense of the word (Laurey’s dream in Oklahoma!). “Dream” simply represents a 

subliminal space beyond reality, one far-removed from the central timeline of the plot. In the 

case of Carousel, the ballet takes place in reality but is viewed from a heavenly middle-space. So 

long as there is a general sense of “otherworldliness” in the sequence, it can claim the loose title 

of “dream.” Similarly, the term “ballet” is rarely used in its exact sense. Most of the dancing 

sequences in dream ballets are hybrid forms, fusing the styles of modern, folk, and traditional 

dance. While each of the dream ballets in this thesis contain gestures from the European balletic 
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tradition, only one is made up of entirely “ballet” (Billy Elliot). The origin of the term “dream 

ballet” is uncertain, but it seems to have surfaced following the premiere of Oklahoma!, 

becoming a term that was applied to pre-1943 shows after the fact. For my purposes in this 

thesis, dream ballets are extended dance sequences that take place beyond the setting and time of 

the central storyline in some form of alternative reality. Given the ambiguity of the concept of 

“dream” and the variety of ways the dream ballet has been implemented on and off Broadway, 

there is no sense of regularity or formality for the device. In fact, the only thing that characterizes 

all dream ballets is their altogether lack of pragmatism and rationality.   

To this end, dream ballets are not necessarily non-diegetic. Originally applied in film 

theory, the term “diegesis” refers to music that the characters can hear or, in other words, music 

that takes place within the plot rather than underscoring it. In musical theater, numbers that are 

diegetic usually occur in “backstage,” show-within-a-show musicals, where a character sings 

because the libretto necessitates that they do. For dream ballets, diegesis would refer to music 

and movement that the other characters could see (most Balanchine ballets fit this category). 

Dreams are interesting because usually by definition, they are the figments of an individual’s 

imagination, the portrayal of one person’s unconscious thoughts. While the terms “dream” and 

diegetic may initially seem oxymoronic (one wouldn’t expect somebody to be able to see into 

someone else’s thoughts), many renowned dream ballets are non-diegetic, and only one of the 

four I analyze in this project is not (Oklahoma!). A fantasy, however, has more freedom. A group 

of people can have a similar fantasy or share a flashback or vision together, which is why 

diegetic dream ballets are usually not dreams as such. The dream ballets of West Side Story, 
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Carousel, and Billy Elliot are all diegetic, and function within their plots because of their 

visibility to other characters in the story.2  

 

Background 

The earliest Broadway dream ballets materialized in the early twentieth century.  Many consider 

the dream ballet in Oklahoma! to have been the first. While it is difficult to pinpoint the first 

Broadway dream ballet, it has unarguably been present since far before 1943 and has remained a 

part of the genre until even today. In the beginning of the twentieth century, vaudeville was still 

the face of theater in the United States. Vaudeville shows were variety acts, featuring many 

different talents in one production, lacking any form of organized plot. In her dissertation on 

“dansicals,” musicals which allow dance to the do the narrating, Pamyla Stiehl claims that dream 

ballets may have appeared as early as the 1910s and 1920s on Broadway: in Tillie’s Nightmare 

(1910) and Peggy-Ann (1926), the latter based on the plot of the former. Both shows feature a 

woman who has flamboyant dreams of a glorious life, but she cannot seem to gain control over 

her nightmares. These two musicals were still vaudevillian by nature: containing a weak plot and 

made up of multiple individual dance acts, in this case dreams. In other words, the dream ballets 

in these two musicals were diegetic, making more sense in overall narrative than a seemingly 

random, episodic fantasy sequence. It wasn’t until after World War I when the “book musical,” 

shows that strictly followed a “book” or central narrative, began to surface on Broadway.  

With the fall of vaudeville and the rise of book musicals, dream ballets behaved 

differently in the 1930s. Dream ballets were harder to implement in these types of musicals. 

They had to somehow fit the plot of the show; they could no longer be entered arbitrarily as an 

                                                 
2 Billy Elliot could be read as both diegetic and non-diegetic. Billy’s father is able to see him dancing, but 
presumably not to the extent of what is happening in Billy’s imagination.  
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individual act in a series of unrelated performances.  More often than not, dream ballets of this 

period were tangentially related to the central narrative, but still deviated from the plot 

substantially by taking the audience into an entirely new dream narrative, one that does not fit 

within the original story. Not coincidentally, most of these dream ballets were actually dreams in 

the literal sense of the word. It was how the creative team justified the sequence’s inclusion in 

the show. Oscar Hammerstein tried his hand at dream sequences in Three Sisters with Jerome 

Kern (London, 1934), Gentlemen Unafraid (1938) with Otto Harbach, and Very Warm for May 

(1939) with Albertina Rasch and Harry Losee (Rasch is also responsible for the dream ballets in 

The Bandwagon, 1931 and The Cat and the Fiddle, 1931).3 Other dream ballets were not 

“dreams” at all, such as when Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart partnered with choreographer 

and cofounder of the American Ballet Theatre George Balanchine for a number of dream ballets. 

After their first stab at extended ballet sequences in On Your Toes (1936), culminating in 

“Slaughter on Tenth Avenue,” the team created a dream ballet of Peter’s travels (“Peter’s 

Journey”) in Babes in Arms (1937).4 They were also responsible for the dream ballets in I 

Married an Angel (1938) and Pal Joey (1940), among others. While the dream ballet never 

became a formal Broadway convention, the device became an established trend by the end of the 

thirties, appearing in Irving Berlin’s Louisiana Purchase (1940), and again when Kurt Weill, 

Moss Hart, and Ira Gershwin staged nearly an entire show out of dream dance sequences in Lady 

in the Dark (1941). 

                                                 
3 Gardner claims that the dream ballet in The Bandwagon was the first. Kara Anne Gardner, Agnes de Mille: Telling 

Stories in Broadway Dance, Broadway Legacies (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
4 On Your Toes is a “backstage” musical about putting on a ballet, that fit seamlessly into the show’s narrative and 
central book time. Per the definition I provided for dream ballets, “Slaughter on Tenth Avenue,” is not a dream 
ballet.  
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The height of the dream ballet was during the “Golden Age” of Broadway from the 1940s 

through the 1960s, following the premiere of Oklahoma! (1943). Dream ballets reached a new 

degree of sophistication following World War II. In the age of late modernism, with movements 

such as cubism, futurism, and other forms of experimentalism migrating with European émigrés 

fleeing Nazism, American artists had new spheres of influence. Rather than act as episodic, 

seemingly “random” interruptions of plot, dream ballets of the 1940s were interwoven into the 

fabric of a show’s central narrative. With many collaborators and influenced by Freudian 

thinking, Agnes de Mille began a trend of psychological dream ballets throughout the forties 

with One Touch of Venus (1943), Bloomer Girl (1944), and Carousel (1945)—to name only a 

few. De Mille used the choreography in dream ballets as a means of character and plot 

development, providing the audience with insights into characters’ psyche. To her, the dream 

ballet was inseparable from plot. While she was largely responsible for the continued use of the 

dream ballet in the 1940s, other creative directors in the fifties and sixties took up the trend. 

Choreographer (and later choreographer-director) Jerome Robbins followed de Mille’s example 

by crafting psychological dream ballets in On the Town (1944) and Billion Dollar Baby (1945). 

In fact, most of Robbins’s early dream ballets relied heavily on imitation, so much so that an 

Evening Bulletin critic referred to his work as “Run of de Mille.”5 As the fifties approached, 

Robbins began to treat his ballets less as a character’s emotional expression and more as an 

organic whole, his dances integrated seamlessly into the narrative of each production. By the 

time he was enlisted for Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The King and I (1951), Robbins had 

developed his own distinct style of Broadway choreography, fusing comedy, realism, and plot: In 

his dream ballet, “Small House of Uncle Thomas,” for the Rodgers and Hammerstein classic, he 

                                                 
5 Wolf, Stacy, “Dance in Musical Theater,” in The Oxford Handbook of Dance and Theater, Nadine-George Graves, 
ed, Oxford Handbooks (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 154.  
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drew from the research of Cambodian dance scholar Mara Von Sellheim to blend authentic 

Cambodian dance with humor, deploying vaudevillian and “borscht belt gags and jokes.”6 

Perhaps Robbins’s best-known and unique dream ballet, “Somewhere,” from West Side Story 

(1957), stands out distinctly from the rest of his oeuvre. Trying to fuse the art of ballet with that 

of musical theater, Robbins, alongside Leonard Bernstein, Stephen Sondheim, and Arthur 

Laurents, staged the song, “Somewhere,” as an idealistic place for Tony and Maria to live 

without racial prejudice and hate. Robbins choreographed many additional dream ballets 

throughout his career, including The Pajama Game (1954) and Fiddler on the Roof (1964), a 

production many claim ended the “Golden Age” and the heyday of the dream ballet. Other dream 

ballets from the Golden Age include those in Allegro (1947), Flower Drum Song (1958) and Bye 

Bye Birdie (1960).  

Dream ballets were also prevalent in film musicals. Productions that had a dream ballet 

on stage almost always had one in their film adaptations (i.e., Oklahoma!, Carousel). Others, 

however, were removed either for practical reasons, such as a reduced budget, time restrictions, 

or general executive decisions (West Side Story). Film musicals lacking the dream ballet from 

their stage version speak to the device’s overall significance and necessity—those that were 

omitted usually meant that it was superfluous or additive. Some of the shows lacking a dream 

ballet in their original stage form had one in their film adaptation (Anything Goes, 1956), 

demonstrating the growing popularity of the dream ballet throughout the forties and fifties. 

Shows that originated in film form, such as Singin’ in the Rain (film, 1952; Broadway, 1983) and 

Billy Elliot (film, 2000; London stage, 2005), have dream ballets in their stage adaptations that 

                                                 
6 Ibid., 155.  
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were not on screen. One of the longest dream ballets in the genre’s history, the ballet in An 

American in Paris (1951), scored by George Gershwin, is a full seventeen minutes. 

As a dramatic device, the dream ballet has played various roles in plot advancement 

throughout its existence. Dream ballets serve a host of functions in musical theater, whether part 

of the story or detached from it. Earlier dream ballets, particularly those from the 1930s before 

the “book” musical became commonplace, were less narrativistic than those of the 1940s and 

1950s. Most early dream ballets were ornamental; they provided an opportunity for dancers to 

showcase their talent. Featuring fantasy creatures and unrealistic scenarios, they seem to be 

ballets for ballets’ sake. Later dream ballets, especially those post Oklahoma!, generally served a 

greater function within the plot because of their ability to convey deeper meaning. Used to 

display characterization more intimately than words alone can accomplish, these dream ballets 

offer a glimpse into what cannot be seen directly on stage, such as a character(s)’s emotional 

state or thought processes. Others further the plot in a way not explicitly expressed in the 

libretto: as dramatic foreshadowing or as a means of furthering a nuanced political agenda. 

Dream ballets can also serve more practical staging roles, acting as transition between major 

scene changes.  

I selected the dream ballets of Oklahoma!, Carousel, West Side Story, and Billy Elliot the 

Musical because they are some of the most influential and representative in Broadway history. 

Oklahoma! is the most obvious choice for a study of dream ballets in that it is the prototypical 

example in many ways (especially in the public conception). With largely the same creative team 

and only two years after Oklahoma!, Carousel acts as a fitting example for comparison to 

determine to what extent its choreography and music was approached like its predecessor. I 

chose West Side Story because of dance’s role in conveying the musical’s overall political 
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message, but also because Robbins’s work in West Side Story is a good counterexample to that of 

de Mille in her ballets—Robbins privileges intrinsic beauty while de Mille is more concerned 

with gestural storytelling. Billy Elliot the Musical offers an example of a modern dream ballet, 

allowing us to examine how the dramatic device changed throughout the twentieth century. Billy 

Elliot is also interesting because it is one of the only dream ballets that features a male lead as its 

sole protagonist, indeed with no female participation. Billy Elliot is the one show of the four that 

takes the term, “ballet,” in its most classical interpretation. Each dream ballet contributes 

something different to my interpretation of the device. Their diversity led me to organize my 

chapters thematically—by function rather than by production. Each chapter presents a different 

perspective from which to interpret the dream ballet. 

Discussions of the dream ballet have been conspicuously absent in musicological 

literature. What little literature exists on the dream ballet is limited to an examination of physical 

movement and the device’s history and has been performed almost exclusively by theater 

historians, critics, dance scholars, and practitioners. In other words, no detailed, analytical 

musicological study of the dream ballet as an independent entity has been published. While 

survey-texts of the genre frequently acknowledge the dream ballet, it is only mentioned in 

passing. Mary Jo Lodge, professor of English at Lafayette University, is one of the only scholars 

to have written a study exclusively focusing on the dream ballet: “Dance Breaks and Dream 

Ballets: Transitional Moments in Musical Theater.”7 She uses Victor Turner’s anthropological 

concept of liminality to explain how dream ballets serve a transitional function. In her thesis 

entitled, “What Has Become of the Dream Ballet?,” Phoebe Ellen Newsted surveys the rise and 

                                                 
7 Mary Jo Lodge, “Dance Breaks and Dream Ballets: Transitional Moments in Musical Theater,”75-90, in Dominic 
Symonds, ed., Gestures of Music Theater: The Performativity of Song and Dance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014). 
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fall of the dream ballet in musical theater and examines its influence on the genre. Pamyla 

Alayne Stiehl’s dissertation on the “dansical,” a musical with dance as its primary art form, 

contends that the dream ballet “operates in the guise of an integrational device” to “separate 

dance from the integrated construct, subjugate other components, and phenomenologically 

suggest choreographic presence and authorship.”8 Performance studies scholar Donnalee Dox 

mentions the dream ballet in Oklahoma! (1943) in an article about constructions of rape in two 

American musicals, Oklahoma! and Man of La Mancha (1965).9 The article itself, while alluding 

to the dream ballet’s presence, is more concerned with musical markers of sexual assault than 

with the dream ballet’s function in Oklahoma!. She uses specific musical elements of the score 

as support for her argument, finding significance in the form, style, and harmonic progression of 

the music. Production-specific texts (like Tim Carter’s text on Oklahoma! or Nigel Simeone’s on 

West Side Story) address their musical’s dream ballet, but their discussion is generally a 

summary of the ballet’s genesis.10 

As a device that illustrates the music-dance relationship perhaps more vividly than any 

other form of dance in musical theater, the dream ballet offers many areas of research to the 

scholar not least in terms of the narrative potential of dance on the Broadway stage.  A device 

that became routine in musicals of the mid-twentieth century, dream ballets are complex and 

powerful, capable of serving multiple functions in a given show. Dream ballets were 

instrumental to the concept of integration in the forties and fifties, and through a detailed analysis 

of their genesis, function, and reception, a scholar gains a greater understanding of the 

                                                 
8 Stiehl, Pamyla Alayne, “The Dansical: American Musical Theatre Reconfigured as a Choreographer’s Expression 
and Domain” (Dissertation, University of Colorado Boulder, 2002), 65. 
9 Donnalee Dox, “Constructions of Rape: Two American Musicals,” Frontiers 17, no. 3 (1996): 210–38. 
10 Tim Carter, Oklahoma! The Making of an American Musical (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007); Nigel 
Simeone, Leonard Bernstein, West Side Story, Landmarks in Music since 1950 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009). 
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multifaceted creative processes that govern musical theater and how dance’s growing role on the 

Broadway stage helped advance the genre in the twentieth century. This thesis explores the 

diverse narrativistic capabilities of the dream ballet by introducing a framework from which to 

interpret the device. With dance as a relatively unexamined part of musicological scholarship, 

this project uses a theoretical approach to resituate a dance-driven phenomenon as the center of 

analysis, putting expressions of physicality on par with other objects of musicological 

investigation.  

The two primary methodologies employed in this project are archival research and 

theoretical analysis.  I study each production of focus with respect to its creative history, its 

execution, and its historical context, integrating archival research with anthropological, 

psychological, and philosophical scholarship to understand the cultural impetuses that 

contextualized the rise of the dream ballet. Archival research informs my understanding of how 

these dream ballets reflect both the multifaceted intentions of their creators and the cultural 

climates they inhabit, either affirming or negating the examples set by their precedents. This 

manuscript material—containing musical holographs, choreographic and musical sketches, 

correspondence, and periodical clips—can be found in archival collections in the New York 

Public Library for the Performing Arts (henceforth NYPL) and the Library of Congress. The 

collections represented in this thesis from NYPL are the Agnes de Mille Collection, the Agnes de 

Mille Papers, Agnes de Mille Correspondence and Writings, the Richard Rodgers Papers, and the 

Richard Rodgers Scrapbooks. From the Library of Congress, the collections represented include 

the Leonard Bernstein Collection, the Richard Rodgers Collection, 1917-1980, and the Oscar 

Hammerstein, II Collection.  
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The production notes and choreographic and musical sketches available in these 

collections were the most useful in understanding the dream ballet’s intended purpose in each 

musical. Production notes provide a glimpse into the intentions of creators concerning the dream 

ballet’s inclusion in each show. Choreographic and musical sketches are clues to the creative 

process, indicating what sorts of revisions the dream ballet underwent in its realization, which 

are often paramount for understanding the role of the device. Correspondence among actors in 

the creative process and journal entries accompany these notes, offering insight into the decision-

making process of each show’s dream ballet and the production at large. Other primary sources 

at the center of this project are memoires and news articles written by members of the shows’ 

creative teams. The most prominent of these are by Agnes de Mille. A prolific writer, de Mille 

published multiple texts on dance, American culture, and her experience in both.11 Her own 

accounts of her involvement in the creation of the dream ballet are pivotal to this thesis.  

These primary sources are also useful in analyzing the cultural climates of each dream 

ballet. The periodicals in these archival collections are especially helpful because they paint a 

portrait of both American culture at the time of each production, namely the mid twentieth 

century, and audience reception. Researching Billy Elliot the Musical has proven difficult 

because of the lack of archival materials and published scholarship on the show. Because the 

production only premiered twelve years ago, no archival collections dedicated to any of the 

show’s creators have yet been made available to researchers. Instead of drawing from archival 

                                                 
11 Agnes De Mille, America Dances (New York: Macmillan, 1980); Agnes De Mille, And Promenade Home, 1st ed. 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1958); Agnes De Mille, Speak to Me, Dance with Me, 1st ed., An Atlantic Monthly Press 
Book (Boston: Little, Brown, 1973); Agnes De Mille and Joan Acocella, Dance to the Piper (New York, NY: 
NYRB Classics, 2015); Agnes De Mille and Mindy Aloff, Leaps in the Dark: Art and the World (Gainesville, FL: 
University Press of Florida, 2011). 



 13 

sources or full-length studies on the musical, I use journal articles and periodicals, which offer 

brief but valuable glimpses into the creative process of Billy Elliot the Musical.  

 I combine the primary and secondary sources outlined above with theoretical approaches 

derived from multiple disciplines, including psychology, cultural anthropology, and gender 

studies for a broader musicological consideration of the dream ballet as a dramatic device. Each 

chapter draws from a substantial amount of theory to decipher the complexity inherent in 

“dream.” Chapter 2 cites Sigmund Freud’s classic formulations in The Interpretation of Dreams 

as well as André Breton’s “Surrealist Manifesto” to make sense of how “dream” was constructed 

and defined in the mid-twentieth century. Because Freudian psychoanalysis and surrealism 

contextualized the rise of the dream ballet, the approaches to dream outlined in this chapter 

present themes that are threaded throughout the rest of the thesis. Chapter 3 is drawn from Victor 

Turner’s anthropological concept of liminality in The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu 

Ritual and From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play. For more specific theories 

on the relationship of theater and semiotics, Richard Schechner’s Between Theater and 

Anthropology is also useful. Schechner finds meaning in even the most seemingly trivial 

dramaturgical elements of theatrical practice. His work serves as a fitting pair to Turner’s texts. 

Chapter 5 is almost entirely comprised of gender theories. Because Chapter 5 presents two 

opposing takes on gender dynamics, theories on gender provide a useful framework from which 

to analyze the two distinct approaches to the shows’ dream ballets. For analysis of Carousel, I 

draw from the works that discuss how women have been portrayed historically in performative 

contexts (like those of Ellen Koskoff and Lynn Higgins), while for Billy Elliot the Musical, I use 

queer theory that summarizes the subversive implications of what it means to be “queer” to get at 
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the creative team’s liberal intentions in deconstructing harmful stereotypes surrounding boys, 

ballet, and masculinity.  

Two facets that will go unanalyzed in this project is the music and movements that 

supports dream ballets. Because this thesis is centered on the ideas, cultural forces, and 

theoretical concepts behind the implementation of the dream ballet as a dramatic device, the 

music and dance will be left unexamined. The music that underscores dream sequences is 

equally capable of speaking to their diversity as a device as well as to their overall message and 

merits musicological investigation, but it is beyond the scope of this project. Similarly, although 

the choreography within these extended dance sequences are pivotal to our phenomenological 

interpretation of dream ballets, I will focus more on their scenarios and overall execution to 

determine how the device comes across to its audience vis-à-vis how a creative team might have 

intended it to. The purpose of this thesis is to suggest a theoretical framework from which we can 

begin to interpret the dream ballet. While there are brief discussions that detail the execution of 

specific physical gestures and the music-composition process, they are minimal and intended to 

emphasize the conceptual subject of their respective chapters. 

The epigraph quoted at the beginning of this chapter tells us that dreams are liberating. 

Though fleeting moments in our minds, dreams emancipate us from the adversities of regular 

reality and offer a reprieve from the incessant psychological warfare that plagues our everyday 

existence. In the chapters that follow, I explore the many ways that dreams act against the laws 

of chronological time and serve some sort of creative function in dramatic productions. In 

Chapter 2, I examine how dream was conceptually understood and treated in the mid-twentieth 

century in order to contextualize the rise of the dream ballet, detailing significant cultural forces 

in its growing popularity, including the growing recognition of Freud’s psychoanalytic theories 
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and American’s own brand of surrealism in the forties and fifties. Chapter 3 outlines the liminoid 

properties of the dream ballet, considering how Turner’s anthropological concept of liminality 

applies to the dream ballet specifically and to theater more broadly. Chapter 4 explores the more 

aesthetic qualities of dance, examining how dream ballets with no clear role in plot development 

can still serve the show’s greater narrative by emphasizing another part of the production. In 

Chapter 5, I discuss the unspoken power of the dream ballet in delivering a social message more 

effectively than the plot could alone.   
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CHAPTER 2  
 

DEFINING DREAM IN AMERICAN CULTURE FROM THE 1930s TO 1950s 
 

A widely misunderstood and mysterious phenomenon, the concept of “dream” was and continues 

to be conceived and defined diversely. Broadly defined as a series of images that occur 

involuntarily during certain stages of sleep, dreams carry vast narrative potential, attracting 

artists of all trades because of their ability to convey particular emotions, represent periods of 

immense thought, and symbolize the less-familiar aspects of human experience. While there is 

no absolute definition of “dream,” many artistic figures—whether studio or media artists, 

composers, theater practitioners, and filmmakers—have used its aesthetic to evoke a general 

sense of ethereality in their works, rendering a deeply personal part of the imagination more 

accessible through various mediums. The appropriation of “dream aesthetic” dates back far 

before the heyday of dream ballets. Dreams were a part of biblical texts, classical myths (like 

those in Ovid’s Metamorphoses), literary epics (Homer’s The Odyssey or Vergil’s Aeneid), early 

modern theatre (Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream), and ballets and operas from 

Enlightenment and Romantic eras. In works such as these, dreams have symbolized connection 

to deities, lapses of time, or devilish possession. In contemporary popular culture, dreams are 

often expressions of the dreamer’s darkest fears and deepest desires.  

While depictions of dreams have been a part of culture since Antiquity, they became 

especially popular in the United States in mid-twentieth century. With the influx of “dream” in 

American culture, Broadway musicals, films, novels, among other artistic mediums, were 

introducing it into their narratives as a new kind of “avant-garde” form of expression. While 

dream held a certain degree of ubiquity in popular culture, the way it was fictionalized and 

performed varied by case. Dream sequences in films behaved far differently than those on stage. 
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Because “dream” is a figment of an individual’s imagination, a highly personal experience of his 

or her body, it lacks formality. There is no authoritative definition of dream, no standard by 

which dreams are performed. To some, dream was the unconscious fulfillment of a wish, a 

desire. To others, dream was nostalgic or an escape, liberation from the hardships of reality. 

Sometimes, dreams were nightmares, epitomizing its dreamer’s fears and phobias, representing 

humanity’s uglier, darker dimensions. Regardless of execution, all dreams are otherworldly and 

enigmatic. Barely understood by scientists, they offer fertile territory for artistic interpretation. 

Dreams allowed an opportunity for alternative and distorted understandings of reality and offered 

new interpretations of the human experience, giving creative figures a host of new ideas for plot 

development. 

 Though it is difficult to identify one underlying root cause for dream’s increasing vogue 

during this period, it is no coincidence that dream became a common trope in the arts given the 

increasing modernity of American culture. To this end, this chapter considers two relevant 

“dream” movements of the mid-twentieth century that likely contributed to dream’s overall 

fetishization: Freudian psychoanalysis and Surrealism. Defining how dream was constructed 

throughout this period, Freudian and surrealist thought pervaded the 1930s to the 1950s. Through 

brief case studies, this chapter examines some of the roles “dream” has broadly played in film, 

theater, and art, how they contribute to the shifting, complex definition of “dream,” and most 

importantly, how they contextualize the various approaches to dream ballets. 

 

Surrealism and the Freudian Psychoanalytic Movement 

The hallmark of surrealism was what André Breton, French artist and founder of surrealism, 

called a visceral “necessity to express internal perception visually” realized through “a world 

of possibilities which stretches from pure and simple abandonment to the picture-making urge 
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to the trompe-l’oeil fixation on dream images.”12 Deeply influenced by the psychoanalytic 

theories of Sigmund Freud, surrealist artists were fascinated by dream and forms of altered 

reality. They drew heavily from the psychological concept of automatism, involuntary actions 

of the conscious mind, such as breathing or blinking, and experimented with different forms of 

the human unconscious. 13 Originating in the 1920s, surrealism played with distortions of 

reality, appealing to the multi-sensory aspects of the human experience and fundamentally 

challenging the conceptualization of “experience” itself. In 1924, André Breton defined 

surrealism in his First Manifesto of Surrealism and explained dream’s importance in its 

aesthetic. His credo on altered reality and the imaginary experience inspired French poets and 

writers throughout the decade, which would eventually define American surrealistic thought 

just a decade later: 

[Surrealism is] psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to express 
verbally, by means of the written word, or any other manner—the actual functioning of 
thought. Dictated by the thought, in the absence of any control exercised by reason, 
exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern…surrealism is based on the belief in the 
superior reality of certain forms of previously neglected associations, in the omnipotence 
of dream, in the disinterested play of thought. It tends to ruin once and for all all other 
psychic mechanisms and to substitute itself for them in solving all the principal problems 
of life.14 

 

Like other “avant-garde” artists of the period, surrealists sought to defy the prescribed political 

order. Aside from pictorial investigation, many surrealist works had political significance. In a 

deeply rooted antagonism, most surrealists opposed mainstream sociopolitical values and instead 

opted for individualism and the idiosyncratic.15 Breton goes on to delineate surrealism’s political 

resistance while still emphasizing its experimental forms of altered reality: 

                                                 
12 Breton quoted in Silvano Levy ed., Surrealism: Surrealist Visuality (Keele, Staffordshire: Keele University Press, 
1996), 7. 
13 Ibid., 10-12.  
14 André Breton. First Manifesto of Surrealism in Art in Theory 1900-1990: An Anthology of Changing Ideas. 

Charles Harrison &Paul Woods, eds. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), 88. 
15 Levy, Surrealism, 9. 
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Surrealism, such as I conceive of it, asserts our complete noncomformism clearly enough 
so that there can be no question of translating it, as evidence for the defense. It could, on 
the contrary, only serve to justify the complete state of distraction which we hope to 
achieve here below…The world is only relatively in tune with thought, and incidents of 
this kind are only the most obvious episodes of a war in which I am proud to be 
participating. Surrealism is the “invisible ray” which will one day enable us to win out 
over our opponents…This summer the roses are blue; the wood is of glass. The earth, 
draped in its verdant cloak, makes as little impression upon me as a ghost. It is living and 
ceasing to live which are imaginary solutions. Existence is elsewhere.16 

 

While Surrealism began as a literary movement in France, as the twenties progressed, 

artists such as Giorgio de Chirico, André Masson, and Joan Miró felt compelled to capture this 

kind of surrealist sentiment in a visual medium, a type of “peinture poésie” (“painting poetry”), 

or in other words, a “dream painting.”17 By the end of the twenties, collaborations among artists 

resulted in surrealist films, such as Un Chien Andalou (An Andalusian Dog) and L’Age d’Or 

(The Golden Age), both the product of the partnership between two Spanish artists, Luis Buñuel 

and Salvador Dalí, who played a pivotal role in setting the groundwork for an American 

surrealism in the thirties and forties.  

The work of Sigmund Freud was fundamental to surrealist aesthetics. In his manifesto, 

Breton makes it clear that Freud’s psychoanalytic research was the source of inspiration for 

surrealist artists; he applauds Freud for his insistence on moving beyond rationalist paradigms 

and exploring new aspects of the human experience. He goes on to discuss the ample 

possibilities dream presents for surrealistic interpretation: 

It was, apparently, by pure chance that a part of our mental world which we pretended not 
to be concerned with any longer—and, in my opinion by far the most important part—has 
been brought back to light. For this we must give thanks to the discoveries of Sigmund 
Freud. On the basis of these discoveries a current of opinion is finally forming by means 
of which the human explorer will be able to carry his investigation much further, 
authorized as he will henceforth be not to confine himself solely to the most summary 
realities… 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 David Hopkins, Dada and Surrealism, Very Short Introductions 105 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 17. 
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Freud very rightly brought his critical faculties to bear upon dream. It is, in fact, 
inadmissible that this considerable portion of psychic activity (since, at least from man’s 
birth until his death, thought offers no solution of continuity, the sum of moments of the 
dream, from the point of view of time, and taking into consideration only the time of pure 
dreaming, that is the dreams of sleep, is not inferior to the sum of the moments of reality, 
or, to be more precisely limiting, the moments of walking) has still today been so grossly 
neglected. I have always been amazed at the way an ordinary observer lends so much 
more credence and attaches so much more importance to waking events than to those 
occurring in dreams. It because man, when he ceases to sleep, is above all the plaything 
of his memory, and in its normal state memory takes pleasure in weakly retracing for him 
the circumstances of the dream, in stripping it of any real importance, and in dismissing 
the only determinant from the pint where he thinks he has left it a few hours before: this 
firm hope, this concern.18  

 

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) is hailed as the father of modern-day psychoanalysis. 

Psychoanalysis is a method of treating mental disorders by studying the unconscious mind with 

different techniques, such as dream interpretation. The discipline came into fruition in the 1890s 

under the clinical work of Freud and Dr. Josef Bruer. Freud’s teachings resulted in several 

groups of scientists studying psychoanalysis, such as the Zurich school, including Carl Gustav 

Jung, another important figure in dream interpretation, and the Wundt School.19 One of the most 

basic tenets of psychoanalysis is the theory that dreams are full of unconscious material, useful 

for understanding different parts of the human experience, including behavior, personality, 

utterance, and memory. Freud published widely on dream, his most seminal work being The 

Interpretation of Dreams (1899). In this text, Freud outlines his theory of the unconscious with 

detailed sections on dream symbolism and analysis. Freud divides the mind into two parts: the 

conscious and the unconscious. He compared the relationship between the two to an iceberg. The 

conscious mind is only a small portion that is visible, while the largely misunderstood 

unconscious mind is much larger and unseen to the eye. Freud also differentiated the manifest 

                                                 
18 Breton, First Manifesto of Surrealism, 88. 
19 André Tridon, Psychoanalysis: Its History, Theory and Practice (New York: B.W. Huebsch, 1919), 8. 
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and the latent contents of dream, giving each different meaning. The manifest was the dream as it 

is remembered, or as Freud calls it, the “text” of the dream, whereas the latent content, like the 

unconscious mind, was that which need be interpreted.20 The process by which the latent dream 

becomes the manifest dream is called the “dream-work.” The inverse, that which arrives at the 

latent content from the manifest, is called dream interpretation.21 In other words, the goal of 

interpretation is to undo the dream-work. Freud was dogmatic in his theories. To him, the dream-

work is capable of powerful internal mechanisms that which make the absurdity of dreams have 

larger signification.  

Also writing on dream, Carl G. Jung (1875-1961) approached dream interpretation 

differently. While Jung was a student of Freud’s and a devoted friend, he disagreed with Freud 

on a number of issues, most notably, his position on sexuality.22 Freud believed the unconscious 

mind housed repressed thoughts, such as traumatic memories or sexual desires. Thinking Freud’s 

theory too narrow and simplistic, Jung argued that dreams were not always representative of 

deeper sexual meaning nor did they disguise their true meaning. He agreed with Freud that 

dream symbols were meaningful; however, he did not believe they need be interpreted 

objectively. Abiding by a sort of “dream dictionary,” Freud felt that all symbols had universal 

definitions. Jung’s interpretations were more subjective by nature, each symbol relative to the 

individual, which Jung called individuation.23 Despite the contention in dream’s interpretation, 

Freud, Jung, as well as many other dream scholars, agree: dream is a unique representation of an 

individual’s psyche. No two dreams are identical, but they are all spontaneous, purposeful, and 

                                                 
20In the Summer of 1932, Freud offered revised theories for those he presented in his “Introductory Lectures.” 
Sigmund Freud and James Strachey, New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (New York: Norton, 1965), 11. 
21 Sigmund Freud, Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (W. W. Norton & Company, 1977), 210. 
22 Ibid., xvi. 
23 C. G. Jung, Civilization in Transition (Routledge, 2014). 
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symbolic; they are powerful representations of human character. While the way in which dream 

has been treated throughout the discipline of psychoanalysis has changed, the variability and 

inconclusiveness of how dream is defined has remained consistent. When speaking of dream, 

Jung wrote:  

Dreams are impartial, spontaneous products of the unconscious psyche, outside the 
control of the will. They are pure nature; they show us the unvarnished, natural truth, and 
are therefore fitted, as nothing else is, to give us back an attitude that accords with our 
basic human nature when our consciousness has strayed too far from its foundations and 
into an impasse.24 

 

While many of Freud’s theories have since fallen out of fashion, his reputation and 

credibility remain intact to those outside of his field. Although his work dates from the late 

nineteenth century, it failed to gain any traction in the American scientific community until the 

early twentieth century.25 Freud visited the United States in December of 1908 to receive an 

honorary degree from Clark University; the following year, he gave a series of lectures entitled 

the Clark Lectures on Psychoanalysis. The Interpretation of Dreams was translated into English 

shortly thereafter (in 1913). Despite his initial worries, his research was finally well received. 

His theories triggered the American psychoanalytic movement, through which multiple neo-

Freudian institutions for psychoanalytic research were established. Dr. Robin Cautin dubbed this 

wave of enthusiasm surrounding psychoanalysis a “crystallization of Freudian orthodoxy.”26 

Active until his death in 1939, much of his work was still highly regarded throughout the thirties 

and forties, no doubt influencing how many Americans conceived of “dream.” 

 

 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 149. 
25 Donald K. Freedheim et al., eds., History of Psychotherapy: Continuity and Change, 2nd ed (Washington, DC: 
American Psychological Association, 2011), 12. 
26 Ibid.,15. 
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Dreams in Film 

 

While psychoanalysis and surrealism did not reach their height in American culture until the 

1940s, there were signs of a growing interest regarding “dream” as early as the twenties and 

thirties. Surrealist and psychoanalytic experimental films were much more common in countries 

like France and Germany, and they influenced American filmmakers. The full-length, mature 

“dream film” would not hit its stride in American culture until the 1930s, but shorter 

experimental films by professionals and amateurs alike are not to go unnoticed, films like The 

Blue Bird (1918), Prunella (1918), The Soul of the Cypress (1920), The Enchanted City (1922), 

Sea of Dreams (1923), and Moonland (1926).27 Following Freud’s first (and only) visit to the 

United States in 1909, a group of amateurs, organized by Albert Grass, founded a society that 

many thought was only a myth, The Coney Island Amateur Psychoanalytic Society.28 Lacking 

the funds to study psychoanalysis professionally, the members still sought to take part in one of 

the larger intellectual movements of the twentieth century. They convened to analyze their own 

dreams; Grass encouraged them to document their dreams on film, and so they did with 

shortfilms like The Midget Crane (1926), The Bear Dream (1937), The Preying Mantis (1931), 

and The Lion Dream (1947).29 Grass hoped to bring an awareness of Freudian psychanalytic 

theory to the masses. In addition to founding the society, Glass sought to rebuild Coney Island’s 

Dreamland (1903-1911), an amusement park that burned down in 1911. While Dreamland 

originally opened without Freudian intentions—it was opened to compete with the adjacent park, 

Luna Park—Glass endeavored to create a new and improved Dreamland, one that would stand as 

                                                 
27 While full-length dream films were far less common, they were not nonexistent: Sherlock, Jr. (1924) and The Last 

Laugh (1924) are two examples.  
28 John Strausbaugh, “At the Coney Island Museum, the Strange Case of Sigmund F.,” The New York Times, July 
22, 2009, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/26/arts/design/26strau.html. 
29 While these films were originally thought to be lost, media artist Zoe Beloff found 16mm tapes at a Chelsea 
fleamarket, proving that this society did indeed exist. Ten short dream films are available on her webpage, 
http://www.zoebeloff.com/pages/dream_films.html. 
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a relic of Freud’s influence. When he failed to collect enough funds for the park, he proceeded to 

bring dream to popular culture through a comic book, Adventures of a Dreamer (published 

posthumously by Christine Burgin, 2010). 

 

 

Figure 2.1: A Re-Created Model of Glass’s Plans for Dreamland30 

As cinematic technology became more advanced, dream films were generally longer and 

more elaborate. Freudian theories were better understood in the public conception, and films 

with extended dream sequences started to become routine in the cinema. Written by David 

Butler, Guy Bolton, and Sonya Levien, Delicious (1931) featured two extended dream 

sequences, scored by George Gershwin. With a dash of realism, Delicious revolves around the 

issue of immigration. The film tells a story of a group’s transatlantic voyage to New York. A 

wealthy sportsman, Larry Beaumont, his valet, Jansen, his girlfriend Diana Van Bergh, and her 

                                                 
30 Beloff, Zoe. “Model of Albert Grass’s Proposed Dreamland Amusement Park, Kiosk, Gent 20010.” Digital 
Image. Accessed May 23, 2017. http://www.zoebeloff.com/pages/about_society.html. 
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mother, are on board. They are among another group of immigrants, including a Scottish girl, 

named Heather Gordon, a Russian Family. As global economies collapsed, the group of 

immigrants tried to enter the United States to have a chance at the “American Dream.” However, 

before they were allowed entry, they had to prove that they would not affect the economy 

adversely. Heather has a dream (“Welcome to the Melting Pot”), where she is welcomed into the 

United States without any issues by a Mr. Ellis of Ellis Island and a dancing Statue of Liberty, 

raining money. However, as she arrives in America, her dream fails to become a reality, and she 

is the only one denied entry. She manages to evade immigration officials, and hides at the 

Beaumont family country home. The second dream sequence (“New York Rhapsody”) takes 

place toward the end of the film. She falls in love with Larry, but agrees to marry someone else 

when she discovers he is engaged to his girlfriend Diana, who subsequently reports her to 

immigration. Heather runs in the crowded Manhattan streets to evade the police, Gershwin’s 

rhapsody in the background. As she flees, the New York skyscrapers turn into the long nailed 

hands of ghostly creatures. In a film that otherwise speaks to the trials of immigration, 

Gershwin’s dream sequences provide a surrealistic reprieve from the film’s seriousness. Like 

dream sequences on stage, Delicious’ dream sequences take the audience away from the plot for 

no reason other than for artistic license. Heather’s dreams have no real significance in the 

storyline; they are for aesthetic. A reviewer from the World Telegram recognized the frivolity of 

the “Dream Sequence” in Delicious, deeming it “something divinely insane.”31  

With surrealism at its height in American culture, the number of dream films in the 

forties continued to increase, just as Freud’s psychoanalytic movement was starting to gain 

traction. As Nazi tendencies arose in Europe throughout the thirties, émigré artists fled to the 
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United States and brought their surrealities with them—those such as Salvador Dalí, Marx Ernst, 

André Masson, Joan Miró, Kurt Seligmann, and Yves Tanguy. Americans in the film industry 

appropriated the surrealistic concept of dream and put it to use in the cinema. The relationship 

between Hollywood and surrealism has been studied by multiple scholars, many considering the 

benefits the moving image has for displaying altered reality and how the surrealist particularities 

of the film were executed.  Film was fertile territory for surrealistic work, especially with its 

technological capabilities. New cinematic devices of this time, such as dream imagery, interplay 

of black and white on screen, and bifurcated, cross-temporal narratives, contributed to the 

manipulation of spatial reality.32 In Meshes of the Afternoon (1943), Maya Deren and Alexander 

Hammid sought to emulate French surrealist films of the previous two decades. The film tells a 

story of a woman who frequently has dreams about a hooded figure with a mirror for a face. 

Throughout the film, the woman is unable to distinguish her dreams from physical reality. She 

eventually realizes that the events in her dreams were in fact really happening, but it is too late. 

She is found dead by the end of movie. Enlisting the help of surrealist artist Salvador Dalí, 

Alfred Hitchcock produced a psychological mystery thriller, Spellbound (1945). Spellbound 

celebrates the benefits of psychoanalysis and therapy for the mentally troubled. The opening 

credits display the following lines: “Our story deals with psychoanalysis, the method by which 

modern science treats the emotional problems of the sane.” The protagonist, Dr. Constance 

Petersen, discovers that the man, assumed to be Dr. Anthony Edwardes, soon-to-be director of 

the Vermont mental hospital, is an imposter. The man, now John Brown, confesses that the real 

Dr. Edwardes is dead, and he may be responsible for his death. Believing John to be innocent, 

Dr. Petersen helps him understand his amnesia through psychoanalysis to clear his name and find 
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Dr. Edwardes’s murderer. Dalí’s contribution to the project was an extended dream sequence. 

His design was full of peculiar imagery—wandering eyes painted on curtains, large scissors, 

blank playing cards, a man falling off a roof, a masked man dropping a wheel off the same roof, 

and free-floating wings. Only two minutes in the final version of the film, the original sequence 

was over twenty minutes long.33  

Freud’s influence on popular culture is undeniable. Not only was he an inspiration to 

scientists and surrealists, but his theories on dream were the subject of multiple films, mostly 

throughout the forties and fifties, but even in the sixties. Film directors and producers were 

intrigued by psychoanalysis, and it was integrated into the narratives of many movies and 

novels—The Lost Weekend (1945), Whirlpool (1949), Catcher in the Rye (1951), Rebel Without 

a Cause (1955), Peeping Tom (1960), and Marnie (1964) are good examples. These films were 

especially relevant with all the trauma that arose with World War II, especially in soldiers. 

According to Dr. Cautin, the war brought with it “an unprecedented number of neuropsychiatric 

causalities—the U.S. army in fact reported that almost half of its first 1.5 million medical 

discharges were due to neuropsychiatric disabilities—and changed the way psychiatrists 

understood psychological dysfunction.”34 The resultant need for psychiatric treatment likely 

contributed to the movement’s pervasiveness in American culture. The popularization of 

psychoanalysis and surrealism in the United States throughout the thirties and forties added to 

the growing fetishization of dream in culture. With dream becoming increasingly vogue in 

cinema and in art scenes, it is no surprise that theater practitioners followed suit with the trend.  
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Dreams on Stage  

 

The use of dreams in Broadway musicals is as old as Broadway itself. It is difficult to pinpoint 

exactly when dream was first used in the American musical, but its inclusion in musical 

productions dates back to seventeenth century Venetian opera, if not earlier. What is clear, 

however, is the prevalence of dream ballets on Broadway started in the 1930s.35 The early dream 

ballets mentioned in the first chapter—those in Gentlemen Unafraid, Very Warm for May, On 

Your Toes, Babes in Arms, I Married an Angel, Pal Joey, Louisiana Purchase, and Lady in the 

Dark—were designed more for refashioning how dance was used in musical theater and less for 

their relevance within the show’s plot. Creators of these dream ballets were more concerned with 

narrativity within the ballet, not with its connection to the overall plot. Ballets were arbitrarily 

woven within the fabric of plot to showcase advanced choreography and for audience 

entertainment and usually seemed out of place. In his survey of Broadway musicals from the 

1930s, Ethan Mordden expounds upon the often capricious role dance played in theatrical 

productions. He distinguishes the dream ballets (or Big Ballets as he calls them) of the 1930s to 

those of the 1940s with regard to their functionality: 

So we notice that Big Ballet, in its youth, did not necessarily attempt the psychological 
analysis we associate with Oklahoma!’s “Laurey Makes Up Her Mind,” or the feminist 
romanticism of Brigadoon’s “Come To Me, Bend To Me” ballet, or the pageant-with-a-
subtext in The King and I’s “The Small House of Uncle Thomas,” or the erotic comedy 
of Can-Can’s “Garden of Eden.” Sometimes Big Ballet was just silly fun.36 
 

The ballet sequences in I Married An Angel are a good example of Mordden’s claim. I Married 

an Angel is a story about a banker who becomes so fed up with “regular” women and instead 

decides to become romantically involved with a heavenly being, who happens to be named 

                                                 
35 In her dissertation, Stiel suggests that dream ballets may have appeared as early as the 1910s and 1920s on 
Broadway in Tilly’s Nightmare (1910) and Peggy-Ann (1926). Stiehl, Pamyla Alayne, “The Dansical: American 
Musical Theatre Reconfigured as a Choreographer’s Expression and Domain.” 
36 Ethan Mordden, Sing for Your Supper: The Broadway Musical in the 1930s (Macmillan, 2005), 211. 
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Angel. Without thinking, he marries her only to discover that angels have problems of their own. 

Unable to lie, she has difficulty interacting in social situations. The marriage is not successful 

until Angel loses her wings and, as LIFE magazine put it in 1938, “sadly abandons her ethereal 

standards for more mundane ones.”37 The first ballet sequence, “The Honeymoon Ballet,” 

(sometimes called the “Snow Ballet”) as was custom, occurs at the end of the first act. After 

Brigitta and the banker wed, the audience is allowed a glimpse into their marital bliss. It takes 

place at an airport, where the newlyweds are about to embark on their honeymoon.  Instead of 

drawing from music from the musical, Rodgers quotes familiar tunes from other productions that 

the audience would have been likely to recognize.38  This included the song, “It’s Delightful to 

Be Married” from A Parisian Model (1906), the love theme from Glière’s ballet, The Red Poppy, 

and a Scottish wedding folk song, “The Campbells are Coming.” The ballet culminates in a 

snowy display, where the angel dances among snowflakes.  

The second ballet, “At The Roxy Music Hall,” is even more tangential to the plot. 

Entirely unrelated to the show, “At The Roxy Music Hall,” is a group surrealist dance sequence, 

inspired by the Shakespearean story of Othello, with guest appearances by the mythological 

goddess Venus and the Radio City Rockettes. Lorenz Hart’s biographer, Gary Marmorstein cites 

a brief dialogue between the show’s director, Joshua Logan, Balanchine, and Hart that provides 

some insight to the interesting creative intentions behind the ballet sequence. It demonstrates 

both the seemingly random inspiration for Balanchine’s dream ballet as well as the lack of 

organized collaboration among its creators: 

When the befuddled Logan asked Larry what surrealism had to do with Radio City—and 
what either had to do with Budapest—Larry looked up at Logan and said, “What the hell 
are you trying to do? Make this Ibsen?” 
 

                                                 
37 Henry, R. Luce, ed., “’I Married an Angel’—i.e. Zorina,” LIFE Magazine, May 30, 1938, 49.  
38 Ibid. This was the approach to scoring the dream sequences of West Side Story and Billy Elliot as well.  
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… 
 
The surrealist ballet included the Dalíesque vision of Zorina [the dancer playing Angel] 
in a seashell rising like a papier-mâché Venus from a sea of green cheesecloth. Logan 
was only more puzzled when Balanchine explained that the ballet was inspired by 
Othello, with one of the dancers carrying his own head under his arm.  
 
“Is this guy Othello or Iago?” asked Logan. 

 Balanchine gave his sniff of exhaustion and said, “Both.” 
 “You’re as crazy as Larry Hart,” Logan said. 
 “Larry Hart is a baby,” said Balanchine. “I’m a grown man.”39 
 

The dream ballets in I Married an Angel, especially “At The Roxy Music Hall,” are 

ornamental, an excuse for the frivolities of Balanchine’s imagination or a testament to the 

influence of surrealism on Balanchine’s approach to ballet in musical theater. The lack of 

narrative cohesion in the production’s dramatic elements was certainly not unique phenomenon. 

Most of the musicals from this period were consistent with this kind of aesthetic. Balanchine’s 

dream ballet in Babes in Arms was similarly extraneous. The protagonist Peter dreams of having 

five hundred dollars to travel the world. In another exercise of his imagination, Balanchine leads 

the audience through Peter’s world travels (“Peter’s Journey”). While Balanchine’s work seems 

to barely intersect with the plot of the overall musical, it is narrative in isolation. His ballets are 

autonomous, carrying on their own small-scale storyline. In her dissertation on the “dansical,” 

Pamlya A. Stiehl remarks that Balanchine’s ballets are a perverted take on integration to give 

himself more creative agency: “And through the implementation and promotion of the dream 

ballet, Balanchine introduced a paradox in which the idea of integration—i.e., dance, narrative, 

and music blending into a seamless and balanced whole—is somewhat skewed in order to create 

an arena where the choreographer/choreography can reign supreme.”40  

                                                 
39 Gary Marmorstein, A Ship Without A Sail: The Life of Lorenz Hart (Simon and Schuster, 2012), 325. 
40 Stiehl, Pamyla Alayne, “The Dansical: American Musical Theatre Reconfigured as a Choreographer’s Expression 
and Domain,” 39. 
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While Balanchine saw dream as a narrative and imaginative opportunity, other creative 

figures of the time saw dream as a unique opportunity to display a character’s psychology. 

Making up almost the entire show, the dream sequences in Lady in the Dark are figments of the 

protagonist’s imagination. A collaboration by composer Kurt Weill, lyricist Ira Gershwin, and 

author of the book Moss Hart, the musical revolves around the theme of psychoanalysis: the 

protagonist Liza Elliott, unhappy with her career, seeks out dream interpretation to relieve her 

anxiety. She has three separate extensive dreams, each with its own music: the glamour dream, 

the wedding dream, and the circus dream. The music narrates Liza’s unconscious while the 

show’s spoken dialogue is always in the present, conscious mode. Unlike Balanchine’s dream 

sequences, those in Lady in the Dark are absolutely necessary for the plot; in this case, they are 

the plot. Yet, while the dream sequences are integral to the plot, they are still tangential breaks 

from reality. The psychoanalytic storyline, the audience following Liza’s unease, is what allows 

the creators to include three, otherwise seemingly unrelated ballets into the show. The musical 

content of the production also speaks to the sequences’ independence. Similar to how Rodgers 

distinguished Balanchine’s dream ballets from the rest of the show through largely borrowed 

musical material, Weill wrote three autonomous musical scores for his dream sequences, what he 

had even called “three little one-act operas” or what Hart referred to as “veritable Travitatas.”41  

While dream has been treated differently in staged productions, there are certain themes 

that remain consistent throughout the entire period in other artistic mediums, like film and visual 

art. Each of these shows uses dream as a tangential break from the reality. The dream sequences 

tell a different story, one that is not expected nor entirely understood within the course of plot. 

Balanchine’s surrealist ballets and Weill’s psychoanalytic dream sequences lead us to believe 

                                                 
41 Weill does, however, unify each sequence with the “My Ship” theme, where the production culminates. Bruce D. 
McClung, Lady in the Dark: Biography of a Musical (Oxford University Press, 2007), xvi. 
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that while dream is a complex, virtually undefinable phenomenon, it may have a common set of 

implications. The psychoanalytic and surrealistic themes surrounding the concept of “dream” 

would pervade the period through both theater, film, and visual art.  

 

Conclusion  

The popularity of dream in creative mediums is not surprising. Dream provided an outlet from 

which to escape the conventions of regularity and normativity. The laws of the physical world do 

not apply in ethereal dreamscapes. There is no taboo. The flexibility afforded by dream 

sequences appealed to artists and writers, allowing them to write idealistic and impractical 

narratives for the sake of drama and aesthetic. Almost as if watching an independent small-scale 

film, spectators were easily swept away in the fantasy, as if the dream was their own. An active 

psychiatrist in the mid-twentieth century, Dr. Calvin S. Hall, once likened dream interpretation to 

watching a personalized show or movie to the dreamer: 

A dream is a succession of images, predominantly visual in quality, which are 
experienced during sleep. A dream commonly has one or more scenes, several characters 
in addition to the dreamer, and a sequence of actions and interactions usually involving 
the dreamer. It resembles a motion picture or a dramatic production in which the dreamer 
is a participant-observer. Although a dream is an hallucination, the dreamer experiences it 
as he does any perceptual phenomenon. Scenes, people, objects, and actions are 
experienced as though they were impressing themselves on the senses from the external 
world. The world of dreams, it goes without saying, is a world of pure projection.42 

 

Dream sequences can provide tangential breaks in plot, create more interesting narratives, 

reveal more intimately specific traits of a character’s psyche, act as political agency, and be 

therapeutic. How dream has functioned both in film and on stage is mostly consistent with 

                                                 
42 Online reprint. C.S. Hall, (1953). A cognitive theory of dreams. The Journal of General Psychology, 49, 273-282. 
Abridged version in M. F. DeMartino (Ed.). (1959). Dreams and Personality Dynamics (pp. 123-134). Springfield, 
IL: Charles C. Thomas. 
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surrealistic and psychoanalytic thought of the same period. The approaches to dream outlined in 

this chapter are evident in the dream ballets analyzed in this project. Freud’s theories on 

sexualized dreams are appropriated by Agnes de Mille in both Oklahoma! and Carousel when 

she uses dream ballets to have her two heroines sort out their sexual frustration. De Mille also 

openly admitted to aspiring to Daliesque aesthetic in her staging of Oklahoma!’s ballet, 

deploying surrealist symbols to accentuate the ballet’s dream-like properties. The creative team 

of West Side Story used Freud’s concept of dreams fulfilling an unconscious wish to give Tony 

and Maria the happy ending realism could never afford them. While the four productions of 

focus for this thesis are representative examples of the above phenomena, they are certainly not 

alone. Dream, whether as a form of distraction, a means of more complex characterization or of 

driving plot, was widespread from the 1930s to the 1950s. The examples from which I could 

have chosen were many.  

 Well-established and widely known throughout the mid-twentieth century, Freudian 

psychoanalytic theories combined with surrealist art forms (in cinema, sculpture, painting) 

popularized dream in American culture. Dreams were appearing in many artistic media for 

dramatic effect, most notably in film, but also in staged musical productions. It is no coincidence 

that the heyday of the dream ballet coincided with the height of the American psychoanalytic 

movement and surrealist thought. When these European schools of thought traveled across the 

Atlantic, they were re-contextualized in American culture and given new meaning from which 

the dream ballet was born. Influenced by the cultural developments of their time, the creators of 

dream ballets had specific intentions when integrating the device into their musicals, setting 

goals for what the ballet was slated to do dramatically, how it would shape the experience of an 

audience, and how it was to speak to the human character of both those on stage and in the 
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audience. While psychoanalysis and surrealism intertwined with the American political climate 

present only a small portion of the potential influences of the dream ballet, their prevalence in 

American culture necessitates their acknowledgement as vital cultural forces in the growing 

popularity of the device.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

BETWIXT AND BETWEEN: THE DREAM BALLET AND THE LIMINOID  
 

 

As dream representations continued to be popularized in the forties, practitioners of the 

Broadway musical appropriated the dream symbolism that surrealist and Freudian paradigms 

brought to mainstream culture. While musicals of the thirties contained episodic dream 

sequences, they deviated from the central plot, taking the audience through a narrative 

wormhole, where the storyline is all but abandoned in the dream. Shows of the 1940s sought to 

integrate these kinds of sequences more cohesively, blurring the boundaries between 

conventional reality and dream and fitting the ballet smoothly within the overall plot. Many 

accomplish this by having a character(s)’s dream symbolize the overcoming of the show’s 

central conflict, elucidating the dreamer’s deepest fears and desires, those which are usually 

guarded from the audience. Taking a page from Freud’s book, practitioners rendered their dream 

ballets psychologically informative to give the audience a peek into the emotions of the main 

character(s): Lady in the Dark (1941) put extended dream sequences at the crux of the story, 

creating an entire production based on psychoanalysis; Freud’s theories on sexual dreams are 

evident in Agnes de Mille’s ballets in Oklahoma! (1943) and Carousel (1945), where Laurey and 

Louise are caught in a cross-section of fear and sexual curiosity and even in On The Town 

(1944), when Robbins used three separate ballets to express the emotional journey of three 

couples.  

Often lauded as the first “integrated” musical, Oklahoma! is a key centerpiece in the 

genre’s development. While it is far from the first musical to use song, dance, and dialogue as a 

narrative unit, Oklahoma! contributed to the growing sophistication of the dream ballet, and 

more broadly, of the communicative power of dance on the musical theater stage not least in 
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terms of psychological revelation. Theater historian Maya Cantu, along with the other scholars 

she cites below, argues in American Cinderellas on the Broadway Musical Stage that Oklahoma! 

paved the way for psychological dream ballets and was a vital proponent of “psychological 

music-dramas”: 

In its turn away from vaudevillian archetype, and toward dimensions of psychological 
character, the 1940s Broadway musical deeply absorbed the ideas of Freud, who even 
appeared as a character himself in Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe’s 1945 musical 
The Day Before Spring (Fowler and Hecht, 191). While the creators of Lady in the Dark 
led the way in “popularizing psychoanalysis to a musical comedy public” with the surreal 
spectacle of Lady in the Dark, Rodgers and Hammerstein (expanding upon the playful 
Freudianism of Rodger’s and Hart’s Peggy-Ann) followed Weill, Gershwin, and Hart’s 
innovations in the creation of what W. David Sievers called “psychological music-
drama” (Shteir, 229). As Sievers noted in his Freud on Broadway: “When Rodgers and 
Hammerstein were brought together to adapt Lynn Riggs’s play Green Grow the Lilacs, a 
revolution in musical theatre occurred, and the new American music-drama based upon 
the psychology of mental health was born” (122).43  

  

Nearly twenty five years following the premiere of Oklahoma!, Victor Turner formulated 

his anthropological concept of liminality, a transitional period, much like dream, between two 

relatively fixed formal stages.44 This stage was more than mere transition; it symbolized a 

transformative, “coming of age” time, where individuals undergo vital changes in their physical 

or emotional condition to enter a fully realized form. While originally applied by Turner in his 

studies of Ndembu ritual specifically, the concept of liminality proved adaptable to many other 

research contexts as well and was especially conducive to studies of drama, where protagonists 

usually undergo some sort of “rite of passage” or overcome a main conflict to reach the story’s 

                                                 
43 Maya Cantu, American Cinderellas on the Broadway Musical Stage: Imagining the Working Girl from Irene to 

Gypsy (Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 106;Gene Fowler and Ben Hecht, The Great Magoo (New York: Van Rees 
Press, 1933); Rachel Shteir, Striptease: The Untold History of  the Girlie Show (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2004). 
44 Victor W. Turner, The Forest of Symbols; Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 
1967). 
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conclusion.45 The story’s hero is not the same person he or she was before embarking on his 

journey; instead he or she holds a new post-ritual status as testament to the trials he has 

accomplished. As spaces that are far-removed from reality and representative of the unconscious 

human will, dreams make ideal liminal phases, representing the middle-state between 

wakefulness and deep sleep.46  

As spaces that exist at the margin of the dreamer’s consciousness, dream ballets lend 

themselves to the theories of both Freud and Turner. They take place during liminal phases in 

plot and often represent an apotheosis of the story’s central conflict. Most recently, scholars such 

as Mary Jo Lodge and Matthew Lockitt have discussed how liminality functions in musical 

theater. Using Turner’s theory to explain how dance and music interact in a given show, Lodge 

argues that the transitions between song, movement, and dialogue are liminal phases; Lockitt 

explains how diegetic numbers lean more toward the liminoid, that which “resembles [the 

liminal] without being identical,” making moments of diegesis fertile spaces for criticism and 

interpretation.47 This chapter goes beyond the work of these two scholars and details specifically 

how the dream ballet behaves like a liminoid space within a larger scheme of liminality, as well 

as what that means for an analysis of the device. This chapter culminates with a case study of the 

dream ballet in Oklahoma!, explaining how it functions within the liminal/liminoid model and 

                                                 
45 Schechner’s text explains how Turner’s theory applies to drama as a “performance of liminality.” Richard 
Schechner, Between Theater & Anthropology (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985). 
46 In the scientific community, the specific term for this phenomenon is hypnagogia. Hypnagogic dreams represent 
the threshold of consciousness, where the dreamer is aware that he or she is dreaming. Hallucinations and 
daydreams are good examples of this phenomenon. This liminal state is said to be a deeply creative space, inspiring 
significant figures such as Salavador Dalí, unsurprisingly, and Thomas Edison. For more information on 
hypnagogia, see Peter Schwenger, At the Borders of Sleep: On Liminal Literature (University of Minnesota Press, 
2012). 
47 Both in Symonds, Gestures of Music Theater. Lockitt cites Turner’s From Ritual to Theatre: The Human 

Seriousness of Play, Performance Studies Series, 1st v (New York City: Performing Arts Journal Publications, 
1982), 32–33. 
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considering how Agnes de Mille, along with Rodgers and Hammerstein, used surrealist and 

Freudian aesthetic to create Broadway’s most famous dream ballet.  

 

Victor Turner and the Concept of Liminality  

In The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (1967), Turner discusses the “inter-

structural” properties and symbolic themes of the period of margin, or liminality. Liminality 

represents a sort of “middle state” in between two formal states. Turner defines “state” to mean a 

culturally-recognized fixed status, such as a rank or degree, or an ecological condition, referring 

to the physical, mental, or emotional state of the individual or group undergoing transformation. 

The liminal stage then, is the phase between two formal states, where participants no longer hold 

their pre-ritual status, but have not yet transitioned to their new form. Within the liminal phase, 

the ritual subject is temporarily undefined; he has no status. He is not bound by the rules of the 

social order, for these laws are discontinued. These laws are sometimes turned upside down, the 

inverse of what is traditionally acceptable, or what Turner calls “anti-structure,” where normative 

social structure is dissolved.  

While Turner originally intended his theory for Ndembu ritual, he felt that theatrical 

productions can be read as performances of liminality because of the established roles played by 

characters in the story, the actors that embody them, and the spectators—those that watch the 

action unfold. In drama, fictional characters embark on a predetermined journey, one that was 

crafted by a creative team or individual, with hopes of eventually reaching their desired 

conclusion. The middle-state, everything in between the exposition and resolution of the drama, 

is liminal. If we apply Turner’s concept of liminality to the Graeco-European model of Drama 

(or Freytag’s Pyramid), the central conflict of the story represents the apotheosis of their 
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liminality while the falling and rising action are the transitions into and out of liminality (Figure 

3.1).  

 

Figure 3.1: Freytag’s Pyramid and Liminality  

This model, named for German playwright Gustav Freytag who wrote Die Technik des Dramas 

(The Technique of Dramas), is mostly consistent with the early Greeks’ interpretation of 

dramatic structure, maintaining the clear division among “beginning,” “middle,” and “end” 

Aristotle outlined in Poetics but expanding a three-act structure to five-acts, as Horace suggested 

in Ars Poetica (hence it is referred to as a Graeco-Euro model.).48 The exposition introduces the 

actors in the ritual and sometimes the challenge that needs to be completed, while the conclusion 

is the resolution of the central conflict and the participants full transformation into their post-

                                                 
48 Barrett Harper Clark, European Theories of the Drama, an Anthology of Dramatic Theory and Criticism from 

Aristotle to the Present Day, and a Series of Selected Texts; with Commentaries, Biographies, and Bibliographies 
(Cincinnati, Stewart, 1918). 
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ritual status. If during the rising action, characters in the story have only begun their transition 

from pre-ritual to post-ritual status, they have fully achieved their new rank by the production’s 

end. 

The audience is pivotal to the performance of social drama. The theatre is a collaborative 

space where conflicts and scenarios are brought to life, where each audience member is a passive 

recipient in the progression of the story. Performers draw energy from the audience, creating a 

more intense and intimate type of performance, what Hungarian psychologist Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi called “flow.”49 Flow represents a positive mental state, where a person 

engaged in an activity (whether directly or indirectly) is fully immersed in a period of complete 

and enjoyable focus. Anthropologist Richard Schechner argues that flow is achieved in the 

theater when there is a perfect balance of temporality, spatiality, emotion, and kinesthesia on the 

theatrical stage between audience and performer: 

Spectators are very aware of the moment when a performance takes off. A “presence” is 
manifest, something has “happened.” The performers have touched or moved the 
audience, and some kind of collaboration, collective special theatrical life, is born. This 
intensity of performance—and I, personally don’t think the same kind of thing can 
happen in films or television, whose forte is to affect people individually but not to create 
collective energies—has been called “flow…”50  

 

Flow sparks a collective energy that can be interpreted as synonymous with the “massive 

collective character” Turner claims characterizes liminal spaces. Because liminality is a cultural 

phenomenon, it involves a certain degree of objective social relevance to all of the ritual 

participants. For instance, many cultures have some sort of “coming of age ritual.” While the 

specifics of that ritual vary per society, they are all united in their purpose: to welcome a new 

fully, functioning member of society into their ranks. The “massive collective character” Turner 

                                                 
49 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (Harper Collins, 2009). 
50 Richard Schechner, Between Theater & Anthropology, 10–11. 
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speaks of, is the united emotional state shared among a ritual’s participants and spectators. In the 

theater, this can occur when the conflicts acted out on stage are those that have relevance to 

much of the audience; as participants of the social drama, spectators experience the plight of the 

characters just as much as the actors do. The theatrical experience unites its viewers in a shared 

vitality. This kind of shared experience makes theater a performance of liminality. Musical 

theater, however, evokes an entirely new level of emotional unity in its performance of music 

and dance.  

 Musical theater’s performative complexity lies in its three means of communication: 

through song, dance, and spoken dialogue. In his text, The Musical as Drama, Scott McMillan 

argues that there are two orders of time when it comes to musicals: one for the book and one for 

the numbers.51 “Book time” represents the central plot or action, where there is a beginning, 

middle (or liminal), and end. McMillan borrows his conception of musical theater from 

Aristotle’s Poetics. According to Aristotle, a dramatic production must have unity of time, place, 

and action. A play, musical or otherwise, should have one clear central narrative with minimal 

deviation through subplots. The plot must not exceed twenty-four hours, and it should take place 

within a single geographical area. “Number time” is that which interrupts book time through 

song and dance. What differentiates musical theater from Greek drama is the regularity and 

narrative importance of song and dance. While Greek tragedies often contained choral odes only 

for emphasis or spectacle, song and dance are on par with the book in musicals, equally capable 

of narration and dramatic effect. The alternation of book and number time is what complicates 

the progression of time in musical theater. McMillan’s integration theory is similar to Mary Jo 

Lodge’s concept of shifting modes of communication. In Gestures of Musical Theater, she 

                                                 
51 Scott McMillin, The Musical as Drama: A Study of the Principles and Conventions Behind Musical Shows from 

Kern to Sondheim (Princeton University Press, 2006), 6. 
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argues that at any given time, dance, speech, or song is serving as the dominant mode of 

communication and that the moments of transition among them function as liminal spaces.52 

These nested liminal spaces within the larger narrative act as moments of transformation from 

dance to song, speech to song, speech to dance, etc. These transformative stages change the 

energy of the performance. Lodge points not only to corporeal implications of a physical change 

in movement, say from a ballad sung in front of the banister “in one” to a frenetic, quick-paced 

mambo on stage, but also to the communal transformation (or “flow” as defined above) between 

spectator and performer.53 Because performance cannot exist without an audience, there is an 

unconscious, phenomenological exchange between those on and off stage. Phenomenology seeks 

to assign meaning to intangible and immediate experience. In her article, “A Vulnerable Glance: 

Seeing Dance through Phenomenology,” Sondra Fraleigh summarizes the essence of what 

phenomenology accomplishes: 

Phenomenology strives to capture pre-reflective experience, the immediacy of being-in-
the-world. I think of this initial impulse of phenomenology (the basis of 
phenomenological reduction) as poetic and subliminal, containing moments of insight 
into an experience when the details of “being there” are vivid in feeling, but have not had 
time to focus in thought. The subsequent descriptive process may also be similar to the 
poetic; both are grounded in experience and require reflection, or looking back on the 
experience to bring it to language.54  

 

Dance, as an act of the body, evokes a sort of subliminal, emotional experience for both 

performer and spectator. This is not to be confused with Turner’s concept of liminality. The term 

“subliminal” gets its name because it refers to a type of exchange that occurs below the threshold 

                                                 
52 Mary Jo Lodge, “Dance Breaks and Dream Ballets: Transitional Moments in Musical Theater,” in Symonds, 
Gestures of Music Theater, 75–90. 
53 Ibid., 78.  
54 Sondra Fraleigh, “A Vulnerable Glance: Seeing Dance through Phenomenology,” Dance Research Journal 23, 
no. 1 (1991): 12, doi:10.2307/1478693. 
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of consciousness or in other words, is not readily apparent to the conscious mind.55 It is a feeling 

the that human body notices, but the brain cannot immediately comprehend. This goes beyond 

the work of Turner and Schechner and instead is studied by psychologists and 

phenomenologists.56  The various shifts to and from dance in musical theater have great 

emotional potential. Fraleigh discusses dance’s ability to transcend experience and unify its 

participants, both passive and active: 

The dance then becomes more than sense impressions of motion. The essence of the 
dance is not identical with its motion. It arises in consciousness as the motion reveals the 
intent of the whole and its parts. Consciousness transcends separate acts of perception to 
unify our experience of phenomena.57  

 

As a space where lyric and spoken dialogue are temporarily suspended (and dance 

ensues), the dream ballet is a significant moment of energetic exchange and transformation. 

While Lodge argues that extended dance sequences of this kind are types of liminal transitions, 

the dream ballet behaves more like a liminoid space. Dream ballets pose a problem. They behave 

like functional liminal spaces, but exist more as moments of individuality. Dream ballets, 

especially those that are integrated pieces of the plot, perform the productive “work” that Turner 

argues is necessary for liminal phases, that which allows the narrative to come to a conclusion. 

Dream sequences represent a period of character development, one where the protagonist 

undergoes a “rite of passage” to advance the main plotline. Like liminal spaces, dream ballets 

defy the laws of reality. Events that are otherwise impossible are given free reign in 

dreamscapes; all rules of simple reality are discontinued. However, because dream ballets are 

                                                 
55 Like the term, “liminal,” subliminal comes from the Latin limen, liminis meaning threshold or doorway.  
56 The difference between psychology and phenomenology is quite subtle. While it is a highly contested topic in the 
psychological/phenomenological community, the latter refers more to the study of “subjective” or personal 
experience, while the former seeks to understand human and natural phenomena.  
57 Ibid., 12.  
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inherently idiosyncratic, products of an individual’s imagination, catering to his or her own 

personal and psychological desires, they are liminoid. What the audience sees on stage is not 

necessarily a representation of what they want or have experienced themselves. What they see on 

stage is the figment of a character’s psyche, an intimate display of emotional and cognitive 

processes that are unique to the dreamer.  

Fifteen years after his original text, Turner published From Ritual To Theatre: The 

Human Seriousness of Play, where he clarified his definition of liminality and distinguishes it 

from the “liminoid.”58 The liminoid is that which resembles the liminal, but is distinct. If the 

liminal must perform some sort of cultural “work,” a kind of culturally obligatory ritual, the 

liminoid has an element of leisure or play that is optional. Turner goes into some depth 

distinguishing these two states, outlining five fundamental differences between the two: (1) 

liminal phenomena are typically common in tribal and early agrarian societies whereas liminoid 

phenomenon typically characterizes post-industrial, democratic-liberal societies, especially after 

World War II; (2) liminal phenomena are collective, concerned with biological, social, or 

calendrical processes that have relevance to an entire society or community; liminoid phenomena 

may be collective, but are typically more individualized products; (3) liminal phenomena are 

integrated with the social hierarchy; liminoid phenomena develop apart from it; (4) liminal 

phenomena share what Turner calls “massive collective character,” common intellectual or 

emotional meaning whereas liminoid phenomena are idiosyncratic, their symbols representative 

of the personal-psychological instead of the objective-social typological pole; (5) lastly, liminal 

phenomena are “eufunctional,” contributing to the smooth operation of the social system; a 

                                                 
58 Turner, From Ritual to Theatre. 
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liminoid phenomenon is closer to a commodity (Turner likens this type of liminoid to a bar, club, 

or other social venue, where one desires membership).  

To distinguish liminal from liminoid phenomena consider the following scenario: Upon 

their high school graduation, Student A and B go to the same university. Student A decides to 

rush a fraternity and undergoes a series of rituals, where he finds himself in a liminal space, until 

he completes the process as initiated member of their ranks. Following his initiation, Student A 

feels welcomed into the college environment, a full functioning university student. Student B, 

however, is put on academic probation his first year of school and decides to take some time off. 

He travels abroad to teach English in the Czech Republic and finds part-time employment as an 

administrative position in a start-up company. After spending a year working abroad, Student B 

discovers his true passion is business, so he then returns to school to resume his studies as a 

business major. Both Student A and Student B graduate summa cum laude and begin fruitful 

careers following their education. While Student A underwent a liminal phase, a pledging 

process that many other students shared, Student B took an idiosyncratic route, one that no other 

student replicated exactly or in other words, a liminoid phase. Sometimes a nested liminoid 

phenomenon can occur within a liminal process. Suppose Student B had tried pledging the same 

fraternity as Student A his first year before having left for his time in the Czech Republic. If he 

had completed the initiation process upon his return to the university before graduating, then he 

would have experienced a liminoid phase (his trip abroad) within a larger liminal ritual (his 

fraternity initiation). There is a similar interaction at play within dream ballets. 

Dream ballets function as nested liminoid spaces within a larger scheme of liminality. 

They often occur at a climactic moment of the story. In multi-act, more complicated dramas, 

dream ballets manifest during an inciting incident of the narrative, almost always at the end of 
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Act I of the musical. If in drama, the space between exposition and denouement is liminal (as 

illustrated in Figure 3.1), then dream ballets make up a liminoid cross-section within a larger 

middle-state, in which the main character(s) experience a more localized and individualized 

process inside a greater scheme of liminality (Figure 3.2).  

 

Figure 3.2: Liminoid Cross-Section of Freytag’s Pyramid 

Because this middle-state is a dream, it is a much more complex phenomenon to interpret. As 

Freud and Jung have posited in their psychoanalytic theories, dreams are characterized by dream 

symbols. Turner argues that the ritual states are also made up by symbols, appearing in different 

types of ritual and representing human action. They are “social and cultural dynamic systems, 

shedding and gathering meaning over time and altering in form.”59 These symbols do not have to 

be realistic nor have a single meaning—Turner states, “Even when the symbolic is the inverse of 

pragmatic reality, it remains intimately in touch with it, affects and is affected by it, provides the 

                                                 
59 Ibid., 22. 
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positive figure with its negative ground, thereby delimiting each, and winning for “cosmos” a 

new territory.”60 The ritual and dream symbols of Turner and Freud respectively hold some 

similarity, but are distinguished by the former’s uniqueness to the individual. The symbols 

within dream ballets, those which are outlined below and in the following chapters, do not have 

universal significance; they are up to the audience’s interpretation.  

 

Oklahoma!  

Oklahoma! is a story about the trials of young love. Based on the Lynn Riggs’s play, Green 

Grow the Lilacs (1930), Oklahoma! features two romantic storylines: the love triangles of Jud, 

Curly, and Laurey and Ali Hakim, Will, and Ado Annie. Rodgers and Hammerstein diluted the 

serious, grim narrative of Riggs’s Depression-era play by giving the musical both a jolly ending 

and re-contextualizing it for a wartime audience in 1943 with clear markers of patriotism. The 

show’s plot revolves around the love story of Laurey and Curly, but more importantly, the 

former’s choice between Curly and Jud. The musical immediately became a sensation when it 

premiered in 1943, so much so that Broadway scholars are still dividing musical theater 

historiography into pre and post-Oklahoma! phases.61 A series of myths surrounded the show and 

would dominate the minds of theatergoers throughout the forties and fifties. The first of these 

myths is the musical’s appraisal for being the first of its kind, that is to say, the first “integrated” 

musical, combining song, dance, and dialogue in a cohesive narrative. The production was also 

lauded for its patriotic sentiment; its premiere did much for the disheartened spirits of Americans 

during World War II. During one showing, when she saw the entire front row occupied by 

uniformed men, Agnes de Mille commented on the ability of the “folksy show” to move its 

                                                 
60 Ibid., 23. 
61 Tim Carter, Oklahoma! The Making of an American Musical, xvi. 
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audience, causing tears to stream down their cheeks “because it symbolized home and what they 

were going to die for.”62 Further, Oklahoma! is praised for its creation of what are known as 

common Broadway conventions today, including song archetypes, such as the “I don’t love you, 

but clearly I do” song or the now standard Broadway love duet. Chief among Oklahoma!’s myths 

is its status as the first show to feature a dream ballet on the Broadway stage. As shown in 

Chapter 1, the dream ballet in Oklahoma! is certainly not the first, but it is perhaps undoubtedly 

the most well-known, and its influence on future ballets of the same type cannot be ignored.     

The famous dream ballet in Oklahoma! occurs at the end of Act I. Earlier in the act, 

Laurey had accepted Jud’s proposition to join him at the dance but only to spite Curly. Later, she 

tries to convince Curly that she is not in love with him, even though she clearly is (“People Will 

Say We’re In Love”). Hurt, Curly goes to confront Jud about Laurey, but this only strengthens 

Jud’s desire to marry Laurey (“Lonely Room”). Confused about her feelings, Laurey purchases 

an odd concoction, the “Elixir of Egypt,” from Ali Hakim, who guarantees that it will provide 

her with some emotional clarity. She falls asleep, and the audience is left watching her dream. 

She dreams of marrying Curly. She walks down the aisle, but to her chagrin, when she gets to the 

altar, she finds Jud instead of Curly. The faces of Jud and Curly alternate on the figure before 

her, and everyone in the audience is faceless. Jud and Curly fight. Curly dies, and Laurey 

awakens. De Mille details the scenario in her notes on the original production (See Appendix A 

and B respectively for both the staged and film versions). Hammerstein also had a sketch written 

for the dream ballet, but it seems to have been drafted before de Mille joined the creative team—

he notes in the book that his scenario needed to be developed with a choreographer (See 

                                                 
62 Harold Prince, Hal Prince interview about how the original Broadway production of “Oklahoma!” changed 
American musical theater, interview by Max Wilk, unmediated audio, 1991, Performing Arts Research Collections. 
Located at NYPL Performing Arts Research Collections. The audiocassette is currently set for preservation.  
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Appendix C). The amount of detail in de Mille’s scenario and its consistency with 

Hammerstein’s sketch suggests that the emendations made from his original were, in fact, hers.   

 De Mille has gone on record a number of times alleging that Oklahoma!’s dream ballet 

was a product of her conception. It is wise to take these assertions with a grain of salt, as she has 

been known to embellish histories. In a 1979 interview in the New York Times, she claims to 

have dissuaded Hammerstein from including a “circus ballet” in Oklahoma!:  

The dream ballet for Laurey was originally a big circus ballet. I said to Oscar 
Hammerstein, “Why a circus?” He said, “Well, you’ve got to end it. You’ve got to have 
something light and gorgeous and up.” I said, “I think that’s a dreadful reason for a circus 
ballet. You know people don’t have dreams like that.” He said, “Oh?”I said, “That’s 
right. They’d have anxiety dreams. It should be a dream of Laurey’s terrors.” I said, 
“Also, you have no sex in this show. Nice girls dream rather dirty dreams. They do. You 
better get inside that girl’s mind. She’s a mess!” He picked up the phone, dialed Dick 
Rodgers and said, “Dick, you better get over here right away.”63 
 
 

In Oklahoma!: The Making of an American Musical, Tim Carter makes it clear that it was never 

Hammerstein’s intention to include a literal circus ballet and de Mille’s assertion likely stemmed 

from either her own inevitably distorted memories or her desire both to emphasize her unique 

balletic contribution to Oklahoma! and musicals at large and to take credit for devising Laurey’s 

sexual fantasy.64 While we can give de Mille her due credit for her sexualizing of Laurey’s 

nightmare, Hammerstein’s original libretto suggests two things: first that the ballet’s narrative 

skeleton was already in place before de Mille joined the project and secondly, that it was he and 

Rodgers who envisioned adding a dream ballet to the musical. The show was already set to be 

rather “dance-heavy” with numerous opportunities for extended dance breaks and a ballet 

                                                 
63 Jay Carr, “Agnes de Mille Steps Out With An Old Friend — ‘Oklahoma!’ De Mille; And a New; ‘Oklahoma!,’” 
The New York Times, December 9, 1979. The same essence of this interview is captured in a number of others, 
including Wilk’s Oklahoma!, 118 and The New York Post, December 6, 1979.  
64 Carter, Oklahoma! The Making of an American Musical, 127. 
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sequence to serve as the precursor for Laurey’s ballet at the end of Act I.65  Both Rodgers and 

Hammerstein had experience with dream ballets before becoming partners: Hammerstein created 

dream ballets with Jerome Kern, Otto Harbach, Albertina Rasch, and Harry Losee in Three 

Sisters, Gentlemen Unafraid, and Very Warm for May respectively; Rodgers and Hart were 

responsible for the dream ballets in Babes in Arms, I Married an Angel, and Pal Joey. Their 

desire to include one in Oklahoma! may have been the result of their success with the ballets in 

their previous shows, but it could have very well have been because of the growing presence of 

dream in popular culture or the device’s narrative potential.  

Oklahoma! follows the Aristotelian plot-scheme perfectly (See Figure 3.3). Laurey and 

Curly’s “People Will Say We’re in Love” begins the rising action. The first inciting moment 

occurs when Laurey agrees to take Jud to the box social. The second inciting moment occurs 

right on time with Laurey’s dream ballet, which ends Act I. As tension rises in the beginning of 

Act II, it culminates in Laurey’s ultimate rejection of Jud at the social and resolves when Jud 

falls on his knife and Laurey and Curly find happiness in the musical’s conclusion. The liminal 

process at hand in Oklahoma! is Laurey’s decision of which man to marry. The creators of 

Oklahoma! follow the traditional “boy meets girl” narrative: the two meet, fall in love, separate 

in some sort of conflict, and inevitably reconcile in the musical’s conclusion. As Turner states is 

necessary for liminal phases, Laurey’s indecision is one that is experienced by many throughout 

the course of their lives. In many ways, and especially in the 1940s, marriage is a cultural 

obligation. To be unwed was to risk social ostracization, or worse, financial instability, given the 

lack of gender diversity in the workplace. The love story in Oklahoma! eventually came to 

represent the standard Broadway love story, creating a pattern for how to treat love in the new 

                                                 
65 Ibid., 121. Carter includes a more specific layout of where these dances were set to occur in the original libretto. 
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“integrated musical.” This, of course, is another Oklahoma! myth, for many of these conventions 

date back to earlier shows of the twentieth century like Show Boat (1927) or Anything Goes 

(1934). Because the “coming-of-age” ritual in Oklahoma! is Laurey’s, the sketch I offer below 

is, necessarily so, a Laurey-centric reading of the musical. While the moment Jud dies in “real 

life” is a moment of high tension, I argue that in the course of Laurey’s entire narrative it serves 

as a crucial part of the show’s conclusion. Oklahoma! frames the narrative in a way that the 

audience is pleased when Jud dies because it means that he is no longer a threat to Laurey and 

Curly’s budding romance. The musical sets up his death almost as retribution for the death of 

Curly in Laurey’s imaginary world. 

 

Figure 3.3: Oklahoma!’s Plot Diagram 

The dream ballet in Oklahoma! represents the show’s liminoid space within the larger 

liminal narrative. While the act of choosing a romantic partner is a cultural necessity, a scary 

nightmare that helps one realize his or her actual desires is an individualized phenomenon. 

Laurey’s fifteen-minute nightmare has a clear outcome: Laurey loves Curly and fears Jud. The 
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complexity of the ballet, however, is not so direct and leaves much to interpretation. Although 

Laurey is admittedly afraid of Jud, de Mille conceived the dream ballet as a space for Laurey to 

mull over her sexual curiosity, where fear and physical attraction are conflated. Realizing the 

extent of her own lewd desires, when Laurey awakens at the end of the sequence, she is not only 

afraid of Jud but also of herself. 

 The ballet begins with Laurey and her friends singing “Out of My Dreams” as she is 

lulled into sleep. Oklahoma!’s book indicates that the dream ballet was to be danced by Dream 

Laurey and Dream Curly and were played by two separate actors. This may have been simply a 

practical choice, choosing two principals that were skilled in dance over singers. It could have 

also been to make the dream seem more distant and ethereal by having different actors play the 

principal roles. Whatever their reasoning, there was no explanation written in the original 

scenario. Dream Laurey enters with Dream Curly and the two dance (a pas de deux as de Mille 

notes). A few of Laurey’s friends and a young girl enter with a bouquet of flowers to celebrate 

her betrothal. They dance with her in what de Mille calls “colloquial, human, recognizable” 

movement to a “very gay, triumphal tune” on the trumpet.66 The stage turns to a wedding 

ceremony, all of Laurey and Curly’s friends come dancing toward center stage.67 The dream 

takes a nightmarish turn when Jud appears before her to remove her veil. Laurey seeks the help 

of everyone on stage, but they are faceless and sneak off the stage. Jud’s Postcards, “dirty, lusty, 

dreary, and funny” women in a “whores parade,” dance to mock Laurey and tear her wedding 

dress.68 The dancers exit the stage, and Laurey is alone. A young girl runs by, trying to escape a 

                                                 
66 NYPL. AgdM Papers. Box 38, Folder 659. 
67 De Mille was originally hired by Rodgers and Hammerstein because of her choreography in Rodeo. Here it 
becomes immediately evident how much of Oklahoma!’s choreography was based on Rodeo. The cowboys’ motions 
are strikingly similar. She recalls her creative process in her memoir, Dance to the Piper. Mille and Acocella, Dance 

to the Piper. 
68 NYPL. AgdM Papers. Box 38, Folder 659. 
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tornado that has appeared out of nowhere. The sky darkens with yellow and amber hues, and Jud 

appears to drag Laurey offstage. Curly enters to save her. Without accompanying music, he fires 

his gun at Jud but the bullets fail to harm Jud. They fight, but Jud wins when he strangles Curly. 

Laurey awakens in fright.  

De Mille often claimed that the dream ballet in Oklahoma! was a vital piece of the 

dramatic action, a “balletic extension to the storyline.”69 She uses the extended dream sequence 

to allow the audience a glimpse into Laurey’s thoughts. She enters the dream as the girl and 

awakens as a woman. As Kara Gardner puts it, “In the ballet, Laurey emerges as a young woman 

coming of age, struggling to cope with her own desires.”70  The dream sequence provides 

interesting new characterization for Laurey, elements that are not explicitly stated in the libretto, 

those which would not be immediately evident to everybody watching the musical. In her notes 

on Oklahoma!, De Mille commented on Laurey’s ambivalent feelings of both fear and sexual 

curiosity toward Jud. In the passage I quote below, de Mille was writing specifically about the 

adaption of the dream ballet from stage to screen. De Mille directly states that she referred to her 

original notes from the staged version. Despite the change in visual medium, the essence of her 

intentions remains the same: 

I think it is perhaps important to suggest the components out of which the dream was 
composed—the real basis of Laurey ’s terror of God Jud. In the play Laurey tells about 
how frightened she was as a child of prairie fire. The fire at Claremore and Jud’s dim but 
suspected association with it hold her fascinated-as well as his brooding, terrifying 
adoration of her and his absorption in sex, a mysterious and forbidden kind of sex. I 
believe that somehow vaguely and secretly she identifies with the postcards. She is not 
only frightened of Jud; she is frightened of herself.71 

 

                                                 
69 From a letter addressed to William Hammerstein dated August 19, 1982. In this letter, de Mille addressed her 
rights on Oklahoma!’s dances. NYPL. AgdM Correspondence and Writings. Box 30, Folder 573. 
70 Kara Anne Gardner, Agnes de Mille, 31. 
71 All emendations made to the manuscript are retained here. NYPL. AgdM Papers. Box 2, Folder 4. 
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De Mille made it clear that the dream ballet in Oklahoma! was to represent a “cross-

section of Laurey’s heart.”72 It was a fusion of her fears, curiosity, and desire and a product of 

her individual conception. Laurey’s “coming of age” dream is made up of a number of 

dream/ritual symbols to interpret, such as the faceless figures at her wedding, a trope of surrealist 

paintings, Jud’s Postcards, a tornado, and a dark amber sky, to name only a few. While these 

symbols must have meaning to Laurey and contribute to her epiphany by the ballet’s conclusion, 

they also have resonance in the growing cultural fascination with dream in the 1940s and 1950s. 

The way dreams were perceived by most was influenced, in part by the growing recognition of 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theories and surrealism’s migration to the United States (see Chapter 2). 

The way dream is framed in these movements could enlighten our discussion of what these ritual 

symbols are supposed to represent. De Mille was familiar with surrealism—she even called the 

dream ballet a “Dalíesque effect” in her notes on the film adaptation.73 In many ways, Laurey’s 

ballet evokes the uncanniness and uncertainty surrealist artists privileged in their works. They 

sought to blur the boundaries between reality and illusion by obscuring everyday objects, a type 

of effect a staged dream accomplishes when special effects cause spectators to momentarily 

forget that they are watching drama and instead allow them to experience it. Faceless figures 

were often used in art to symbolize detachment or a vague sense of familiarity. The faceless 

figures that appear at Laurey’s wedding slide away from her, leaving her in abandonment, 

feeling lost and afraid. The red orange sky could be an expression of sexuality, as in Picasso’s Le 

Rêve (The Dream, 1932), or one of pain and discomfort, like Munch’s The Scream (1893).74 

                                                 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid.  
74 These are only two of the possibilities, but these opinions are corroborated in the following articles. Holland 
Cotter, “Picasso’s Desires: In Lust and After Attention,” The New York Times, October 23, 2008, sec. Art & Design, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/24/arts/design/24pica.html.“‘The Scream’ Sets $119.9 Million Record: Why 
We’re Drawn to Its Tortured Psychology,” Washington Post, accessed June 10, 2017, 
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Jud’s Postcards are an overt expression of sexuality, dressed scandalously and ripping off 

Laurey’s wedding dress to expose her bare skin. Freud posited that dreams are the unconscious 

fulfillment of a wish, so Laurey’s “sex” dream is a clear indicator of her erotic desire, but 

seemingly one that is driven by fear. Curly’s death could be representative of the repercussions 

of her choosing Jud, metaphorically of course—Curly won’t physically and literally die of 

heartbreak. Freud believed that dreaming about death is usually symbolic, a product of latent 

dream content rather than manifest.75 In other words, if someone dreams of the death of their 

loved one, it does not signify a wish fulfillment, but rather could symbolize any number of 

things. Death nightmares can also stem from trauma or an overwhelming sense of fear or unease, 

in the case of Oklahoma!, Laurey’s fear of Jud. This is only a fraction of the possibilities that 

may have been intended in Oklahoma!’s dream ballet. Of course, it is possible that these 

dream/ritual symbols are the exact opposite of what we would expect. As posited by Freud and 

Turner, dream and liminal spaces are periods of destabilization, not bound by the laws of reality 

or of social order, so we cannot expect to fully understand what is going on in Laurey’s head, but 

what is important here is its reception for the audience and its implications for the musical’s 

emotional delivery.  

The dream sequence’s music also serves the show’s liminoid/liminal model. The music is 

episodic, taking the listener through a fusion of previously heard themes of the musical that 

mirror the events that unfold on stage during the ballet. This “mosaic” approach to underscoring 

the dream ballet of Oklahoma! actually proved quite effective for the sequence’s execution. 

Because the music is constantly changing, fluctuating between themes, it fits well with the 

                                                 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/arts-post/post/the-scream-sets-1199-million-record-why-were-drawn-to-its-
tortured-psychology/2012/05/03/gIQA99zuyT_blog.html. 
75 Sigmund Freud and James Strachey, The Interpretation of Dreams, 3rd (rev.) English ed. (New York: Avon, 
1965). 
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shifting scenes in de Mille’s scenario for the ballet. The music is highly synchronized; each 

change of key, theme, or style is mirrored with an accompanying transformation on stage to 

better serve the narrative. 

 Though proven effective, this “mosaic” approach to composition was not originally 

intended for the dream ballet of Oklahoma! Toward the end of her memoir And Promenade 

Home, de Mille recalls asking Rodgers for music after giving him a “detailed scenario broken 

down into seconds.”76 She provides a similar story in an article of Cue New York (before it 

merged with New York Magazine less than a year later). In the weekly issue ending in December 

21, 1979, de Mille comments on Bennett’s pivotal role in scoring Oklahoma!’s dream ballet 

during an interview with Rosemary Tauris: 

Far worse, there was no ballet music. De Mille had written out a scenario which Rodgers 
“stuffed in his pocket” never to look again. “What do I play on the piano?” wondered de 
Mille. “You have the songs,” replied Rodgers. With that he departed. How do you create 
a 17-minute dream ballet without music? The orchestrator, Robert Russell Bennett, came 
to the rescue. As de Mille tells it, Bennett wrote what he called “hurry music” to tide her 
over until Rodgers changed it. Rodgers never did.77 

 

We learn from de Mille’s account in And Promenade Home that Rodgers had a larger role in the 

scoring of the dream ballet than she originally let on. De Mille was definitely responsible for 

choosing which songs were reprised in the ballet (quoting “I Cain’t Say No,” “Pore Jud is Daid,” 

“Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’,” and “The Surrey with the Fringe on Top”78), but Rodgers had a 

say in how they were arranged, “accenting, changing keys, shaping phrases, organizing both 

                                                 
76 De Mille, And Promenade Home, 237. 
77 Tim Carter quotes this passage in Oklahoma!: The Making of an American Musical. He also notes that de Mille’s 
story appeared in different publications like the December 6, 1979 issue of New York Post and the December 9, 
1979 issue of New York Times. Tim Carter, Oklahoma! The Making of an American Musical, 123. 
78 For more detail on the specific ordering of these numbers in the dream ballet, see Carter’s discussion of the ballet 
in his text. Ibid., 121-136. 



 57 

pace and music.”79 Though it is clear by an article in the New York World-Telegram of June 15, 

1943 that even after Rodgers’s intervention, the music for the ballet remained incomplete: 

Early on the morning of the day Oklahoma!, the colorful musical play now showing at 
the St. James, was to open in New Haven, Robert Russell Bennett was faced with one of 
the toughest jobs of his distinguished career. The music for the first-act curtain scene had 
not yet been written! 
 
But why, you ask, should Mr. Bennett have had anything to worry about? He was merely 
the orchestrator, wasn’t he? The composer was none other than Richard Rodgers. 
 
Right you are. But Mr. Rodgers had done his part—he had supplied the orchestrator with 
four chords. Now it was up to Bennett to build this fragment up into suitable ballet music 
for Marc Platt and Katherine Sergava.80 

 
 
The article goes on to discuss Bennett’s exhaustion-driven composition bender, taking place 

from 3 am on the day of the premiere to 3 pm, a few short hours before the curtain was to rise.81  

The medley-styled scoring for the dream ballet provides a good backdrop for de Mille’s 

scenario. The repetition of the show’s primary musical material in some respects acts as 

summation, reminding the audience of the events that led to the current moment in plot. This 

trope became somewhat of a Broadway convention, appearing most recently in shows like 

Urinetown (2001), Book of Mormon (2011), and Hamilton (2015), but it supports the 

liminoid/liminal model by keeping Laurey’s dream connected to reality.82 While the dream ballet 

is representative of a space once-removed from the plot, taking place within the confused mind 

of young Laurey, the reprising of themes reminds the audience of the events that led up to this 

moment.  Because she is dreaming of the characters that have defined her plot trajectory (her 

“coming of age” ritual), it only makes sense that the themes that make up the dream ballet be 

                                                 
79 De Mille, And Promenade Home, 237. 
80 Carter, Oklahoma!: The Making of an American Musical, 126-127. 
81 Carter notes that Bennett composed and orchestrated approximately fifty-seven measures of music that morning. 
82 The Act I Finale of Urinetown satirizes the “mosaic” convention of first act closers.  
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theirs. Bennett’s orchestration reflects this, where specific musical material is representative of 

particular characters and events. He helps ground Laurey’s liminoid interlude within the 

musical’s larger scheme of liminality. In his article in The Oxford Handbook of Sondheim 

Studies, Robert Gordon agrees that Bennett’s “aural mosaic” is a vital part of Laurey’s decision-

making, connoting “the shifts in Laurey’s ambivalent feelings toward the various characters who 

have already sung these tunes.”83 In her notes on the dream ballet, de Mille was very meticulous 

in denoting when which song was to played in her scenario. Privileging synchronization at every 

opportunity, she wanted to ensure that the ballet’s music was deeply representative of the 

emotional weight of Laurey’s every gesture. 

The question remains of what this liminoid type of space accomplishes for our 

understanding of the musical. It is clear that the dream ballet furthers the plot, giving Laurey the 

mental clarity she needs to reject Jud later in Act II and functions within the larger narrative by 

contributing to the show’s eventual resolution, but why use a fifteen minute complex routine to 

get the message across? Does dance really speak louder than words? Here, the dream ballet (and 

dance generally) seems to express something that cannot be conveyed otherwise. If Laurey were 

to recount the effects of her dream through speech, it would not be nearly as powerful as the 

audience having seen it for themselves. In the liminal/liminoid nature of drama, the audience 

experiences her anxiety, just as much as she does. The collaborative nature of the theater, that of 

spectator and performer, is what gives the dream ballet its signification. Oklahoma!’s early 

emphasis on dance makes it clear that dance was to be a significant, if not the primary, mode of 

communication for the musical; Hammerstein and Rodgers wanted to bring the dances to life, to 

create a unifying emotional experience (what was called “flow” above). Laurey’s ballet provides 

                                                 
83 Robert Gordon, The Oxford Handbook of Sondheim Studies (Oxford University Press, 2014), 65. 
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the audience with vital emotional context for her actions; de Mille made the movements realistic, 

representative of human action, rendering Laurey relatable for the average female spectator in 

the theatre. While the central narrative of Oklahoma! revolves around Laurey’s choice between 

two men, her dance makes it clear that the story belongs to her. Oklahoma! is a feel-good story 

that not only evokes a sense of pride for farmers and cowboys, those that were influential in 

providing food for soldiers, but also reminds its viewers of what “America” is all about. The 

musical stages an age-old love story of a woman in the American West.  

While the “landmark status” of Oklahoma!’s dream ballet is perhaps overstated, the 

influence of the musical itself is undeniable. Oklahoma! was the first of many shows of the 

Rodgers-Hammerstein partnership, one which is said to have commenced the “Golden Age” of 

Broadway and invented the writing conventions of the modern “book” musical. While the 

concept of the “pre and post-Oklahoma!” phases and the supposed “Golden Age”—a period 

where musicals were both “integrated” and inextricably tied to the socio-political climate of the 

time—is a contested topic among scholars, the sheer amount of disagreement has virtually 

necessitated the historiographic division. Oklahoma!’s dream ballet was wrapped up in the 

mythologies that surrounded the musical. While it may have been far from the first dream ballet, 

the dream ballet of Oklahoma! revitalized the device, giving it an integral role in plot and 

character development. It is questionable whether “Laurey’s Dream” triggered “the dream ballet 

fad” that dominated musicals of the forties and fifties, but its popularity in the public’s 

conception compels us acknowledge the possibility that it did. Stephen Sondheim has gone on 

record stating that de Mille’s ballet is the first of its kind: 

It’s [the precision of theater] about the blending of book, music, and lyrics, and most 
important, dance into the seamless telling of a story. It [West Side Story] was not the first 
serious attempt to incorporate dance as an essential part of a commercial musical instead 
of its traditional function as diversion or ornamentation. That privilege belongs to 
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Oklahoma!, where Agnes de Mille’s choreography individualized characters and even 
reflected an emotional crisis in the heroine’s mind, inaugurating the first “dream ballet,” 
a notion which invigorated and infected Broadway shows for decades to come…84 
 

 The genre of the American musical has been institutionalized so much today that the 

liminality inherent its narratives is often lost. The general spectacle and flamboyance of the 

genre may detract from the seriousness of the conflict, but the narrativistic power of dance (that 

which Sondheim speaks of) is undeniable, capable of both communicating emotional content and 

driving the action of the musical forward. In many cases, dream ballets, as engines of plot, serve 

as a liminoid cross-section within a larger narrative scheme of liminality. Characters realize their 

deepest emotions in an individualized ritual and perform vital work that leads to the musical’s 

successful conclusion. The dream ballet, then, becomes a portal for self-reflection, one that 

results in the moments of self-understanding for both the audience and the performer(s). While 

shows like Oklahoma! demonstrated the psychological and narrative capacity of physical 

movement and gesture, some dream ballets retain what Sondheim felt was dance’s original role 

in theater: ornamentation and diversion. The following chapter considers a type of dream ballet 

that serves to accent a show’s central storyline rather than advance it.  

  

                                                 
84 Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat: Collected Lyrics (1954-1981) with Attendant Comments, Principles, 

Heresies, Grudges, Whines and Anecdotes (Knopf, 2010), 25 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE AESTHETIC DREAM BALLET 
 

Thus far the focus of this project has been dream ballets that serve a fundamentally narrative 

function in terms of a show’s central plot, those that are neatly integrated into the overarching 

storyline. This chapter considers another type of dream ballet, one that does not serve the plot. 

Rather than further the action of the musical, these dream ballets use art to emphasize some other 

aspect of the production, whether its overall message or particular parts of its book. Given how 

they function dramatically, I refer ballets of this sort as “aesthetic dream ballets.” 

 The insertion of ballets into dramatic productions for aesthetic effect is an age-old trope. 

These ballets were often completely unrelated to the plot and were inserted during an 

intermission or some other arbitrary place in the show for commercial entertainment. These types 

of ballets speak to the emotional faculty of the art of dance, making scenes more provocative and 

powerful than spoken dialogue could alone. George Balanchine’s integrated short, episodic ballet 

sequences fall into this category (see Chapter 1). While ballets of this type demonstrate dance’s 

narrative potential on a small scale, they are mostly useless for plot development. Existing more 

for the sake of spectacle, these ballets give dance a larger role in the show and entertain 

audiences with advanced choreography. Rather than contribute to the plot, these ballets are 

usually autonomous phenomena, easily extractable from the show’s storyline without any 

detriment to our understanding of the drama. This, however, does not mean that the ballet serves 

no purpose. Unlike the inserted ballets of early opera that were primarily entertainment-driven, 

having nothing to do with its host show’s narrative, aesthetic dream ballets achieve their purpose 

through the artistic license of their creative team. These ballets are independent and 

communicative sequences that contribute new understanding to the central narrative of the 
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production, giving larger resonance to the events that take place in the plot or, in the case of West 

Side Story, the musical’s overall takeaway. Through an analysis of the ballet in West Side Story 

(1957), this chapter considers how the dream ballet can behave as an aesthetic device that 

provides new meaning to its host production without contributing to a central narrative.  

The dream ballet in West Side Story is an aesthetic ballet. Using beauty to its advantage, 

it offers an idyllic oasis away from the racially-charged New York Streets to emphasize its social 

message. Tony and Maria dance with dream versions of the Sharks and the Jets. Everyone holds 

hands, forgets their hatred of one another, and coexists harmoniously in a serene natural 

landscape. The dream ballet was intended to represent utopia, a place, if not the only place, for 

Tony and Maria to live together without social pressures surrounding them. The ballet, like its 

Balanchinian precedents and unlike those of de Mille, is autonomous. It presents an independent 

narrative, one that fits within the fabric of the musical’s central storyline, but fails to contribute 

anything new to its plot. It does not further narrative, but rather emphasizes it. The 1961 film 

adaptation’s (the more lasting version of the production) omission of the dream ballet stresses the 

sequence’s non-necessity for the show’s narrative cohesion, and it has led many to believe that 

the musical lacks the sequence.  

Despite the ballet’s seemingly trivial presence, the creative team felt that it was a vital 

piece of Tony and Maria’s story. This chapter traces the history of the dream ballet’s genesis in 

West Side Story and outlines the fundamental purpose it serves. While West Side Story’s dream 

ballet is not plot driven, it is a functional and necessary part of the show’s emotional delivery, 

enlightening how the entire musical is and was meant to be interpreted: (1) it carries a serious 

political message, using music and dance to deliver a powerful moral that appeals to the 
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humanity in the show’s audience, and (2) it is part of a larger strategic ploy to make the audience 

believe that the Romeo and Juliet-styled ending can be avoided.  

 

West Side Story 

When West Side Story’s original three-act draft was sent to Robbins for edits (see Figure 4.1), he 

was skeptical of Tony and Maria’s relationship. While he felt that the first draft was “a hell of a 

good job, and very much on the right track,” he did, however, have some objections, mainly to 

its division in three acts; he also had some overarching comments, not least in terms of the desire 

to manipulate the audience: “As for the overall picture, we’re dead unless the audience feels that 

all the tragedy can and could be averted, that there’s hope and a wish for escape from that 

tragedy, and a tension built on that desire. We must always hold out the tantalizing chance of a 

positive ending.”85 And in these vital words Robbins summarizes the strategic ploy behind West 

Side Story’s dream ballet: the audience had to believe that Tony and Maria had a chance at a 

happy ending.  

West Side Story’s dream ballet serves both as a brief moment of hope and as a vehicle for 

deception before the musical’s inevitable tragic ending. The audience, surely aware of the 

conclusion of Romeo and Juliet, watch West Side Story with the structural expectation that it will 

end tragically. The creators of West Side Story, then, had their work cut out for them. They had 

to find a way to deceive the audience into believing not only that Tony and Maria were capable 

of falling in love in a time of such temperamental racial politics, but also that they had a real shot 

                                                 
85 In a letter to Laurents and Bernstein, dated 1955, October 18. LOC. LBC. Box 47. Bernstein made many notes in 
the margin of this letter, one of which was concerning the ultimate demise of Tony: “maybe he doesn’t, but we 
know he’s doomed!” Robbins felt that Tony and Maria needed to believe in their happy ending as much as the 
audience does.  



 64 

at a happy ending. Between the musical’s Shakespearean precedent slating the show for a 

pessimistic ending and its overt political message, the dream ballet had a tall order to fulfill. 

West Side Story (henceforth WSS) takes place in the streets of New York City, featuring 

bustling gang violence between the all-white gang, The Jets, and the Puerto Rican gang, the 

Sharks. The action of the musical takes place in thirty-six hours, from 5 p.m. one evening to 

midnight the following night. A modern Romeo and Juliet tragedy, WSS is one of the most 

influential musicals of the mid-twentieth century.86 Combining the musical style of the Western 

symphonic orchestral tradition and the Broadway stage, bringing to light racial discrimination in 

a bold way and challenging the notion of the American musical, WSS taught us that musicals can 

indeed reflect the uglier sides of the human experience and warn us of the repercussions of social 

injustice. 

 The plot of WSS revolves around the interracial relationship of Tony, a Caucasian male of 

Polish and Irish descent, and Maria, a Puerto Rican woman. The musical retains most of its 

Shakespearean precedent: the friends and family of Tony and Maria do not approve of their 

relationship; Tony meets Maria on her balcony to declare his love for her; later, Tony’s best 

friend and leader of the Jets, is killed by Maria’s brother and leader of the Sharks, Bernardo, in a 

midnight street fight just as Mercutio is killed in Shakespeare’s original; Tony is misinformed 

about Maria’s supposed danger and rushes to save her but is shot on the way by one of the 

Sharks. The production deviates from its Shakespearean predecessor in its conclusion. Rather 

                                                 
86 In early drafts of the production, Bernstein often referred to the unnamed musical as Romeo. Leonard Bernstein 
Collection, Music Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. Many scholars have commented on West Side 

Story’s landmark status, including the following: Simeone, Leonard Bernstein, West Side Story, 2009; Geoffrey 
Holden Block, Enchanted Evenings: The Broadway Musical from Show Boat to Sondheim (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997); Simeone, Leonard Bernstein, West Side Story, 2009; Helen Smith, There’s a Place for Us: 
The Musical Theatre Works of Leonard Bernstein (Farnham, Surrey, England ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011); 
Elizabeth Anne Wells, West Side Story: Cultural Perspectives on an American Musical (Lanham, Md: Scarecrow 
Press, 2011); Misha Berson, Something’s Coming, Something Good: West Side Story and the American Imagination 
(Milwaukee, WI: Applause Theatre & Cinema Books, 2011). 
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than have a double death, Tony is killed and Maria is left alone, a symbol, warning us of the 

repercussions of racial prejudice.  

Rather than act as the height of the dramatic action (as it does in Oklahoma!), the dream 

ballet in WSS occurs immediately after it. Tony and Maria long for a place to be together without 

prejudice. The dream ballet links three vital events in plot: Tony and Maria’s fake “marriage” in 

“One Hand, One Heart,” Bernardo and Riff’s death in the Rumble (the show’s climax), and the 

consummation of Tony and Maria’s marriage. Before the ballet begins, Tony comes to apologize 

to Maria for killing her brother Bernardo in the Rumble. Maria had just heard from Chino, 

another Shark, that Tony was responsible for Bernardo’s death and upon Tony’s entry, she 

shouts, “Killer! Killer! Killer!” The music for the ballet suite begins as an underscoring. Tony 

explains what happened, and Maria responds to Tony. The dialogue that ensues here is, of 

course, directed at Tony, but really her words resonate more for the audience, emphasizing that 

the central conflict of the musical is not of their own doing, but rather the result of the prejudice 

around them.  

TONY 

We’ll be all right. I know it. We’re really together now. 
MARIA  

But it’s not us! It’s everything around us! 
TONY 

Then, we’ll find some place where nothing can get to us; not one of them, not anything. 
 

Tony sings with some urgency, “And I’ll take you away take you far, far away out of here…”. 

Suddenly, a “kaleidoscopic terror of events” storms across the stage, and Tony and Maria are 

rushed off stage.87 The scene changes from a chaotic New York City set to a warm, bright open 

pasture, full of tall green grass. The field is completely empty until a boy walks on stage and is 

                                                 
87 Library of Congress (LOC), Leonard Bernstein Collection (henceforth LBC), Box 1079, Folder 11. 
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soon followed by some others. At first surprised at the abrupt change in scenery, the group 

rejoices underneath a clear blue sky, and they release all of their anxieties. Leaving their city 

woes behind them, they all dance playfully, absorbing their surroundings. Dream Tony and 

Maria join them, reprising the dance from their initial meeting at the gym. They proceed into a 

pas de deux, “express[ing] their love in idealized terms, freed from the pressures of hurried time, 

the gang warfare and all the circumstances and prejudice.”88 The ballet is their “Utopian dream 

wish.”89 The others on stage are enraptured by Tony and Maria’s dance; the atmosphere on stage 

is one of love and harmony. The others are revealed to be dream versions of the Jets and Sharks 

when Riff and Bernardo enter. Tony and Maria offer their hands to the gang members. Though 

initially hesitant, they accept one another and they move in a circle with locked hands. The 

serenity does not last long; the dream takes a nightmarish turn when the space starts fading back 

into reality. The kaleidoscopic storm returns to reset the scene. Real Tony and Maria are seen 

sobbing on stage, clinging to one another (See the full scenario in Appendix E). The entire 

sequence is set to a five-part musical suite: Ballet Sequence (13a), Transition to Scherzo (13b), 

Scherzo (13c), Somewhere (13d), and Procession and Nightmare (13e). 

WSS’s dream ballet opens a portal to an alternative reality, a different world where racial 

equality is possible. The ballet exists to remove the audience from the bounds of normative 

reality, away from the central progression of time in the book and away from the events that led 

to that very moment. To this end, the ballet functions because of its interruption of the dramatic 

action. It was never intended to advance the narrative; rather, it was to distract from it. If the 

intention of WSS was to expose racial injustice, the dream ballet offers a solution to the problem 

the musical poses, showing the audience a glimpse of what is possible when racism is eradicated. 

                                                 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
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It is a powerful part of the show’s emotional delivery. Without the ballet, the musical’s story 

would remain intact (as would its moral), but the show’s delivery would have suffered. The 

audience would no longer receive a peek of utopia; without the ballet, life without racism only 

exists as an abstraction.  

Despite the emotional power of the dream ballet, there are many instances, where it was 

removed from the show, most notably in the 1961 film version of the musical. Because the ballet 

fails to advance the plot, it can be removed without detrimental effect and it often is. Many off-

Broadway revivals—including independent organizations or high school productions—exclude 

the ballet, perhaps because of its lack of necessity for the plot or because of the technical 

challenges it requires of dancers. The film’s omission of the ballet must have been a practical 

decision, perhaps due to a restricted budget or time allocation. In the film musical, Tony and 

Maria sing a short verse of “Somewhere” a cappella instead, and then the scene transitions back 

to the streets. The film kept some of the same creative staff and was initially directed by Robbins 

no less, the creator of WSS’s dream ballet, so why else remove the ballet?90 It is surprising the 

production team chose to remove the ballet considering what technological luxuries the cinema 

could have offered it. Dream sequences were not few and far between during this time on film 

(see Chapter 2). Despite the lack of ballet, the movie’s message remains the same. However, the 

film’s omission of the ballet remains troublesome. Because stage performances tend to be more 

fleeting than what is preserved on film, the dream ballet in WSS is at risk of being lost. Unlike 

music that is more or less exactly performed from its written notation, dance is unable to be 

revived with the same degree of accuracy. Film is a much more permanent medium than the 

stage, reaching far more individuals than the musical’s staged versions might have. Because the 

                                                 
90 Robbins co-directed with Robert Wise, but his overzealousness with the budget resulted in his dismissal.  
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movie does not include the dream ballet, no authoritative version exists to reference. Because of 

this WSS is sometimes acknowledged as a show without a dream ballet.91  

While the dream ballet in WSS is not nearly as recognized as the one in Oklahoma!, the 

musical’s genesis makes it clear that the ballet was always intended as a significant part of the 

show’s narrative. The initial stages of WSS began in January of 1949. Three of the four creators, 

Jerome Robbins, director and choreographer, Arthur Laurents, author of the book, and Leonard 

Bernstein, composer, sought to create a modern version of Shakespeare’s tragedy, Romeo and 

Juliet. The production needed to be up-to-date, just comedic enough, and to avoid obvious 

Shakespearean traps and operatic conventions. The project was to be entitled East Side Story, 

dealing with the conflict between Jews and Catholics. The three creators, all occupied with other 

projects (Bernstein with Candide and Robbins with The King and I) then decided to postpone the 

production until further notice. Six years later in Beverly Hills, the trio had an epiphany while 

perusing the Los Angeles newspapers. On 25 August 1955, Bernstein wrote about the meeting in 

his log: 

We’re fired again by the Romeo notion; only now we have abandoned the whole Jewish-
Catholic premise as not very fresh, and have come up with what I think is going to be it: 
two teen-age gangs as the warring factions, one of them newly-arrived Puerto Ricans, the 
other self-styled ‘Americans.’ Suddenly it all springs to life. I hear rhythms and pulses, 
and—most of all—I can sort of feel the form.92 

 
 
After painstakingly meticulous writing and editing, a three-act outline of West Side Story was 

sent to Robbins for his thoughts (Figure 4.1). Some of the scenes in the three-act version 

                                                 
91 Table 4.1 (see below) outlines the Broadway/West End revivals that retained the dream ballet, but the FULL 
original scenario was not reproduced faithfully. Some parts were sometimes removed. 
92 On 18 September 1957 (via his datebook) Bernstein created a journal, which would outline the pivotal moments 
in WSS’s genesis. He entitled it, “Excerpts From a West Side Story Log.” It was written well after the events noted 
in many of its entries took place, but it summarizes the meetings that occurred between the collaborators during the 
show’s creation. Nigel Simeone, Leonard Bernstein, West Side Story, 22. 
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remained constant throughout the grueling rewriting process—the street scene, the drugstore, the 

balcony scene, the marriage scene, and the fight scene—while others would be cut and never 

revisited. While the dream ballet was originally slated for the beginning of Act III, it occurs in 

just after “I Feel Pretty” (what was initially the “Puerto Rican nostalgia music) in Act II. The 

purpose of the ballet is evident from its prototypical name, a “love ballet.”  

 
 [Act] I 

1. Opening & Rumble Song (canon?) 
2. 2. Mambo (&meeting routine) [ends with orch. “Maria”] 

2A. Maria 
3. Mercutio’s Song (Cool?) 
4. Balcony Scene (“Maria” Dream with me? Goodnight 1000 times) 
5. Anita’s Song (Dance?) (Girl number) (PR singing chorus) 
6. Jitterbug number (mambo reprise?)(Perc. For war council?) 

[Act] II 
1. Quintet 
2. Marriage Scene (E major tune) 
3. Fight Music (canon?) 

[Act] III 
1. Puerto Rican nostalgia music 
2. Anita-Juliet duet 
3. Love ballet 
4. Shack Song (Duet?) 
5. Taunting Scene 
6. Ophelia Scene 

 

Figure 4.1: West Side Story’s Three-Act Set List93 

 

The dream ballet’s message of love and unity was an especially radical concept given the 

racial politics of the 1950s between whites and Puerto Ricans. Cold War affairs brought about 

new immigration policies. The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, also known as the 

McCarran-Walter Act, was passed to prevent certain individuals from entering the United 

                                                 
93 Simeone, Leonard Bernstein, West Side Story, 28. 
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States.94 It focused on barring immigrants who were unlawful, diseased, radical, or immoral. 

Acts against immigration did not end there. In 1954, Operation Wetback was devised to expel 

illegal aliens from the country, particularly Mexicans, who had entered for job opportunities.95 

Likewise, the emigration from Puerto Rico was at its highest due to Operation Bootstrap, a 

transformation of the island from an agricultural to an industrial economy; the number of Puerto 

Ricans traveling to America increased exponentially.96 Until the 1960s, Puerto Ricans 

constituted over 80 per cent of New York’s Latino population; moreover, this population was 

strikingly young. While only 7.9 percent of the city’s population was Puerto Rican (614,776 

Puerto Ricans of the total population of 7,781,984 according to census figures), in 1960, Puerto 

Ricans constituted 11 percent of all youth aged 15 through 19; 11 per cent of children aged 10 to 

14 years; 12 percent of aged 5 to 9 years, and 14 percent of all children fewer than five years of 

age.97 

During the 1950s, the “Puerto Rican Problem” was widely acknowledged, even as Puerto 

Ricans started to gain a political voice. In 1949, Mayor William O’Dwyer extended Puerto 

Ricans an opportunity for political involvement. He founded the Mayor’s Advisory Committee 

on Puerto Rican Affairs (MACPRA) as a government agency, facilitating the adjustment of 

Puerto Rican immigrants to new lives in America. The MACPRA leaders attempted to portray 

Puerto Ricans as up and coming citizens of America: MACPRA member and Commissioner of 

Welfare Raymond M. Hilliard argued that New Yorkers need not worry about Puerto Ricans 

overwhelming the social services of the city because they were “self-supporting, hard-working 

                                                 
94 Cheryl Shanks, Immigration and the Politics of American Sovereignty, 1890-1990 (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 2001). 
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Virginia Sanchez Korrol, “History of Puerto Ricans In the US - PART FOUR | Centro de Estudios 
Puertorriqueños,” Center for Puerto Rican Studies, accessed October 14, 2014, 
https://centropr.hunter.cuny.edu/research-education/education/story-us-puerto-ricans-part-four. 
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citizens of New York City.”98 By 1957, the New York Planning Commission predicted that 

Puerto Ricans would continue their upward social mobility. But even with such changes, Puerto 

Ricans failed to secure a better political relationship with the elected leadership. Ruperto Ruiz 

president of the Spanish American Youth Bureau, released a public statement in October of 

1953, criticizing the MACPRA for placing Puerto Rican leaders on the committee “as a front”; 

for categorizing them as “dependent” and “needy”; and for preventing them from developing 

“responsible leadership on their own, free of political influence.”99  

Knowing that the dream ballet was to carry the burden of their political agenda, the four 

creators had difficulty deciding the most effective way to stage it. Most know the dream ballet 

from WSS as “Somewhere,” the only non-instrumental part of the suite, a song often performed 

independently by artists after the musical’s premiere. While “Somewhere” eventually made the 

cut, there was originally some indecision about which number to place in the dream ballet and 

how to stage it to appropriately convey the “love” they desired. Sondheim provided a few 

options for the sequence, but “Somewhere” prevailed in the editing process: “Everything Will Be 

All Right,” “Blue,” and “Heaven” exist as drafts in the show’s archives.100 Most of these songs 

captured the same sentiment; Tony and Maria wish for an idealistic place to live without 

prejudice. In “Blue” and “Everything Will Be All Right,” Tony sings of building a new city; the 

city they speak of was intended ironically, as what they hope to build is not urban by any stretch 

of the word, singing of a place, where the landscape is green and full of sunlit pastures and 

streams. The creative team was fond of the idea of Tony and Maria’s utopia representing the 

                                                 
98 Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement: Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and the Pursuit 

of Racial Justice in New York City, Justice, Power, and Politics (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 2014), 54. 
99 Ibid., 56. 
100 LOC. LBC. Box 1079, Boxes 8-13. 
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antithesis of city life, lacking noise and chaos and replacing it with natural landscapes and 

serenity. “Heaven” is a dark twist on the subject matter and perhaps a slight foreshadowing, 

implying that the only way for Tony and Maria to live without hate is not by escaping to a new 

place but through death. Some of the lyrics from these three songs were borrowed and made their 

way into the final version of “Somewhere.” It is clear that Tony and Maria’s dreamscape had to 

be far away from the city; images of open space and air and natural scenery were privileged in all 

of the lyric drafts. Once the creative team settled on an appropriate song, they went through 

multiple drafts of dream ballet scenarios, ranging from what they thought was simple to more 

complex (See Figure 4.2). They had to find a way to most effectively stage the amorous and 

peaceful tone they wanted of the “love ballet.” If the overall goal of the show was to warn 

against the dangers of racial prejudice, the dream ballet is the vehicle through which the creators 

accomplish this.

 

SIMPLER  

-T&M remain where they are 
Dancers attack doors & fences 
-T&M sing Somewhere. R&B appear at end 
of song, leading to Procession, etc. 
return to Kaleidoscope & T&M 
Use tentative [music] & Scherzo 
Better: T&M not leading procession= c.f. 
End of show 

 
 
MORE COMPLEX 
 
T&M participate in Ballet  
 
Dancers accumulate then Somewhere 
 
 
No Scherzo

 

SIMPLEST OF ALL: 

VERSE-KALEIDOSCOPE-SOMEWHERE-PROCESSION-KALEIDOSCOPE-VERSE-

SOMEWHERE REPRISE 

Figure 4.2 Bernstein’s Notes on Ballet Sequence 
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Objection to the return of Kaleid.: Makes the whole effort seem to have been in vain. All the 
build-up of harmony culminates in a sense of failure. Only point left to be made is subtle one of 
no magic—love is real & earnest. Not a very inspiring point to end on. If T&M are in ballet, 
could he take her off to bed from the green scene itself?  
 

1- Underscore from killer. Perhaps underscore only from I swear I will. (Movie-ish? Dialogue 
goes toward tenderness.) 
 

A. Tony sings equivalent of last speech 
 

1.   
  

2.  
 

3. Should mean: desperate urge to freedom. 
 

B. Transition < of doors & fences. 
1. T&M run 
2. Others run 

C. Green Scene ( ) 
1. T&M sing Somewhere (Dancers accumulate through song). 
a) Are they out of breath? 
b) Is lyric about somewhere, or here, since song is sung in new set. 

 
 

2. Somewhere instrumental. T&M dance pas de deux.  
3. New tentative music. People join them leading to Scherzo 

 
 

D. Climax  
1. If sung Somewhere- Riff & Bernardo on end of song, leading to procession, (to instr. 
Somewhere) 
2. If instr. Somewhere—R&B on end of Scherzo. Procession to short reprise of Somewhere 
(instr.) 
 

D. Return of doors & fences transition. Tony repeats opening verse. Short reprise end of 
Somewhere- new lyric meaning: Rest, trust in me, I’ll take you there. Off to bed. 

 

Figure 4.2 - Continued101 

                                                 
101 Formatting kept as consistent as possible. LOC. LBC. Box 1079. 
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The trouble in the ballet’s staging speaks to how important and difficult it was to create a 

scenario that would appropriately convey the exact sentiment they wanted. As outlined in Figure 

4.2, Bernstein originally had some concerns about the return of the “kaleidoscope” storm. He felt 

that that the dream’s nightmarish turn at the end contradicted the whole point of the ballet, giving 

the audience mixed messages as to what they were supposed to get from the display. If the point 

was to manipulate the audience into thinking that the tragic ending could be avoided, why end 

the ballet with the same storm of terror that began it? In the end, the dream had to fade back into 

reality somehow, and the kaleidoscopic storm served as a pragmatic transition (giving actors a 

chance to get to and fro on stage. 

The etymological implications of the term “kaleidoscope,” made up of the Greek words 

kalos, eidos, and skopeō, meaning “beauty,” “shape,” and “to look” respectively, and which 

together mean to “observe beautiful forms,” are interesting to consider in terms of the dream 

ballet’s interpretation. A kaleidoscope is a reflexive device that shows something different to 

each beholder. The constantly changing symmetrical patterns of the glass within the tube is 

metaphorical, perhaps representing the diversity of perspectives possible of each audience 

member watching Tony and Maria’s dream. The term “kaleidoscope” could also mean an 

aesthetic display, the creative team using intrinsic beauty to further their social agenda. Beyond a 

colorful reflective device, Oxford English Dictionary defines “kaleidoscope” as a verb, meaning 

to “cause to come together or coalesce with pleasing results,” essentially what the dream ballet 

was intended to do for both its characters and audience.102 In some senses, the term suggests a 

fracturing or breaking of sorts. Kaleidoscopes are made up of fractals, complex geometric 

patterns/figures formed by the infinite repetition of a given mathematical function (see Figure 

                                                 
102 “kaleidoscope, v.”. Oxford English Dictionary Online. June 2017. Oxford University Press, accessed July 19, 
2017, http://www.oed.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/view/Entry/102388?rskey=zvpHq9&result=2#eid. 
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4.3). From the Latin root, frango, meaning “to break,” fractals can be found in nature: tree 

branches, snowflakes, hurricanes, and the central nervous system are all god examples. 103 Non-

naturally occurring fractals are generated mathematically through the repetition of a logistical 

equation. They undergo a process called “bifurcation,” broadly defined as a never-ending process 

of dividing into different branches toward infinitum and chaos. To this end, fractals can 

symbolize chaos (they are a major part of chaos theory), repetition, or even schism (a separation 

from normative reality).104 Figure 4.3 demonstrates how the same fractal can become more 

bifurcated with continuous repetition, growing more chaotic. If the “kaleidoscopic storm of 

terror” indicates a transition to or separation from reality, or reality itself, then the dream ballet is 

a brief reprieve or separation from the chaotic plot setting. Indeed, in his notes on the dream, 

Robbins wrote “chaos” and “chaotic” at the beginning and end of the sequence.105  

 

 

Figure 4.3: Stages of Bifurcation106  

                                                 
103 Neurons in the human cortex are an extensive system of repetitive branching.  
104 For more information on fractals, bifurcation, and chaos, see Wanda Szemplińska-Stupnicka, Chaos Bifurcations 

and Fractals Around Us: A Brief Introduction (World Scientific, 2003). 
105 LOC. LBC. Box 1079, Folder 8.  
106 There are fractal generators and more general information on fractals available online on Fractalfoundation.org 
(http://fractalfoundation.org/resources/what-are-fractals/) 
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While the return of the “kaleidoscopic storm of terror,” as Bernstein feared, interrupts the sense 

of harmony and togetherness the creative team sought to create with the dreamscape, it evokes a 

sense of sympathy for Tony and Maria that the audience may not have experienced if the ballet 

had ended happily.  

There was so much frustration surrounding the ballet, just months before the musical’s 

premiere Bernstein felt that the whole sequence was to be abandoned. In a letter to his wife, 

Bernstein’s pessimistic attitude toward the ballet is obvious: 

At the moment the problem is the usual one of the 2nd act ballet, which is finished, and 
will probably not work at all and be yanked and we’ll have to manufacture a new one. 
It’s going to be murder from here on in.107  
 

Bernstein’s uncertainty may have stemmed from the heavy burden the dream ballet had to carry: 

delaying the musical’s inevitable, tragic ending and acting as a vehicle for social change. The 

ballet’s execution was key. During the ballet’s genesis, Robbins worried that they (being the 

creative team) were in “serious trouble with [the] so-called love ballet,” with respect to the skill 

of the cast: 

About the dancing. It will never be well incorporated into the show unless some of the 
principals are dancers. I can see, easily, why Romeo and Juliet must be singers, but 
Mercutio has to be a dancer, maybe Anita, and for sure some of the prominent gang 
members, otherwise, if any of the dance sequences do take over the stage, your principals 
will move to the side and a terrible separation happens. Practically, it’s easier to rehearse 
with separate units, but with all the experience I’ve had it’s by far most beneficial to the 
unity of the show to have the principals do everything. It’s a sorry sight and a back-
breaking effort, and usually an un-successful one, to build the numbers around some half-
assed movements of a principal who can’t move. Think it over.108  
 

For the dream ballet specifically, Robbins wanted alternate dancers to play dream Tony and 

Maria. As such a technically challenging scene, the dream sequence necessitated a mastery of  

                                                 
107 Leonard Bernstein, The Leonard Bernstein Letters (Yale University Press, 2013), 361. 
108 LBC, Box 1077, Folder 3. 
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balletic movements. Much of the sequence was decided based upon staging logistics and skill of 

the actors. Carol Lawrence and Larry Kert, who played Maria and Tony in the original 

Broadway production, had to beg Robbins to allow them to play their dream counterparts: 

Jerry Robbins had chosen dancers from Ballet Theatre to play the parts of Tony and 
Maria in the Ballet; but I asked him if Larry Kert and I could at least learn the steps and 
try to play our own roles. He finally agreed and we worked like demons to please him. 
We did get to dance and it was one of my favorite times on any stage.109 

 
 
Robbins clearly needed the movements to be executed flawlessly for the ballet to be successful. 

The ballet’s organization was not something he took lightly. The choreography in the dream 

ballet is more than mere entertainment (as Sondheim suggests is the case for the songs 

“America” and “Gee, Officer Krumpke”); rather, Robbins treated it as an “integral part of the 

creative collaboration,” moving toward a larger sociological purpose.110 Sondheim felt that the 

dream ballet “not only recapitulates in the lover’s minds the traumatizing events of Act One, but 

also makes (or rather pounds home) a point about prejudice and togetherness…”.111 There are 

mixed feelings about effectiveness of the sequence amongst reviewers, but there seems to be a 

general consensus that the ballet represents the height of musical’s moral takeaway. Of a Twin 

Cities revival of the musical, one reviewer stated: “Perhaps the most impactful result of Bob 

Richard’s focus on the younger cast can be seen in the dream ballet in Act II. When it arrives, the 

Scherzo and “Somewhere” seem to show the mental world that our star-crossed lovers inhabit. 

When the dream falls apart, it’s heartbreaking and tearjerking for the audience as well.”112 In an 

                                                 
109 Simeone, Leonard Bernstein, West Side Story, 2009, 108. 
110 Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat: Collected Lyrics (1954-1981) with Attendant Comments, Principles, 

Heresies, Grudges, Whines and Anecdotes (Knopf, 2010), 25. 
111 Ibid.  
112 Basil Considine, “REVIEW: Youthful West Side Story Runs Scared (Ordway) – Twin Cities Arts Reader,” Twin 

Cities Arts Reader, April 6, 2017, http://twincitiesarts.com/2017/04/06/review-west-side-story-ordway/. 
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article for The Atlantic, David Schiff wrote that dream ballets are “defining moments,” full of 

“emotional power and erotic content.”113 

 

Conclusion 

Although the dream ballet in WSS is not an essential part of the narrative’s delivery, it functions 

as a pivotal piece of its emotional one. Many theater practitioners seem to agree that the dream 

ballet is an integral part of the show, considering how often the dream ballet is preserved in 

revivals. Most known and large-scale revivals keep the ballet (See Table 4.1). The ballet’s 

retention in these productions speaks to its power in the show’s reception, even if it fails to 

further the plot. Changes were made to the dream ballet in some of revivals, most notably the 

2009 version, where the “Nightmare and Procession” was removed, and Maria sings some of the 

lyrics in Spanish (the show was geared to a new audience of a different time; Laurents wasn’t 

fixated on ticket sales.). 

Table 4.1: Broadway and London Revivals of West Side Story114  

REVIVAL DREAM BALLET? (Y/N) 

1958 West End, London Yes 

1980 Revival Yes 

2009 Palace Theatre Revival Yes 

 

                                                 
113 Schiff speaks of dream ballets broadly here, but particularly those in Oklahoma!, Carousel, and West Side Story. 

David Schiff, “Out of Our Dreams,” The Atlantic, October 2002, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2002/10/out-of-our-dreams/302603/. 
114 An interesting project beyond the scope of this thesis would be to analyze all revivals of West Side Story—
whether large or small scale—to determine how many include the dream ballet. 
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The phrase “aesthetic dream ballet” still provokes many questions. The “aesthetic dream 

ballet” may come across as a catch-all term, referring to any ballet that does not function within 

plot. In a way, all dream ballets are aesthetic. They use the relationship between music and 

dance to deliver a narrative more powerfully than spoken dialogue or lyric can alone. However, 

what I mean to suggest here, is that “aesthetic dream ballets” are those that function outside of 

the plot. That is not to say that these ballets are not functional, but merely that their role is not as 

central to the show as others might be. Ballets of this type exist for the sake of beauty, adding 

something to the overall effect of the show’s narrative, even if they do not advance the storyline. 

No two aesthetic ballets manifest identically; each is unique. While WSS uses its dream ballet to 

make its story more believable, which, subsequently helps spread its social agenda, other shows 

use their ballets to summarize the themes and events of their plots (like the final sequence in An 

American in Paris, 1951) or as a means of emphasizing a character’s emotional state (without 

altering the progression of the plot) like Rosie’s dream in Bye Bye Birdie (1960).  

WSS’s creative team’s choice to include a dream ballet may have stemmed from the 

device’s popularity at the time or perhaps as a result of the device’s success in preceding shows. 

While the ballet is not revived with the same degree of accuracy or recognized to the extent it is 

in Oklahoma!, WSS’s dream ballet was intended to manipulate the audience emotionally, 

delaying the show’s tragic conclusion. The ballet is the resolution of the conflict that never 

happens in the plot, a tease the creative team never planned on satisfying. It gives the audience a 

glimmer of hope that Tony and Maria could live together happily. WSS’s dream ballet takes its 

viewers on a journey with the cast, and evokes a sense of unity for those on and off stage alike. 

While the dream ballets of de Mille seem to be more surrealist in nature, “Somewhere” is the 

most Freudian of any of the ballets in this thesis. The creative team stages an “Utopian dream 



 80 

wish”; an unconscious fulfillment of a wish, the dream ballet gives the audience a glimpse of the 

deepest desires of Tony and Maria, their consciousness fused into one.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

TOWARD THE SOCIALLY RELEVANT DREAM BALLET 
 

 

The genre of musical theater is no stranger to politics. Since the inception of the book musical, 

many shows have had some sort of social agenda—political propaganda sells. Notable examples 

include Show Boat (1927), addressing racial miscegenation; Federal Theatre Project (FTP) 

musicals like Pins and Needles (1937) and The Cradle Will Rock (1938), both of which satirize 

politics and bring the labor movement to the Broadway stage; Ebb and Fosse’s Chicago (1975), 

which glamorizes the lives of two murderess women; Weidman and Sondheim’s Assassins 

(1990), a revue-styled musical that portrays the men and women who tried to assassinate 

different Presidents of the United States; and most recently, Miranda’s Hamilton (2015), which 

restaged a historical narrative of the American Revolutionary period with actors of various 

ethnicities. Creative figures on Broadway, of course, were heavily influenced by their 

surroundings and often used the stage as their means of social commentary.  

What differentiates the musicals of the forties and fifties (and onward) from their 

predecessors is the increasing involvement of dance as a political device. In the 1940s and 1950s, 

as more and more types of dancing became integrated into the narratives of various productions, 

the American musical gained new and less explicit ways of stating its creators’ intentions. The 

two musicals of focus in this chapter have political agendas, particularly in their treatment of 

gender. The dream ballets of Carousel (1945) and Billy Elliot the Musical (London, 2005) are 

the centerpieces of their creators’ social intentions. These two dream ballets represent two 

different approaches to social commentary in terms of their delivery: Carousel presents a more 

nuanced social agenda, hiding a gross act of domestic violence aesthetically in the spectacle and 

excitement generated by its extended dream sequence, while Billy Elliot the Musical offers a 



 82 

blatant moment of social subversion when Billy goes against the wishes of his father and accepts 

his queerness in a grandiose and graceful ballet sequence. Using Carousel and Billy Elliot the 

Musical as two case studies, this chapter considers how dream ballets function within their plots 

as vehicles of political agency and their creative teams’ various approaches to doing so. 

 

Carousel  

Based on Ferenc Molnár’s 1909 play Liliom, Carousel follows carousel barker Billy Bigelow’s 

struggle to be an honorable man. Billy is accustomed to a life of mischief, frequently scamming 

people for money or being involved in theft until he meets Julie Jordan, a millworker. Their 

romance results in the loss of both of their jobs. A month passes; now married, Julie and Billy 

are living a simple life, without any source of income. Frustrated by his unemployment and 

inability to provide for Julie, Billy is unhappy. He loses control of his temper and beats Julie. 

Later, his former boss Mrs. Mullin attempts to persuade Billy to return to the carousel, but at the 

expense of his marriage. She gives him an ultimatum. He can leave Julie and return to his job or 

stay with Julie and remain unemployed. Billy goes home to consider Mrs. Mullin’s offer, but is 

interrupted when Julie tells him that she is pregnant. He is overjoyed and decides to reject Mrs. 

Mullin. His happiness stops suddenly when he realizes that his child may be a girl. Seized with 

panic, Billy worries about how he is going to provide for his child and determined to make some 

money, he agrees to join his friend in a robbery. The victim, however, is Julie’s former boss Mr. 

Bascombe from the mill, and Billy is afraid that he may be killed in the action. The robbery fails: 

Mr. Bascombe is armed and points his gun at Billy. His accomplice escapes, leaving Billy 

behind, and rather than be caught by officials, Billy stabs himself.  
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 After his death, Billy’s spirit is brought before a heavenly official for his judgment day. 

The Starkeeper tells Billy that he was not honorable enough to get into heaven, but he is willing 

to send him back to Earth for a day to rectify some of his wrongs. Fifteen years have passed on 

Earth, and his daughter Louise is a teenager. The dream ballet commences as Billy gazes down 

on Earth to watch Louise. Louise grew up bitter and lonely. Her peers ostracized her because of 

her father’s misdeeds. Feeling abandoned by her father and her schoolmates, she dances with a 

much older man. She throws herself at this man, and they dance; however, upon learning her age, 

the man flees, leaving Louise even more rejected and distraught at the end of the ballet. 

Watching from heaven, it is up to her father to convince her of her self-worth. An angel grants 

Billy permission to go see his daughter and make things right. He finds her confiding in a friend 

that she plans on running away, but the friend plans to stop her by marrying her. Outraged, 

Louise yells at him, and the two begin to argue about the other’s father. Once he leaves, Billy 

makes himself visible to Louise. He pretends to be a friend of her father’s and offers her a star 

that he stole from heaven. She dismisses him, and in his frustration, Billy slaps her on the hand 

and makes himself invisible again. Louise recounts the event to her mother, stating that the slap 

oddly felt more like a kiss than a violent strike. Julie notices the star Billy dropped and 

immediately understands what Louise means.   

 Billy attends Louise’s graduation for one last chance of helping her spirits. Louise 

receives her diploma, but is still clearly unhappy, as she scowls at her classmates around her. The 

local minister James Reed, who strangely resembles the same heavenly friend who granted Billy 

a chance to return to Earth, gives an impassioned speech about weakness and loneliness. He 

urges the students to ask for help when they need it and refuse to be dictated by the actions of 

their parents. After his speech, everyone sings “You’ll Never Walk Alone,” and per 
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Hammerstein’s suggestion in the book, they sound like angels.115 As they sing, one of Louise’s 

classmates puts an arm around her; Louise is visibly affected and smiles. The curtain falls.  

The dream ballet was not new to the creators of Carousel. The musical’s creative team—

composer/lyricist, author of the book, director, and choreographer—remained the same as that of 

Oklahoma!, so everyone was familiar with the dream ballet. Given the device’s success in 

Oklahoma!, it is no surprise that the creative team wanted to integrate one into Carousel. Just as 

there had been in Oklahoma!, there is some confusion as to who was responsible for the scenario 

for the dream ballet. As with Oklahoma!, de Mille has gone on record a number of times stating 

that the scenario for Carousel was hers as well. In 1986, when a revival of Carousel was in store 

at the Kennedy Center, Rodgers and Hammerstein were considering a new choreographer for the 

project, when de Mille politely reminded them that the ballet was a product of her creation, the 

hardest challenge of her career, involving what she called a good deal of “dramatic invention, 

close to playwriting”116 while summarizing their original scenario: 

In view of the imminent production of “Carousel” at the Kennedy Center and the hiring 
of Peter Martins to do the dances, I think it important to put on record the facts of the 
creation of the ballet in Act II. Briefly they are these: In the scenario of the ballet for Act 
II, which Oscar Hammerstein submitted to me he planned to place the ballet immediately 
after Billy’s death. Billy mounts a carousel hobby-horse and accompanied by the 
Heavenly Messenger rides upwards. Below him he sees his daughter, Louise, dancing 
happily on the beach. She is not in trouble and nothing threatening happens to her. Billy 
thinks she is a lovely child and would like to meet her, and following the scene with the 
man hanging the stars Billy decides to return to the earth.  
 
It was my idea, my concept, to introduce the snotty Snow children and have Louise 
snubbed, to introduce the circus with the Barker who represents Billy and all he meant in 
life and the near seduction and abandonment of the girl so that she is bitterly hurt, much 
in the manner that Billy hurt Julie. Billy sees his own and Julie’s life experiences through 
the eyes of a young girl and he realizes for the first time how cruel he has been. This was 

                                                 
115 LOC. Oscar Hammerstein, II Collection, Box “Carousel.” This collection is currently uncatalogued in the Library 
of Congress and lacks a finding aid, so I refer to the different boxes of this collection by production.  
116 Geoffrey Holden Block and ebrary, Inc, eds., The Richard Rodgers Reader, Readers on American Musicians 
(Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 132. 
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entirely my concept. The ballet closes with the children’s party and Louise’s final 
rejection. Louise is abandoned.117  

 

A complete draft of the musical’s book in the Library of Congress partially confirms de Mille’s 

claim. Hammerstein originally wanted the ballet to span fifteen years, summarizing the events 

that had happened on earth after Billy’s death. His scenario is quite short (three paragraphs), only 

explaining some practical details (stage directions) and how the interlude fits within the 

musical’s plot, but he notes, as he did when he drafted Oklahoma!, that the details were to be 

worked out later. Hammerstein notes that various episodes were to unfold on stage, explaining 

Louise’s plight growing up without a father, so while “nothing threatening happens to her,” as de 

Mille remarks, he makes it clear that Louise’s life was far from enjoyable.  

In de Mille’s final version, the audience sees Louise dancing happily on stage alone. Two 

schoolboys come to play and dance with her. They dance to a lighthearted and jolly tune until the 

Snow children, born into wealthy families, enter and scoff at Louise. They exit the stage, but one 

girl stays to mock Louise for being the daughter of a thief. Carousel fairground men approach 

and dance with scantily dressed women (very much like Jud’s Postcards in Oklahoma!), 

prompting the two schoolboys to leave. Louise tries to join them in their dance, but she is much 

too young for them. One fairground man approaches her and gives her a piece of sparkly fabric 

that he tore from one of the skirt of one of the women. Louise dances with it, trying to feel 

included. The man comforts her, and they dance a seductive pas de deux. After realizing her age, 

the man abandons her, and Louise is left feeling alone and dejected. The Snow children return 

and dance around her; they won’t let Louise join in on their fun. Louise slaps one of the girls and 

                                                 
117 Letter addressed to Mr. Schyler Chapin Jr., the attorney of Rodgers and Hammerstein on June 9, 1986. NYP. 
AgdM Correspondence and Writings. Box 30. 
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openly states how much she hates all of them. They happily dance off stage, unaffected by 

Louise’s actions, and she is left alone to cry in the ballet’s conclusion.118 

Carousel’s dream ballet went one step further than Oklahoma!’s. While the dream ballet 

in Oklahoma! largely exists to have Laurey sort out her romantic indecision and sexual feelings 

between two suitors, Carousel’s ballet introduces a new character and encapsulates fifteen years 

of hardship in one sequence. They both seek to reveal their heroine’s emotions, but in Carousel, 

de Mille has created a provoking piece of political commentary, addressing issues concerning 

economic class, gender, and most notably, rape culture. As she did in Oklahoma!, de Mille 

sexualized the final version of the ballet; the fairground man that dances with Louise nearly 

commits an act of statutory rape by engaging in sexual activity with a minor. While their dance 

seems innocent enough, de Mille makes it clear in her notes on the production that she intended 

the movements to be representative of sex:  

And one of the men stays behind and sees her, and realizes that she’s about ready. He 
makes love to her and she is ready. And then he realizes that she’s too young—she 
musn’t do that—and he has the decency to say “forget it” (as though she could!) and 
leaves her, and she’s miserable.119 
 

De Mille’s scenario is very nuanced, and the subtleties in her choreography make it difficult to 

determine whether it is Louise or the fairground man making the initial advances. The syntactical 

implications of de Mille’s claim—writing “he makes love to her” only then to “[realize] that 

she’s too young”—suggests that the man, in fact, had intercourse with Louise. However, in her 

previous account (cited on page 83), de Mille comments that Billy near-seduced Louise, 

                                                 
118 What de Mille wrote in the final scenario is not available in print in her archives, at least not to the same extent as 
her notes on Oklahoma!. The 1956 film version of the musical is a mostly faithful recreation of de Mille’s original, 
but choreographer Rod Alexander (the first husband of Bambi Lynn, who played Louise in the original Broadway 
production) took some liberties. This scenario is taken from a video that de Mille had filmed for her own personal 
records. It is available on YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MP7oatLydC0). 
119 NYPL. AgdM Correspondence and Writings. Box 30. 
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implying that physical penetration did not occur. Despite the ambiguity in de Mille’s accounts, 

what remains clear is that Louise and the fairground man were well on their way to sexual 

intercourse (if it hadn’t happened already), what would have been statutory rape. Although 

Louise does not resist, at her age, the law does not recognize her consent (it’s “legally 

inoperative”), and the man should be held accountable, but de Mille justifies his behavior 

because of Louise’s need for attention.120 Abandoned and rejected by her peers, when Louise has 

an opportunity to attract someone’s attention in the dream ballet, she clings to it desperately.  

 The trouble here lies not only in the inconsistency of de Mille’s accounts, but also in 

what can be interpreted as “rape.” The Yale Law Journal defines rape as an act of “sexual 

intercourse with a woman without her consent” or with “willing girls who lack the legal capacity 

to grant consent.”121 Louise is clearly underage, but the question is whether actual penetration 

occurred (that which qualifies the rape). Given the types of scenarios de Mille was known for 

writing, it is not entirely farfetched to read Louise’s ballet as a rape scene. Feeling that “young 

women dream of “horrors” and “dirty dreams,” throughout her career, de Mille had often 

romanticized a man’s brute force over women in many of her works.122 In Rodeo, when the head 

wrangler overcomes American Cowgirl at the final “Hoe-Down,” de Mille writes “Suddenly, he 

[the head wrangler] grabs her, forces her to dance his way and wears her out by sheer brute 

strength. That’s all she’s wanted. She has met her master…She has lost.”123 In Oklahoma!’s 

dream ballet, Jud “rushes on Laurie—swings her over his head and runs” all while her dress is 

                                                 
120 “Forcible and Statutory Rape: An Exploration of the Operation and Objectives of the Consent Standard,” The 

Yale Law Journal 62, no. 1 (1952): 64. 
121 Ibid., 55-56. 
122 In an interview with Rosemary Tauris of Cue New York (later New York Magazine), de Mille stated that “Girls 
don’t dream about the circus. They dream about horrors. And they dream dirty dreams.” Her account was in 
response to Hammerstein’s original intentions to make Oklahoma!’s dream ballet a “circus” ballet (see Chapter 3), 
but the sentiment remains consistent in all of her works. Carter, Oklahoma! The Making of an American Musical, 
123.  
123 NYPL. AgdM Collection.  
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torn and she is “exposed” and “ashamed.”124 Many of de Mille’s works feature women who are 

sexually aroused because of a man’s forceful assault even if they were initially reluctant (much 

like the staircase scene in Gone With The Wind, 1939), so while it is unclear whether Carousel’s 

dream ballet is rape by objective or legal standards, de Mille purposefully made the scenario 

something “threatening” for Louise. 

 There are clearly two chronological threads at play in Louise’s ballet. Modern feminist 

thinkers are inclined to view the ballet as rape or statutory rape at least given Louise’s age 

whereas mid-twentieth century spectators dismiss it as a part of the musical’s overall 

entertainment experience. Though it is unclear whether the dream ballet is a rape scene by 

objective standards, the sequence captures how rape was culturally constructed at the time. De 

Mille made a deliberate decision to have Louise snubbed (as she says), and my goal here is to 

determine her larger intentions for doing so, analyzing to what extent she was catering to the 

social dynamics of the mid-twentieth century and/or offering a subtle piece of political 

commentary. I am framing my argument within the current scholarly framework of gender, 

fitting within the mold fostered by scholars such as Susan McClary and Donnalee Dox in their 

readings of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony and Oklahoma! respectively. There are multiple 

interpretive dimensions conceivable of de Mille’s scenario, and my reading of Carousel’s ballet 

as a rape scene is one of what could be many possibilities.  

 

Social Realism 

Though it is disappointing to think a powerful woman like Agnes de Mille would be comfortable 

staging a “rape” scene openly, her ballet is suited to the custom of its time. De Mille always 

                                                 
124 NYPL. AgdM Papers. Box 38, Folder 659. 



 89 

aspired to realism in her works, despite what that meant for her representation of women. When 

comparing Louise to her father, de Mille explained a vital distinction between the two, one 

reliant on her gender: 

Louise is Bill but she’s a girl, so she’s vulnerable; he is too, but a man can mask it and 
does. But a girl, when she tries to, is generally ridiculous or objectionable…or 
vulnerable.125 

 

Such a recollection suggests that de Mille was very aware of how she was portraying Louise in 

the dream ballet. I question why she would portray a young woman so vulnerably and 

acknowledge it directly. While she might have been catering to the gender dynamics of the late 

nineteenth century (when the musical was set) or perhaps the mid-twentieth century when the 

show premiered, it is clear that de Mille is obeying the cultural laws set in place by the 

patriarchy, those already established for her. Carousel premiered just as World War II was 

ending, less than a month prior to V-Day. The war and post-war periods were shifting times for 

women’s rights. With men being drafted for the war, a temporary flood of women in the 

workplace occurred in the early 1940s. The war had left a sizeable decrease in the male 

population available to work (in addition to being husbands, boyfriends, fathers, etc.), and in 

response, women filled the void. “Rosie the Riveter” had replaced “Jumpin’ Jim Crow” and 

Buffalo Bill as the latest form of American mythology, and women were acquiring jobs 

originally occupied by men. This would not last long, however. While the number of women in 

the workforce grew from 26 percent to 36 percent between 1940 to 1944, it would drop back to 

28 percent in 1947. After World War II, women were urged to leave their jobs and bear the roles 

of wives and mothers. Those who managed to stay employed were forced back to more 

                                                 
125 In the manuscript, it is unclear whether de Mille wrote “so” or “no.” It is possible that this was originally “no, 
she’s vulnerable.” From Young Productions Transcript, 1992. NYPL. AgdM Correspondence and Writings. Box 30. 
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“appropriate” occupations such as waitresses, seamstresses, and cooks, with their wages 

approximately 75% of a man’s dollar. In these years following the war, Americans’ sense of 

family was renewed and marriage and birthrates would reach their highest since before the 

Depression. In 1944, the Ladies’ Home Journal would proudly state that “Motherhood’s Back in 

Style.” With the influx of suburban homes, newborns, and magazine articles, entitled, “Don’t Be 

Afraid to Marry Young,” “Cooking to Me Is Poetry,” and “Femininity Begins at Home,” 

women’s rights were in a less than ideal state.126 The belief that a woman’s world begins and 

ends at home would dominate thinking during the fifties and sixties until Betty Friedan would 

deem it “the problem that has no name” in The Feminine Mystique (1963).  

De Mille’s scenario fits into long tradition of “rape” portrayals in popular culture 

throughout this time. Images of a woman’s successful seduction through forceful means became 

somewhat of a trope in the mid-twentieth century, so much so that these depictions—which 

Gager and Schurr suggest were as “common to literature and art as war”— encoded a cultural 

discourse on rape where what was happening on screen wasn’t seen as rape or controversial at 

all.127 While these kinds of representations are rape by twenty-first century sensibilities, they 

would not have been deemed inappropriate at the time. “Rape” as we define it today was 

common in musical comedies, film, music, and even television in the mid-twentieth century; it 

was just nuanced in a way that made it digestible for viewers. The “Baby It’s Cold Outside”-

styled back and forth romantic banter was not only a common aspect of “courting”; it was also 

anticipated. In her article, “Constructions of Rape: Two American Musicals,” Donnalee Dox 

gives a historical overview of rape culture and how it was constructed in popular art forms, 

                                                 
126 Gary Donaldson, Modern America: A Documentary History of the Nation Since 1945 (M.E. Sharpe, 2007), 90. 
127 Nancy Gager and Cathleen Schurr, Sexual Assault: Confronting Rape in America (New York: Grosset and 
Dunlap, 1978), 288. 
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particularly Oklahoma! and La Man of La Mancha.128 She argues that while the definition of 

rape was clearly the act of un-consensual penetration, it was qualified by the distinction between 

a woman’s behavior and her attitude: “When her behavior looks like resistance although her 

attitude is one of consent, injustice may be done the man by the woman’s subsequent 

accusation.”129 A woman’s resistance to intercourse, especially in a physical struggle, was 

something to be expected or even desired by the opposite sex. A rape fantasy was constructed 

around this phenomenon, where women not only consented to physical violence, but also craved 

it. Drawing on Freudian psychology and the work of Susan Brownmiller, Dox suggests rape 

culture rested on the tenet that “a woman’s resistance was part of her natural proclivity to 

fantasize being raped” and that it was a precondition to her successful seduction.130 Popular art 

forms, like theater, were able to capture this sentiment so long as they did so in a “poetic” and 

“aesthetically viable” fashion.131 Creative teams hide the raw, disturbing act of rape itself within 

light-hearted narratives and gaudy staging. The excitement and spectacle generated by the plot 

and songs “prolong the play of desire and resistance, always with the structural expectation of 

the woman’s collapse [is] inevitable” and required for narrative closure.132 

De Mille was also to some extent catering to the desires of Rodgers and Hammerstein, 

who were bound by Molnar’s play and the reality of the current state of gender politics in the 

1940s. The spirit of Molnar’s original play is captured by the creators of Carousel not only in the 

show’s disappointing treatment of gender, but also its realistic take on circus life. Hammerstein 

retained almost all Molnar’s plot, save for a new ending and a new setting. Rather than being set 

                                                 
128 Dox, “Constructions of Rape.” 
129 “Forcible and Statutory Rape,” Yale Law Journal 62, no. 1 (1952) quoted in Ibid., 212. 
130 Dox, “Constructions of Rape,” 213. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Ibid.  



 92 

in Budapest, Hammerstein situated Carousel in Maine. In the Sunday issue of the New York 

Times before the show’s opening, Hammerstein recounted how he and Rodgers came to the 

decision: 

The idea that really opened the way to it all was a suggestion by Dick that at first sounded 
downright silly. This was to transplant the play to the New England Coast. But it sounded 
silly for only a few seconds. 
 
I began to see an attractive ensemble—sailors, whalers, girls who worked in the mills up 
the river, clambakes on near-by islands, an amusement park on the seaboard, things 
people could do in crowds, people who were strong and alive and lusty, people who had 
been always depicted on the stage as thin-lipped puritans—a libel I was anxious to refute. 
The poignancy of the story, I was certain would not suffer from the gaiety of the 
background. It would enhance it. As for the two leading characters, Julie with her 
courage and inner strength and outer simplicity seemed more indigenous to Maine than to 
Budapest. Liliom is, of course, an international character, indigenous to nowhere. So 
now, for the first time, Dick and I felt that irrational enthusiasm that lures men into the 
harrowing project of writing a musical play. And away we went.133  

 

Hammerstein’s comment about “lusty” New Englanders has some resonance in the realities of 

circus life. Both he and Rodgers were aware of the raw, rough, and randy atmosphere of the 

circus. Men beating women was commonplace. De Mille felt that the abusive behavior exhibited 

by Billy was to be expected in carnival couples: 

It’s rough…it’s sexual. The men…we should smell sweat. These men beat up their 
women, whenever they had a little to drink…or when they thought they were getting a 
little too fresh. Gave ‘em a cuff and sent them flying across the room.134 
 

 
The de Mille Paradox as a Means of Social Commentary 

It is clear that de Mille and the other creators of Carousel were striving for realism, both with 

respect to American culture and the sentiment of Molnar’s play. Perhaps, then, the overall gender 

dynamics of the entire production justify de Mille’s “rape” scenario in the dream ballet; 

                                                 
133 Oscar Hammerstein II, “TURNS ON A CAROUSEL - An Account of Adventures in Setting the Play ‘Liliom’ to 
Music,” New York Times, April 19, 1945, sec. Arts and Leisure. 
134 NYPL. AgdM Correspondence and Writings. Box 30, Folder 564. 
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however, what is to excuse her treatment of women in other works? Carousel is not de Mille’s 

only work with a problematic take on gender roles. Most of de Mille’s heroines feature women 

that allow themselves to be physically or emotionally dominated by men. De Mille was an 

influential female figure in the twentieth century, known especially for her resilience and 

liveliness; it is paradoxical that her characters lack these qualities. Her involvement in a male-

driven field was already noteworthy. She was a living testament to the possibilities of women in 

the workforce. It is puzzling to consider why she allowed her heroines to conform willingly to 

societal standards. In Rodeo (1942), de Mille allows her protagonist, American Cowgirl, to lose 

her individualism and consent to the brute force of the head wrangler. In Oklahoma!, she staged 

an entire dream ballet for Laurey to work out her indecision over Jud and Curly. The plot of 

Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1949) is completely centered on women trying to acquire the 

attention of wealthy men. Even in Carousel, Julie and Louise conflate physical violence with 

affection, justifying Billy’s callous behavior in the musical, but more broadly of domestic 

violence in the homes of many women. De Mille’s works are saturated with men, and they are 

always the characters that dictate the advancement of plot. While her protagonists are women, 

their stories are only made interesting because of the men in their lives. It is this prevalence of 

seemingly anti-feminist narratives that makes us wonder whether there is something else at play 

in these productions. Given the time, we cannot expect her to have unbounded social agency and 

maintain her status in the field of choreography (and ticket sales). She lived in a period of 

unsatisfactory gender dynamics, and her treatment of women may just be a reflection of the 

times she lived in. It is also completely plausible that de Mille had a penchant for portraying 

women and their pent-up sexual desire for the opposite sex (de Mille’s upbringing resulted in her 
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own issues with men).135 Although at first glance de Mille seems to be parading a woman’s 

weakness on stage in Carousel and her other shows, there is also a possibility that her work was 

intended as some sort of nuanced, coded social message.  

In her book, Women and Music in Cross Cultural Perspective, Ellen Koskoff outlines 

four categories of music performance that “emerge in connection with inter-gender relations”: 

(1) Performance that confirms and maintains the established social/sexual arrangement; 
(2) performance that appears to maintain established norms in order to protect other, 
more relevant values; (3) performance that protests, yet maintains, the order (often 
through symbolic behavior); and (4) performance that challenges and threatens the 
established order.136 
 

Carousel and most of de Mille’s other works at first seem to fit Koskoff’s first category. Her 

heroines are all at the mercy of the men in their lives, seeming either not to care for or even 

enjoy their submissiveness. While Carousel’s dream ballet seemingly conforms to the 

established sexual order, de Mille’s intent was likely not so cut-and-dry. Surely she had ulterior 

motives in the staging of the dream ballet, corresponding to Koskoff’s second category of 

performing gender. De Mille was not the conforming type. She constantly fought for what she 

believed in and made her creative desires known to everyone she worked with (she was never 

reluctant to impose her artistic will on Rodgers and Hammerstein).137 She gave herself agency. 

However, as a female trying to break into the field of choreography, a field almost entirely 

dominated by men (Jerome Robbins, Antony Tudor, and George Balanchine to name a few), and 

being the pragmatic woman she was, she knew she had to adhere to the stern remarks of critics 

                                                 
135 De Mille was always involved with a man. Because she grew up in a very religious household, she was never 
educated on sex and spent a good portion of her career staging what she thought sexual frustration felt like. While it 
is outside the scope of this project, it would be interesting to consider to what extent de Mille’s heroines are a 
reflection of herself given the similar themes that present themselves in all of her works.  
136 Ellen Koskoff, ed., Women and Music in Cross-Cultural Perspective, Contributions in Women’s Studies, no. 79 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), 10. 
137 While I don’t have time to elaborate on it here, Agnes de Mille was far from shy. Her biography, memoires, and 
letters and correspondence all point to her lifelong battle of fighting for both her recognition in the field of 
choreography and her creative agency.  
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and the cultural norms constructed by the audience (surely a radically feminist musical would not 

sell in 1940s America).138 As suggested by Koskoff’s second category, de Mille may have 

appeared to maintain the patriarchal order, but only to maintain values that were more relevant, 

her reputation and career. 

 The thirties and forties were not fruitful decades for female choreographers. Despite the 

Nineteenth Amendment supposedly guaranteeing women the basic rights of citizenship (mainly 

suffrage), even in the forties women found themselves barred from opportunities available to 

men.139 The emphasis on domesticity that returned following the Second World War only 

worsened matters. Those like de Mille who pursued choreographic careers challenged the time’s 

gender order. While ballet and the emerging field of modern dance was far more accepting of 

women, Broadway maintained its patriarchal structure, and according to dance historian Anthea 

Kraut, the opinions of women were almost always made “subordinate to male producers, 

directors, and song- and music-writing teams.”140 After Oklahoma! and Carousel premiered, 

most reviewers acknowledged de Mille’s contributions only secondhand to Rodgers and 

Hammerstein’s and although the composer and author’s work is typically recognized as the most 

important, de Mille experienced other forms of discrimination because of her gender. She was 

denied basic ownership privileges for her choreography, spending the greater part of her life 

fighting for copyright for her Broadway dances. She was at ends with Rodgers and 

Hammerstein’s attorney in the eighties (forty years after the fact), trying to establish copyright 

                                                 
138 There were a number of female choreographers active at the time, and they were some of de Mille’s biggest 
inspirations, especially Katherine Dunham and Martha Graham. 
139 Anthea Kraut, Choreographing Copyright: Race, Gender, and Intellectual Property Rights in American Dance 
(Oxford University Press, 2015). Ebook.  
140 Modern dance was also much more of an avant-garde genre. Its spectators were much more open to bold political 
critiques than Broadway audiences were. Ibid. 
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protection and royalties for both Oklahoma! and Carousel; Rodgers and Hammerstein only gave 

her what they called “a very strong moral right.”141 

 Given the state of gender dynamics in the world of Broadway, de Mille, even with her 

audacity, was not at liberty to openly stage a feminist coup; she did, however, have the ability to 

make nuanced social statements, and her creative decisions in Carousel could have larger 

intentions to this end. While Carousel undoubtedly is Billy’s story, de Mille took a “proto-

feminist” move and made Louise’s emotional plight at the heart of the dream ballet. The original 

scenario Hammerstein wrote for Carousel’s dream ballet (See Appendix D), while set to 

introduce Billy’s daughter, was meant to spark a moment of introspection, where he sees himself 

in Louise. In his brief scenario, Hammerstein outlines the “general theme” of the dream ballet in 

the context of Billy’s storyline: 

The details of the narrative are to be worked out later, but the general theme is the growth 
and development of Billy’s child against a background of evil that constantly threatens 
her. He is tortured by the dangers that result from his retreat from earth and his 
responsibilities. The child is his in a deep and real way. When she is tempted he knows 
why. He knows she has his weakness as well as his strength and revolutionary defiance to 
society.142  
 
As she did in Oklahoma!, de Mille used the dream ballet to open a portal to Louise’s 

psychological state in a way that recalls the pain Billy inflicted on Julie. While Hammerstein 

planned on integrating lyric and spoken dialogue into the sequence, telling the story through 

what he called “a union of ballet, opera, drama, and pantomime,” de Mille insisted that 

choreography do the communicating. Hammerstein also wanted all of the characters from the 

musical to make an appearance in the ballet, including Julie, Mrs. Mullin, Nettie, Tom, and Mr. 

Snow. Whether this was dismissed to make the sequence more otherworldly or to shine the 

                                                 
141 In a letter from de Mille to William Hammerstein dated August 19, 1982. NYPL. AgdM Correspondence and 
Writings. Box 32, Folder 573.  
142 See the full explanation in Appendix D. LOC. Oscar Hammerstein, II Collection, Box “Carousel.” 
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spotlight on Louise, de Mille did away with this idea as well. De Mille’s decision to have Louise 

get raped (or nearly raped) clearly exposes the unsatisfactory state of gender dynamics at the 

time. While Oklahoma! was intended as a feel-good wartime story, Carousel presents a dark 

narrative, rife with domestic violence, that spectators often dismiss, perhaps because of how the 

story was framed or because people were nonplussed at the idea of rape at the time. 

Hammerstein structures the narrative around Billy and his path to righteousness. The musical 

condemns Billy’s actions by forcing him to rectify them in the second act. Hammerstein then 

expects the audience to forgive Billy for his indiscretions because he tries to help Louise (when 

what really helps her is the reverend’s speech in the musical’s conclusion), justifying Billy’s 

gross acts of domestic violence simply because he attempted to reconcile with his family. 

Spectators of the mid-twentieth century accept the gender roles presented in Carousel and accept 

the musical’s unsatisfying ending, whereas modern viewers reject them. 

The dream ballet may not have been considered “rape” by mid-twentieth century 

standards, but some read it as such nearly fifty years later. The 1992 Royal National Theatre 

Production of Carousel maintained the spirit of de Mille’s scenario but made Louise what New 

York Times reviewer Frank Rich called “sexual prey.”143 Choreographed by Kenneth MacMillan, 

the principal choreographer of the Royal Ballet, had Louise resist her suitor at first before 

acquiescing to his seduction. His new choreography maintained the spirit of de Mille’s original 

scenario but is much more sexualized, more fit to an audience of the 1990s. While de Mille has 

her political intentions hidden in the ballet’s subtext, MacMillan’s presentation of “rape” is 

obvious. Louise is approached by the circus man, one who resembles her father at that age. The 

man throws himself at her feet. At first, Louise rejects him (he is a stranger, after all). She tries to 

                                                 
143 Frank Rich, “Review/Theater; London Makes a Revelation of ‘Carousel,’” The New York Times, December 17, 
1992, http://www.nytimes.com/1992/12/17/theater/review-theater-london-makes-a-revelation-of-carousel.html. 
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run away, but he won’t let her. He takes her into his arms and holds her close, and in response, 

she wraps her arms around him. After some cajoling, Louise participates willingly. Finally, she 

has acquired someone’s attention, and she is thrilled. Louise and the man kiss passionately, but 

her schoolmates interrupt them. The rest of his scenario matches de Mille’s. Once the man 

realizes Louise’s true age, he flees, and once more, Louise is left alone for the school kids to 

mock her. MacMillan’s revised version corresponds with Dox’s construction of rape, where a 

woman’s collapse is a structural inevitability. The plot necessitates a conflict for Louise (Billy 

needs something to fix in the second act for narrative closure), and what MacMillan provided is 

essentially a more explicit form of the “threat” de Mille intended.144 

De Mille’s ballet levies a critique of American culture’s treatment of gender by forcing 

Billy to come to terms with his actions. While Louise is supposed to be a representation of Billy, 

both at ends with life, the man that rapes her, a carousel barker like Billy, symbolizes Billy’s life 

of wrongdoing. When Billy watches his daughter at the mercy of a man, one like him no less, he 

realizes both the effect his absence had on Louise’s coming-of-age and the repercussions of his 

irresponsibility. However, the musical’s ultimate absolution of Billy’s sins speaks to the social 

resilience of men in the mid-twentieth century; society was much more forgiving of men than 

women. Hammerstein might have pardoned Billy to end the musical on a light note (the original 

play condemned Billy to hell), but his decision takes away from the social “argument” presented 

in the dream ballet. Carousel would not have been the first Broadway show to end tragically, and 

Rodgers and Hammerstein weren’t opposed to heartbreaking endings; both South Pacific (1949) 

                                                 
144 There is some debate about whether a woman’s eventual arousal in situations like these qualifies a rape (the law 
says no). While it is beyond the scope of this chapter (one could easily write a separate dissertation dedicated to 
Carousel), it is interesting to consider how this view changes the ballet’s reception in the new cultural climate of the 
1990s.  
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and The King and I (1951) end sadly.145 Part of what makes a musical’s takeaway so powerful is 

its tragic ending (West Side Story is a good example). By allowing Billy to enter heaven without 

any real atonement for his actions, Carousel essentially dismisses the issue of domestic violence 

altogether, only intensifying the tension between romanticized representations of rape and the 

dreadful reality of what female victims have actually experienced.146 

 

Conclusion 

Though de Mille had no control over Carousel’s ending, she had considerable creative control 

over its dream ballet and more importantly, its scenario. In Rape and Representation, Lynn A. 

Higgins discusses the importance of who is leading the dialogue when it comes to 

representations of rape.147 There is a certain degree of power demonstrated by those who direct 

discussions or depictions of rape. As Higgins argues, representations of rape “are almost always 

framed by a masculine perspective premised on men’s fantasies about female sexuality and their 

fears of false accusation, as well as their codified access to and possession of women’s 

bodies.”148 In the case of Carousel, the rape scenario was written by a woman, encouraging us to 

consider de Mille’s larger intentions for the ballet. She may have simply accepted the state of 

gender politics at the time or she could have been staging what she thought a young woman in 

Louise’s position would be feeling. While her intent is unclear, her desire to reveal Louise’s 

emotional state to the audience is evident. Considering Louise’s feelings of humiliation and 

                                                 
145 The 1956 film version of the musical also made some serious changes in an effort to brighten the play’s bleak 
tone: Billy’s beating of Julie is never shown on film; his death is deemed an “accident” instead of a suicide; and 
Billy is the film’s narrator, recounting the events of his life to his heavenly judge throughout the entire show.  
146 As progressive as Rodgers and Hammerstein were with respect to race and class, they did not offer women the 
same sympathy. Many of their shows present problematic takes on gender roles, and Louise is not the first under-
aged woman to be taken advantage of sexually. Liat from South Pacific and Liesl from The Sound of Music 
(“Sixteen Going on Seventeen”) are good examples.  
147 Lynn A. Higgins, Rape and Representation (Columbia University Press, 2013), 1. 
148 Ibid., 2. 
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powerlessness, de Mille’s scenario was not completely farfetched. Dr. Helene Deutsch posits that 

a woman’s conscious consent to forceful intercourse was often the result resentful feelings 

toward previously experienced “psychic or physical pain”; according to her, “the narcissistic 

wish to be loved and desired [in these women] predominates as far as their consciously sought 

experiences are concerned.”149 Giving her character complexity and depth, de Mille made Louise 

more relatable, more human, but at the expense of the overall representation of women, and 

though she may have inherited the characters from Hammerstein’s adaptation of Molnar’s play, 

she took it upon herself to stage a “rape” for Louise, envisioning something more problematic for 

the plot and more reflective of the time’s social and sexual norm.  

 Whether de Mille was striving for realism or subtle political statement, or some 

combination of the two, there are multiple dimensions to her scenario. What is clear, however, is 

the dream ballet’s ability to carry such social gravitas. While the device is not de Mille’s alone, 

the evidence available in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s writings, newspaper interviews, archives, 

and de Mille’s personal accounts suggests that the final scenario was indeed primarily her 

brainchild. De Mille’s work reminds us that even the most controversial of issues can be voiced 

on stage in a way that does not provoke uproar or protest. Though Carousel’s dream ballet goes 

mostly unacknowledged as an act of rape (MacMillan’s revised version does help clarify things), 

it clearly exposes the unsatisfactory state of gender dynamics in the mid-twentieth century and 

stands as a relic of how rape culture was perceived at the time. The sequence is an important 

piece of political commentary, setting precedent for later shows to stage more overt forms of 

social subversion in shows like Fiorello! (1959) and The Fantasticks (1960).150  

                                                 
149 Helene Deutsch, The Psychology Of Women: A Psychoanalytic Interpretation - (Read Books Ltd, 2013). 
150 In Fiorello!, Marie sings of accepting a man despite any blows she may receive from him, and in The 

Fantasticks, Tom Jones and Harvey Schmidt openly stage a “Rape Ballet” at the end of Act I.  
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Billy Elliot 

Set nearly one hundred years after Carousel, Billy Elliot the Musical (henceforth Billy Elliot) is 

another story of problematic gender roles. Based on the 2000 film, Billy Elliot was the result of 

the collaboration of Lee Hall, lyricist and author, composer Elton John, and choreographer Peter 

Darling. The musical takes place in Durham County, England, during the 1984-1985 miner’s 

strike. Billy is a young boy who discovers he hates taking boxing lessons and accidentally 

stumbles into ballet classes. When his hyper-masculine father, who plays a large role in the 

strike, discovers that Billy has been taking ballet, he is furious and forbids him from returning to 

class. Mrs. Wilkinson, Billy’s ballet teacher, thinks Billy has real talent and encourages him to 

go against his father’s wishes and audition for the Royal Ballet School. One day, Billy’s father 

finds him dancing alone (the dream ballet sequence) and is so overwhelmed with emotion that he 

decides to support his son in following his dreams. Billy auditions for the Royal Ballet, and 

while he is off to a shaky start, when he is asked what it feels like when he dances, he responds 

with “Electricity,” a ballad where he likens his love of ballet to the current of electricity. In the 

musical’s conclusion, Billy is accepted into the Royal Ballet School with a full scholarship.  

Unlike the multi-step sequences of Robbins and de Mille, Billy Elliot’s dream ballet only 

contains one setting. Billy dreams of dancing with an older version of himself. The two start in 

mirror images of one another in a chair dance, but then dance a duet (a pas de deux). It is a 

moment of self-revelation for Billy, as he accepts that he is different and decides to pursue ballet 

professionally. His father, who is watching Billy, experiences a similar epiphany. Overwhelmed 

with emotion, he realizes that ballet is much more than a hobby to Billy and allows him to 

audition for the Royal Ballet. Despite it being the shortest and least elaborate of those discussed 

in this thesis, the dream ballet in Billy Elliot is perhaps the most interesting example of this 
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project in terms of its execution. Billy experiences a daydream and enters a somnambulistic state, 

where he moves to the events going on in his head. Presumably, his father is unable to see 

exactly what Billy is dreaming, but he sees Billy dance, which is enough to inspire him.151 The 

ballet is a moment of destabilization and subversion, completely changing the course of the 

show’s plot trajectory. 

The political levels of Billy Elliot are twofold, addressing issues of both economic class 

and gender/sexuality. Set during one of the most famous labor strikes in the United Kingdom’s 

history, Billy Elliot embodies the tension evident in the clash between the conservative 

government and the working class. The obfuscation of Billy’s sexuality adds an additional 

problem for the plot. As a boy who dreams of studying at the Royal Ballet School, Billy is 

expected to be homosexual by the audience, yet claims otherwise. The musical effectively sets 

up a binary between heterosexuality/masculinity and homosexuality/femininity, where working 

class/blue-collar employment is at one end of the spectrum and ballet is at the other. While the 

intention of Billy Elliot is to deconstruct this binary, it must first establish the binary to explain 

how mass culture constructed the concepts of “femininity” and “masculinity.” Billy Elliot 

purposefully creates this binary by leading the audience to believe that Billy cannot possibly 

maintain his masculinity and be a dancer, as if a male dancing automatically equates to 

homosexuality. Once the musical has educated its audience about how the concepts of 

“homosexuality/heterosexuality” and “femininity/masculinity” are complex cultural 

constructions that cannot exist on a gendered spectrum, it deconstructs the very binary it created. 

The dream ballet is this moment of deconstruction. Representing the intersection of these two 

                                                 
151 Because of how recently the show premiered on Broadway, I do not have access to the original book. In the 
productions I have seen of Billy Elliot, this is the version of the dream ballet used. Others, however, make the 
sequence more elaborate with more male dancers. 
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social issues, the dream ballet is the moment in the plot where the desires of Billy’s father, a 

symbol for working class masculinity, and Billy’s own desires, a symbol for queerness, align.152 

In this section, I detail how specific elements of Billy Elliot’s plot—such as its setting (during the 

miner’s strike) and Billy’s friendships—were not arbitrary, but rather had larger significance in 

the creation and eventual deconstruction of the gender-sexuality binary.  

 

Conflict No. 1: The Miner’s Strike of 1984-5 and its Role in the Representation of Masculinity 

In the early 1980s, a recession hit Britain with millions unemployed and inflation at 

approximately a 10% increase. A Conservative party administration led by Margaret Thatcher 

was elected in 1979, and with it came the privatization and closure of many coal mines 

(privatization began far before Thatcher’s term, but the National Union of Mineworkers were 

able to resist the process the first time, maintaining their employee benefits and salary.). The 

goals of the newly elected party were to reform the socialist ideals that were adopted in the 

previous years, moving towards capitalism, and dividing the working class. On the power of the 

working class, conservative economist F.A. Hayek stated that “the whole basis of our free 

society is gravely threatened by the powers arrogated by the Unions”;153 Thatcher even claimed 

that “the coal mining industry had come to symbolise everything that was wrong with 

Britain.”154 The coal industry was marked as a threat to the conservative agenda of 

nationalization in The Ridley Plan of 1977. Right-wing Nicholas Ridley believed that the 

National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) was interfering with the capitalist market and being the 

driving force behind inflation. In 1981 when the government canceled their plans to close a 

                                                 
152 Here, I mean politically deviant. See full explanation of queerness below. 
153 Ibid., 29. 
154 Quoted from Freese 2006 in Katy Shaw, Mining the Meaning: Cultural Representations of the 1984-5 UK 

Miners’ Strike (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Pub, 2012), 28. 
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group of mines, miners achieved what would be the last of their victories before the 1984-5 

strike. The Conservative Party’s victory over an Argentine invasion in 1982 gave the party a 

surge of popularity in the election of 1983, and in Thatcher’s second term, she continued her 

plans against labor unions.155  

 The 1984-85 strike was prompted by Thatcher’s move to close inefficient and 

unprofitable mines. The National Coal Board (NCB) announced that they would close twenty 

pits in England, which would result in the loss of approximately 20,000 jobs. The largest since 

the 1926 General Strike, the protest that followed began in March of 1984 and continued until 

June of 1985. Miners fought for not only their jobs, but also the communities built around the 

working class. The collision between the NUM and the NCB and big-government was more than 

a clash of political parties—it was a battle of ideologies. The NUM fought for their culture. John 

Cummings, the MP for the Labour party, went on record stating, “He [Ian MacGregor, NCB 

chairman] wants to take away our independence and our cultural heritage, our village life and our 

club life. All this is our heritage, and I’m not prepared to let him take my heritage away from 

me.”156 Mining communities were tightknit: Hazardous working conditions, low wages, and 

physical isolation inside the pits united workers and forged relationships. When Thatcher and the 

NCB tried to interfere with their communities, the result was the longest and most violent 

industrial dispute of the twentieth century. Protesters frequently crowded the streets, only to be 

physically beaten and pushed away by police officers. Thousands of people were arrested; some 

miners fell victim to death.157 In September of 1985, when the strike failed to appear on the 

                                                 
155 Ibid., 30. 
156 Quoted in Jean Spence and Carol Stephenson, “‘Side by Side with Our Men?’ Women’s Activism, Community, 
and Gender in the 1984-1985 British Miners’ Strike,” International Labor and Working-Class History, no. 75 
(2009): 69. 
157 Shaw, Mining the Meaning, 112. 
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National Ballot, it was ruled illegal. The strike ended, and with it, fell the valiant efforts and 

spirits of the working class. The pivotal event symbolized the death of the miners’ way of life. 

The aftermath of the strike still resonates today as Britain’s most significant post-war labor 

conflict as a culture that died with its industry. Billy Elliot captures this sentiment in its narrative 

with the fierce passion of Billy’s father and brother toward the strike and their firm stance 

against homosexuality.  

The creators of Billy Elliot evoke sympathy for the miners throughout the entire musical. 

While Billy is the title character and the question of his sexuality is important, the economic and 

personal plight of the working class is a significant backdrop to his story. Many of the songs in 

the show are centered on the miners. The first song, “The Stars Look Down,” fitting the mold of 

the traditional Broadway-styled opener, is an ensemble number that gives the audience the 

general gist of the show’s central conflict. It is reminiscent of a working folk song, one that 

paints the tribulations of labor (songs like “Look Down” from Les Misérables, “The Pajama 

Game/Racing With the Clock” from The Pajama Game, “Everybody Say Yeah” from Kinky 

Boots, and “Seize the Day” from Newsies are good analogues).158 “The Stars Look Down” is an 

optimistic song. While the miners sing of physical toils of mining, they are hopeful that their 

efforts will go rewarded when “the stars look down and see a bright future at last.” Their fighting 

spirit is maintained in “Solidarity” when the miners, despite the ridicules of the police, sing of 

their pride and perseverance in their cause. The song bears striking similarity to Ralph Chaplin’s 

“Solidarity Forever,” a union anthem written for the Kanawha coal miner’s strike in Huntington, 

West Virginia. Re-popularized by Pete Seeger (among other artists) during the folk movement 

revival in the 1950s, “Solidarity Forever” may have been the inspiration for “Solidarity.” When 

                                                 
158 Newsies is an especially apt analogue, for it was inspired by the Newsboy Strike of 1899. 
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Christmas rolls around, the strike has been going on for six months. At the miner’s annual 

Christmas show, children unite to sing “Merry Christmas, Maggie Thatcher,” a song that belittles 

the Prime Minister and blames her for their troubles. 

In Billy Elliot, Billy’s brother Tony and his father are active protesters in the miners’ 

strike. The strike dominates the thinking of Billy’s family and their neighbors. His family lives 

very modestly, as the NCB cut both workers’ wages and the number of jobs available. Mr. 

Elliot’s two children exhibit two entirely different personalities. Tony is the embodiment of what 

is traditionally deemed “masculine,” a symbol for the working class. The miners’ pent-up 

frustration resonates through Tony. He is tough and stubborn, the primary activist of the family, 

heading picket lines whenever possible. Billy, on the other hand, is too young to appreciate the 

financial troubles of his family. When his father sacrifices 50 pence a day for Billy to take daily 

boxing classes, Billy uses the money to take ballet lessons instead. When his father discovers 

Billy’s infidelity, he forbids him from taking part in ballet, as it is too feminine. Mr. Elliot wants 

Billy to be like Tony, in touch with his masculinity, and when Billy shows signs of being a 

“poof,” a slang term for a homosexual, by participating in ballet, he is furious. The musical treats 

the terms “working-class” and “masculine” as virtually synonymous, Billy exemplifying 

neither.159  

Mr. Elliot’s will to force Billy into his own occupation stems from more than just his 

passion for the strike. There is a cultural norm constructed around a boy’s “taking over” of the 

family business, especially in blue collar workers. Scientists have studied the overall likelihood 

of a child to choose the occupation of one or both of his parents. In 1978, sociologists Robert 

Hauser and David Featherman studied the intergenerational mobility in samples of fathers and 

                                                 
159 Working-class women were not unheard of; they just weren’t featured in the film or musical.  
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sons in Wisconsin.160 Intergenerational mobility is the change in social status that occurs 

between generations, so when Billy pursues ballet as a career and achieves success in the film’s 

resolution (the end is omitted from the musical), he has achieved a new, higher rank in the social 

hierarchy, or in other words, he achieved intergenerational mobility. He also achieved 

intragenerational mobility because he transcended the social class he was born into. Hauser and 

Featherman’s study concluded that at both ends of occupational distribution, there was very little 

mobility between generations.161 Those born with educated parents were likely to continue the 

success of the previous generation just as much as those born in less-fortunate families were 

more likely to stay in the same social class.162 Last year, researchers at Facebook ran a similar 

study, analyzing whether children are more or less likely to pursue the careers of their parents.163 

They concluded that while not by a substantial margin, the overall percentage was, in fact, 

higher. For instance, a father who was in the military is five times as likely to have a son follow 

in his footsteps; twenty percent of daughters whose mothers are in office jobs pursue 

administrative positions themselves. For father-son occupation pairs, the jobs with the highest 

percentages were architecture/engineering, construction, management, entertainment, 

production, and transportation.  

Psychologically speaking, there is a sort of pride that is involved when a boy follows in 

the footsteps of his father. When Billy rejects the career of his father and brother, it infringes on 

his attainment of masculinity, his rite of passage from boy to man. Billy’s choice is a break in the 

familial lineage. When Mr. Elliot sends his son to take boxing classes, the gloves he offers him 

                                                 
160 David L. Featherman and Robert Mason Hauser, Opportunity and Change (Academic Press, 1978). 
161 Anthony M. Orum, John Wallace Claire Johnstone, and Stephanie Riger, Changing Societies: Essential 

Sociology for Our Times (Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), 111. 
162 They also concluded that this trend varied substantially on individuals’ access to education. Upward social 
mobility is much more common than the inverse. Ibid., 111. 
163 They posted their conclusions in a blog. Adamic Lada and Onur Ismail Filiz, “Do Jobs Run in Families?,” 
Facebook Research, March 17, 2016, https://research.fb.com/do-jobs-run-in-families/. 
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have been passed down in his family, belonging to both Billy’s brother and grandfather. While 

this speaks to the financial situation of the family, it is also symbolic of Mr. Elliot’s desire to 

have Billy continue in his footsteps and those of his entire family. The strike situation aggravates 

Billy’s choice: Billy’s rejection of his father’s occupation is not only an obvious deviation from 

the cultural priorities of his family, but also it symbolizes a rejection of the miners’ cause. Billy 

will not participate in any future strikes, nor will he lead any picket lines. Instead, he’ll be 

dancing.  

 

Conflict No. 2: Femininity, Queerness, and Ballet 

Billy’s involvement in ballet is a cause for concern for his family, who is convinced that it is a 

female-dominated activity, a hobby not suited for young boys, and a threat to his masculinity. 

Historically, dance, especially ballet, has been associated with women, not young boys. Even 

today, society is culturally coded to assume men involved in ballet are homosexual.164 Young 

boys were expected to participate in other kinds of sports (though many would not consider 

ballet a sport at all) such as soccer or boxing. The musical’s portrayal of mining as a hyper-

masculine activity is paralleled in the show’s feminine treatment of ballet. Both the musical and 

society at large gender ballet as feminine.165 It is associated with the females in Billy’s life: his 

deceased mother, his grandmother, and his ballet instructor, Mrs. Wilkinson’s daughter, Debby. 

Near the beginning of the show, Billy’s grandmother sings in “Grandma’s Song” about her 

relationship quarrels with her husband and how dance provided her with some solace. Had she 

been given another chance, she would have chosen dance over her husband. Aside from detailing 

                                                 
164 Michael Gard’s text on the cultural construction of masculinity vis-à-vis ballet is an excellent source for more 
information on how dance has been gendered male historically. Michael Gard, Men Who Dance: Aesthetics, 

Athletics & the Art of Masculinity (Peter Lang, 2006). 
165 This is true of the film as well, but this project focuses on the musical.  
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the gender roles of her relationship and of the late twentieth century at large, the number further 

stresses women’s predilection for dance. Billy’s mother is also said to have enjoyed dance. At 

multiple times throughout the show, Billy yells that his mother would have supported his dreams. 

When Billy attends ballet class, it is entirely made up of females; he is the only male. At first the 

girls in the class mock him for joining, but they eventually admire his boldness for taking on 

ballet despite the warning of his family.  

With miners and ballet dancers on two opposite ends of the gender spectrum, Billy Elliot 

sets up a binary for Billy’s sexuality, one where mining equates to heterosexuality and a male’s 

participation in ballet points to homosexuality. Because he enjoys ballet, he is assumed to be 

homosexual by his family and friends. The creators never quite appease the audience by 

explicitly revealing Billy’s sexuality. There are many instances in the musical’s dialogue where 

one is hinted over the other. After Billy’s father learns of his involvement in ballet, Billy insists 

that ballet is “not just for poofs,” implying that Billy is heterosexual. Further still, when Billy’s 

best friend Michael tries to kiss him, Billy refuses, stating “just because I like ballet doesn’t 

mean I’m a poof.” Just when the audience thinks they have a handle on Billy’s sexuality, Billy 

Elliot’s creative team complicates matters with decisive steps that point to his homosexuality. He 

rejects the advances of Debby, initially uncomfortable with her incessant and flirtatious teasing. 

Instead, Billy prefers the attention of his best friend Michael. Billy’s friendship with Michael 

holds hints of homoeroticism. Michael, a full-blown transvestite, enjoys wearing his mother’s 

dresses (as demonstrated in the song “Expressing Yourself”) and actively encourages Billy to 

pursue ballet. His most fierce supporter, he is shown to have a crush on Billy, revealing his 

feelings to Billy after the Christmas show at the beginning of Act II. While Billy never explicitly 
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returns his affection, before he travels to London for his audition for the Royal Ballet School, he 

kisses Michael on the cheek.  

The creators of Billy Elliot purposefully make Billy’s sexuality ambiguous. At such a 

young age, Billy does not have to be aware of or in touch with his own sexuality.166 Frankly, his 

sexuality isn’t of vital importance. The production team was more concerned with deconstructing 

the stereotypes associated with masculinity and femininity than revealing the sexuality of a boy 

who is too young to be sexually active anyway. The obfuscation of Billy’s sexuality also serves 

the plot, as it problematizes the central conflict of the miner’s strike. While Billy’s father and 

brother are upset that ballet is an activity for “poofs,” they are more disappointed at Billy’s lack 

of participation in the strike. The passion they feel for their cause and their frustration at Billy’s 

indifference toward the strike gets translated into aggressive homophobia. They fear that ballet is 

synonymous with queerness, or worse, political ambivalence.167  

While the term “queer” is a loaded word that could mean many things, most would agree 

that the term at its broadest interpretation describes those that are non-normative, anti-formalist, 

and against all immutable forms of pre-established order. To be queer is to negate and 

deconstruct arbitrary cultural standards of normativity. In her article “What Is This Thing Called 

Queer,” queer theorist Cherry Smith outlines the weight and complexity term has come to carry 

today: 

Each time the word ‘queer’ is used it defines a strategy, an attitude, a reference to other 
identities and a new self-understanding. (And queer can be qualified as ‘more queer’, 

                                                 
166 Alan Sinfield, “Boys, Class and Gender: From Billy Casper to Billy Elliot,” History Workshop Journal, no. 62 
(2006): 166. 
167 Huffington Post published an article in June of 2013, entitled “Being Queer Means…” that explains how the term 
is being perceived today as an all-encompassing term for those who believe in fluid identities and a “worldwide 
view characterized by acceptance.” While the word has come to represent an “umbrella term” for people who 
identify as part of the LGBTQ community broadly, it has much broader implications. Billy’s father and brother are 
probably conflating “queer” with “gay” or “homosexual.” Nadia Cho, June 29, 2013, Huffington Post, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/nadia-cho/being-queer-means_b_3510828.html, accessed March 13, 2017 
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‘queerer’ or ‘queerest’ as the naming develops into a more complex process of 

identification.) For many, the term marks a growing lack of faith in the institutions of the 

state, in political procedures, in the press, the education system, policing and the law. 

Both in culture and politics, queer articulates a radical questioning of social and cultural 

norms, notions of gender, reproductive sexuality and the family. We are beginning to 

realise how much of our history and ideologies operate on a homo-hetero opposition, 

constantly privileging the hetero perspective as normative, posting that the homo 

perspective as bad and annihilating the spectrum of sexualities that exists.168 

 

To be queer, then, is to be inherently political, defying institutions of power in favor of more 

idiosyncratic, localized values. To this end, Billy’s deviation away from his family’s tradition 

(their employment) and the cultural norm (boys in boxing) is queer. The homo-hetero opposition 

Smith mentions reinforces the binary set up by Billy Elliot’s plot, where heterosexuality and 

masculinity are at one end of the typographical pole, while homosexuality and femininity are at 

the other. The dream ballet deconstructs this binary and quells the stereotypes that are associated 

what is traditionally deemed masculine or feminine. A moment of destabilization, one resulting 

in a drastic change of course for the plot, the dream ballet in Billy Elliot represents the height of 

Billy’s queerness and the primary vehicle for the musical’s social agenda.  

 

A Queer Dream Ballet  

After spending almost the entire musical creating the masculine/mining and femininity/ballet 

binary, in the dream ballet, the creators of Billy Elliot finally begin to deconstruct it. Frustrated 

by his father’s outright refusal to let him audition for the Royal Ballet, Billy imagines dancing 

with an older version of himself. Both Billys dance to the primary theme of the first scene of 

Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake. The spotlight shines on them, nothing on stage to detract from their 

                                                 
168 Donald E. Morton, The Material Queer: A LesBiGay Cultural Studies Reader (Westview Press, 1996), 280. 
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performance. The sequence begins with Billy spinning a chair, and a spotlight reveals an older 

Billy doing the same. Older Billy replicates Billy’s movements exactly, almost as if he were 

looking in a mirror. What began with a synchronized chair dance changes to a duet, a partner 

dance. Billy soars through the sky as older Billy, still on the ground, guides him in the air, 

spinning him in circles before lowering him back to the floor. As he exits, older Billy spins Billy 

stage right, where he finds his father, having watched him.169  

Billy Elliot’s dream ballet is the most powerful expression of the its creators’ social 

agenda. It emphasizes to its viewers that a boy participating in ballet does not necessarily render 

him gay; physical labor is not the only way to express masculinity; and qualifiers of masculinity 

and femininity are arbitrary cultural constructions. However, in a genre that is dictated primarily 

by the arts of song and dance, that which is choreographed or composed speaks far louder than 

words. It is not enough for Billy to constantly assert his passion for ballet. No matter how much 

he tries, the audience or his father will not be convinced until he shows them. At the end of Act I, 

when Tony discovers that Billy has disobeyed his father and prepared a routine for his audition 

against Mr. Elliot’s wishes, he tries to force Billy to dance on a table and show everyone what he 

has learned. The pressure of the situation discourages Billy, and he refuses. His father then fires 

Mrs. Wilkinson and forbids his son yet again from dancing. Act I ends in an “Angry Dance,” 

where Billy is enraged at his father’s orders. The dream ballet of Act II is not only Billy’s 

father’s first time seeing him dance, but it is also the first time Billy has danced since his father’s 

warning, after nearly a year had passed. While it is clear that his father saw something to the 

extent of a somnambulistic dance, the audience is uncertain as to what exactly he witnessed. 

                                                 
169 This scenario is drawn from a 2014 live performance at the Victoria Palace Theatre in London’s West End, 
featuring Elliott Hanna, young Billy, and Liam Mower as older Billy (who coincidentally was one of the three 
original boys to play Billy in the 2005 original West End production). This production purports to maintain 
Darling’s choreography, and videos of other live performances are consistent with the choreography in this version.   
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Most acknowledge the dream ballet as Billy’s daydream, a moment for self-revelation, but 

perhaps it is Billy’s father that imagines an older version of his son, seeing his future as a 

professional ballet dancer, provoking a process of introspection, where he decides that the 

desires of his son are more important than his own. Billy Elliot’s dream ballet could also be 

similar to the style of West Side Story’s, where Tony and Maria are somehow able to share a 

fantasy. This fusing of consciousness in West Side Story was to represent the extent to which 

Tony and Maria loved one another, and it may be functioning similarly in Billy Elliot, Billy and 

his father finally seeing eye to eye.  

By using the dream ballet as their means of deconstructing harmful stereotypes 

surrounding men and ballet, the creators of Billy Elliot make the sequence Billy’s most overt 

expression of queerness. As defined above, to be queer is to be against the rules of formal order, 

to destabilize and reject all forms of power and agency. When Billy dances with his older 

counterpart and feels the electricity seize his body, he is engaging in an act of resistance. No 

longer bogged down by the remarks and teasing of his friends and family, in the dream ballet, 

Billy openly embraces his queer identity. When he flies through the air, he is liberated from the 

shackles of normativity and reality. Of Billy’s airborne sequence, Damian Jackson, an associate 

choreographer of the London production in 2013 remarked that the dream ballet is Billy’s first 

realization of what he truly wants:  

It [the dream ballet] is where we discover that Billy’s dream, really, of what he wants to 
be when he’s older, so the flying sequence that you’ve just seen is a buildup of an 
excitement of what Billy really wants to be. It should feel like he’s flying in the air, so 
that’s exactly what we do to Billy. We take him up in the air, and fulfill his ambitions, I 
guess.170 
 

                                                 
170 Oliver Robinson, Behind the Scenes at Billy Elliot- The Musical, Time Out London (London, UK, 2013), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bm73LoBVIFs. 
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The dream ballet is the first time the audience sees Billy completely enthralled in his craft. Like 

the dream ballet in Oklahoma!, Billy Elliot’s dream ballet is a significant piece of Billy’s 

“coming of age,” the resolution of one conflict, before the rising action of the next: his 

audition.171 The virtuosity Billy displays in the dream ballet is paralleled during his audition at 

the Royal Ballet School. When asked how dance makes him feel, he can’t quite explain in words. 

Instead, he responds with “Electricity,” a song which summarizes the intangible emotions he 

experiences while dancing, where he sings of feeling free and “empty, but full,” evoking 

metaphors like a burning flame, electric current, and “flying like a bird.” The dream ballet is a 

vital precursor to this moment. If the dream ballet were removed from the narrative, Billy would 

not have come to the realization  that he wants to pursue ballet professionally, he would have 

never auditioned for the Royal Ballet, and  his father would still stand as a symbol of society’s 

backwards notion of ballet/femininity, the musical’s social objective left unfulfilled.  

The original film version of Billy Elliot (2000) lacked a dream ballet. It culminated with 

Billy dancing the lead in an all-male production of Swan Lake. Though the creators of the 

musical did away with the film’s final scene, they kept its musical material and used the primary 

theme of Swan Lake for the show’s dream ballet. While the mere replication of music might 

seem like an easy way out for the show’s creative team or more specifically, its composer Elton 

John, their use of Swan Lake’s theme as the musical accompaniment for the dream ballet was 

actually a rather clever strategic means of advancing their queer agenda. Not only did it ensure 

consistency between the film and musical, but it also carried loaded political implications.  

                                                 
171 While I won’t get into it here, Billy Elliot’s dream ballet is also a good example of a liminoid/liminal scheme. 
The ballet fits Aristotle’s plot model and Freytag’s pyramid perfectly. See Chapter 3.  
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The film’s controversial final scene has two important precedents: the all-male Swan Lake 

productions of Les Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo and Matthew Bourne.172 Les Ballets 

Trockadero de Monte Carlo is an all-male drag ballet company, established to parody the clichés 

and conventions of European Classical and Romantic ballet. Intended for comedy, the ballet 

company reimagines and reinterprets Tchaikovsky’s original scenario to critique its conservative 

notions of gender. Matthew Bourne’s 1995 sober rendition of Swan Lake, on the other hand, was 

meant to be interpreted at face value. Unlike the Les Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo, 

Bourne’s version retains most of the original ballet’s plot with few alterations. Both productions 

were criticized for their subversion of the status quo, negating the normative gender roles 

advanced by Tchaikovsky’s original ballet by making a man the subject of weakness. The 

companies’ all-male interpretation openly paraded homoeroticism in their central love story and 

created a controversy out of one dance’s most classic stories. Both productions refute the trope of 

the swan as a graceful, feminine bird and instead depict the swan as an embodiment of strength 

and power; in other words, they make the bold claim that what is traditionally seen as feminine 

can be masculine and vice versa. In the program note for his London production of Swan Lake, 

Bourne notes that the majestic strength of the swan is better suited to the figure of a man than a 

woman: “the idea of a male swan makes complete sense to me. The strength, the beauty, the 

enormous wingspan of these creatures suggests to the musculature of a male dancer more readily 

than a ballerina in her white tutu.”173  While the film’s scene was ultimately omitted from the 

musical, the use of the ballet’s primary theme in the dream sequence has greater meaning. Billy 

Elliot’s quotation of Swan Lake is quite clever in that it appropriates the political pushback that 

                                                 
172 Liam Mower, a dancer having played both younger and older Billy, was also in the Matthew Bourne production 
of Swan Lake.  
173 The History of Matthew Bourne’s Swan Lake, from the programme of Matthew Bourne’s Swan Lake at Sadlers 
Wells, London, 13 December 2006-21 January 2007.  
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surrounded both productions of the ballet. Elton John, an openly homosexual man, could likely 

empathize with Swan Lake’s message: self-expression and individualism at the expense of 

normality and social acceptance. This resonates will Billy too, as he chooses to pursue what he 

loves despite the ridicule it is sure to bring him. In a show that is slated to deconstruct 

heteronormative presumptions about a boy’s involvement in dance, the post-romantic 

interpretation of Swan Lake in its dream ballet strengthens the musical’s social intentions.  

 

Conclusion  

Just as Carousel’s dream ballet spoke to the construction of rape culture in mid-twentieth century 

United States, Billy Elliot’s dream ballet’s message especially resonated in the cultural climate in 

which the musical (and the film) were premiered. The musical premiered in the West End during 

the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 1984-5 miner’s strike, and not coincidentally, it also 

premiered during a rocky time for gay politics. Homosexuality, in all of its forms (Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Transexual, or Queer) was perceived as morally “wrong” by the wider public. 

Worsened by the AIDS crisis, beginning in the 1990s, there was a series of legislative push backs 

for the gay community. In December of 1990, fifteen gay men were arrested for having 

consensual sex (“Operation Spanner”).174 A year later, Clause 25, what would eventually become 

section 27 of the Criminal Justice Act, was introduced in the federal government, calling for 

harsher indictments for sexual transgressions—gay sex was included on a list of punishable 

offenses with rape, child abuse, incest, sexual assault, and murder.175 

A show that speaks to the joys of freedom of self-expression, Billy Elliot teaches young 

boys that it is okay to have feminine interests, or better, that to enjoy dance is not to be either 

                                                 
174 Morton, The Material Queer, 278. 
175 Ibid. 
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“masculine” or “feminine,” but to be human. The dream ballet is a virtuosic, expressive, and 

creative vehicle for which social messages can be translated more effectively. In the genre of 

musical theater, singing and dancing are the primary communicators. It is not enough to speak 

plainly one’s opinions. On stage, it must be sung or danced. While the aims of creative teams are 

not always so cut-and-dry, analyzing dream ballets is a good way of getting at their more 

nuanced and less obvious intentions, which in return, informs our understanding of their works. 

Carousel and Billy Elliot both present diverse pieces of social commentary, designed to incite 

awareness on the issues that plagued their times and dismiss the stereotypes that define class and 

gender. While Carousel uses a large-scale, elaborate sequence to expose a social issue, which in 

the end was not so obvious, Billy Elliot takes a much simpler approach and addresses its 

creators’ intentions straightforwardly, acting as a pivotal moment of destabilization and 

subversion in the musical. Acknowledging the dream ballet as a device capable of both directly 

and indirectly conveying the gravitas associated with complex social issues encourages scholars 

to start considering the performative and political dimensions of even the smallest of physical 

gestures.   
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CHAPTER 6 

FINAL BOWS: SO WHAT DO WE MAKE OF THE DREAM BALLET?  

This project has introduced three interrelated perspectives from which the dream ballet can be 

analyzed: (1) as a liminal, “coming of age” ritual; (2) as an aesthetic phenomenon, emphasizing a 

show’s narrative or overall takeaway; (3) and as a vehicle of political influence. While dream 

ballets are especially known for their practical purposes—acting as transition, spaces for 

unrealistic events in the storyline, or opportunities to showcase advanced choreography and the 

skill of shows’ actors—the musicals analyzed in this thesis have demonstrated the diverse 

functions dream ballets offer their host productions that go beyond their pragmatism, whether it 

be through their vast narrative potential or through their ability to convey emotion.  

The dream ballet stands as a vital part of Broadway history, a relic of the conventions and 

cultural circumstances that defined the genre in the mid-twentieth century; investigating how 

these ballets functioned in their times is part of understanding the development of the genre of 

musical theater broadly. From the entertainment-driven “wild, standalone extravaganza[s]” of the 

thirties to the fully-integrated mature dream ballet of the forties and fifties, these extended 

sequences are so often at the heart of musicals, creating sites of radical influence within the 

plot.176 The ballets that advance a central narrative act as a fulcrum, completely changing the 

course of the storyline. Without the ballet, a glaring hole is left in the overarching narrative. The 

means through which theater practitioners accomplish this are many: de Mille was fond of 

extended sequences that generated new events in the drama (the dream ballet in Carousel is the 

most substantial portion of the second act), while Peter Darling used the dream ballet in Billy 

Elliot to resolve the show’s central conflict. Even the ballets that fail to further the action of the 

                                                 
176 Marmorstein, A Ship Without A Sail, 325. 
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musical are revolutionary moments in the plot: West Side Story’s dream ballet may not represent 

the center of production’s plot arc, but it is the musical’s most emotional plea to society; Billy 

Elliot’s dream ballet does something similar by using Billy’s virtuosity to stress the show’s 

social statement.  

The multiplex dimensions of dream interpretation are what inspired the theoretical 

apparatus I applied in this project and the conceptual framework I created to navigate such 

diverse musical theater terrain. Dreams occur at the threshold of human consciousness, much 

like liminal spaces exist at the margins of pre-and post-ritual status. Moreover, the ritual symbols 

Turner posits in his texts resemble to the dream symbols Freud outlines in his works. Behaving 

like functional liminal spaces, dreams are moments of destabilization, where laws of normative 

reality either do not exist or are subverted. The multistep process of framing a dream within a 

musical’s plot mirrors the four stages of liminal experience, where an initial breach occurs, the 

beginning of the ritual or separation from reality; a crisis ensues (the nightmare procession of 

dream ballets); the conflict is redressed (participants reach a stage of acceptance); and 

reintegration, where the dream reconnects with regular time. While not all dream ballets follow 

this model precisely, enough bear similarity to it to justify the use of Turner’s theory.  

I chose to analyze the dream ballet as an aesthetic phenomenon because it is the 

prototypical role of dance in dramatic productions. Historically, dance has been used as a means 

of promoting spectacle and generating excitement for the audience. Dream ballets do not have to 

function within a musical’s plot to have significance. While the earliest dream ballets recalled 

the “midshow divertissement” of the ballets integrated into early European operas, later dream 

sequences were moments of schism, creating a dream-space that exists on a separate plane than 

regular book time, but one that still functions within it by contributing something to the musical 
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beyond driving its action forward.177 When functioning outside of a narrative or “book,” they can 

be profoundly moving and act as moments of psychological and emotional revelation for 

spectator and performer alike. The notion that dream ballets could carry subtle or blatant political 

messages was self-evident. Beyond the fact that musicals and politics have been inextricably tied 

since the thirties, there is a rich history of “avant-garde,” antagonistic interpretations of dream 

(those outlined in Chapter 2), where dreams are used to oppose mainstream sociopolitical values. 

As device that appeals to the humanity in its viewers and one that has a tendency to subvert 

forms of order, dream ballets made ideal spaces for social commentary. 

The ways in which the dream ballet can behave are diverse and many, and the three 

interrelated perspectives presented in this project are certainly not the only means of studying the 

device. Those I outline here are merely suggestions, and it is important to note that these 

categories are fluid. The dream ballets analyzed in this thesis are paired with what I felt was their 

most representative function, but they could easily be interpreted from the perspective of another 

chapter. The ballet in West Side Story, accenting the repercussions of racial inequality, is 

obviously political. Billy Elliot is a coming-of-age story, and its ballet represents the ritual space, 

where he accepts his true identity. The same could be said of Carousel, where Billy experiences 

the horror of his actions firsthand from Louise’s ballet. The ballets of Oklahoma! and Billy Elliot 

could theoretically be read as aesthetic ballets since no new events in plot occur within them 

(whereas Carousel’s ballet spans fifteen years and creates new dramatic action).  

The rich ambiguity and complexity inherent in dreams made this a rewarding topic to 

research. Dreams do not follow rules but lack them. If an analysis of the various roles dream has 

played on Broadway and in film has taught us anything, it is that there is no standardized 

                                                 
177 Ibid. 
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technique from which “dream” is approached. The creative possibilities afforded by dream 

sequences are beyond our imagination. Recall Freud’s iceberg metaphor from Chapter 2. If that 

which is visible represents all of the interpretations of dream sequences that scholars are aware 

of, that which lies below the surface has only yet to be revealed—the other aspects of the human 

experience with which we are not familiar. What exactly qualifies a dream ballet is still unclear, 

considering the various ways it has been implemented, whether as a literal “dream” or as some 

otherworldly sequence that modern science cannot explain (like Billy’s somnambulistic dance in 

Billy Elliot or Billy’s ability to transcend heaven and earth and watch Louise in Carousel). 

Diegetic dream sequences remain oxymoronic; we are still unaware of how Billy’s father is able 

to share Billy’s daydream (or whether he does at all) or how Tony and Maria can experience the 

same fantasy. The lack of standardization of dream ballets is perhaps why no scholars have 

endeavored to analyze them as a group. The only commonality among all dream ballets is that 

practicality and realism are dismissed entirely. 

Given the complexity of dream interpretation and the lack of scholarship on the dream 

ballet, there is much scholars can do to contribute to the body of knowledge on the device. An 

analysis of the music that underscores these extended dream sequences could expound upon the 

themes presented in this project and reveal new insights to the intentions behind each ballet. The 

conceptual framework could also be applied more broadly to the dream dance sequences of 

cinema at home and abroad (the dream ballet is a common trope of Bollywood films as well), or 

perhaps to what extent the American theatrical landscape influenced other culture’s approach to 

dream sequences in an increasingly modern world system. The continued study of the dream 

ballet is important, as the device was a significant part of both cinematic and Broadway history 

and remains so today. Dream ballets are still being implemented in modern-day contexts through 
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various mediums, appearing in television shows like Smash and Crazy Ex-Girlfriend. Most 

recently, the film La La Land (2016) culminated with an extended dream sequence that painted a 

portrait of an alternative ending for Mia and Sebastian if they had lived “happily ever after.” Of 

his resurrection of the Broadway trope the film’s director, Damien Chazelle, commented: “It’s 

incredible to think today that the dream ballet was actually a thing in Hollywood. Mainstream 

Hollywood movies would do this as a regular thing in the ‘50s and ‘60s. It’s this incredible 

moment in movie history where the pinnacle of commercial, business-minded, factory-system 

moviemaking coincided with the most avant-garde experimental approach to cinema you could 

possibly imagine.”178 The device’s presence in the contemporary American climate encourages 

scholars to keep considering its communicative power in new and shifting cultural contexts. 

Through a detailed analysis of the dream ballet’s genesis, function, and reception, this thesis has 

only begun unearthing the complex, multifaceted creative processes that govern musical theater 

and how cultural forces helped define “dream” and its vast narrative potential. There is still far 

more to be done.  

  

                                                 
178 Gwynne Watkins, How “La La Land” Brought Emma Stone and Ryan Gosling’s Dream Ballet to Life 
(Exclusive), Yahoo Movies, 2017, https://www.yahoo.com/movies/la-la-land-brought-emma-stone-ryan-goslings-
dream-ballet-life-exclusive-160632146.html. 
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APPENDIX A 

DE MILLE’S ORIGINAL STAGE SCENARIO FOR OKLAHOMA!’S DREAM BALLET179 

Original Scene for dream ballet 

 

SCENE: Hilltop- in the sun 

 

Laurie sits under a tree musing. She is worried. “If I married Curley”—she says several times. 

Down stage left she appears to herself, dressed in her sun dress, but with a wreath on her head. 

The music changes to “Beautiful Morning”—very lyric in the best Schubertian style. The dream 

Laurie advances and stands in the center of the stage, radiant happy, aware of all the beauty 

around her betrothed. While she is moving about in her morning, taking possession of her 

world—the real Laurie sitting on the revolving stage is turned slowly out of sight—or as an 

alternate. She moves down stage, stands for a second by her dream projection—and then moves 

softly out.  

 

(If I prefer the method of accomplishing the transition, but for purposes of the production the 

other may have more element of spectacle.) 

 

Two of Laurie’s young friends enter—very young friends, about 14. They have a bouquet of 

flowers for her. They are shy. 

She has become strange to them because she is betrothed and special. One of them bursts into 

tears with nerves. 

 

(The dancing throughout is lyric, non-realistic and highly stylized, but salted with detailed action 

that is colloquial, human, recognizable. If by any happy chance the dancers are used as minor 

characters in the other scenes their main characteristics must be maintained in the ballet.) 

 

Another young girl runs in, waves her sunbonnet and calls to the people who are flowering…to a 
very gay triumphal tune. 

 

(Perhaps a full development of the morning song. Aunt Ella and the young women enter—they 

are carrying this wedding clothes and the gifts. Laurie is stripped to her shift—and dressed in 

great starched petticoats, corset, camisole [sic], something blue, something old—all the little 

ceremonies are observed—the women who are not actually dressing her keep up a lace-like 

pattern rushing around, talking, busy—(strict choreographic form) while the skirts are shaken 

                                                 
179 NYPL. AgdM Papers. Box 38, Folder 659. I retained the original typescript as faithfully as possible. 
Emendations made either by de Mille herself or the NYPL curatorial staff are marked, as well as any typos or 
misspellings from the document. Stage directions and de Mille’s commentary are marked in italics. She uses the 
original spellings of Judd , Laurie, and Curley. 
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out, tossed up and rushed to the bride. The actual dressers are intent, busy and efficient in the 

gentle ceremony.) 

 

Laurie is dressed up in her now starched dress. The veil is borne in—suddenly—(a capella) the 

men are heard off stage as they come up the hill— 

 

The bride stands waiting in her group of women. No one moves. 

 

The bridegroom and his men enter. They take off their hats—and more into formal positions 

across the front of the stage—backs to audience—the bride stands center down stage waiting—
the women form an alley to the back of the stage—Laurie appears on Aunt Ella’s arm—she 

advances alone between the women. The groom steps forward and lifts the veil—he kisses her—
she stands transfixed—the whole freezes with horror—suddenly she doubles up and tries to run. 

It is not Curly but Judd who she has married—no one moves. She runs between in nightmare 

terror. Judd does not move either, he waits for her to realize that the unavoidable has happened— 

she faces him panting—the women sneak away and abandon her—she throws herself for help 

into the men’s arms—they have no faces—they start to leave— 

 

He has her by the wrist in the middle of the stage. She is drooping with dread. H takes out his 

post cards—the post cards enter…They are the real thing…right off the police gazette and 
among them no one is surprised to find Ado Annie. 

 

They proceed to dance around the stage in a kind of whores parade—this dance will involve all 

the best, all music hall steps,—it will be dirty, lusty, dreary, and funny—they dance with the 

cowboys who go through the proceedings in a kind of somnambulistic state and still faceless-the 

leading girl of the troupe pulls Laurie to her and pushes her around in the parade, ripping her 

dress of her shoulders in a business-like way. When the girls have had enough they depart like a 

company of glutted spiders turning before they go over the crest of the hill for a last appalling 

salute to their partners. The men stand huddled together somewhat dazed. They leave not 

altogether triumphantly. 

 

Laurie kneels on the stage, dress torn, exposed, ashamed, exhausted. The sky darkens as with 

thunderstorm. A woman skirts and sunbonnet blowing runs terrified across the background as 

though to escape a tornado. Judd rushes on Laurie—swings her over his head and runs. 

 

(If it is possible to suggest a rope accomplished in mid-air in the heart of a hurricane, I want that 

there.) 

The action is brutal, violent, melodramatic and reminiscent off all the old wood-cuts of the 

villain doing the heroine, including the drag across the ground by the hair of her head. That the 

movement will be beautiful is my chief concern. 
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At the moment of extremes, Laurie throws back her hands and finds Curley standing beside her. 

She is not alone. He is with her as she needs him. He pulls out his gun and shoots Judd. Judd is 

not (corrected in original) killed. Curley shoots again and again. Judd continues to advance. They 

struggle and Judd strangles Curley to death. 

 

Laurie crouches by Curley. Judd comes toward—the stage is dark with a yellow thunder light—
Judd comes on. She cringes by the body of her lover trying to seek protection from his dead 

useless hands—Judd is still moving. 

 

Quick dismount 

 

The real Laurie is discovered not feeling her freshest.  
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APPENDIX B 

DE MILLE’S SCENARIO FOR TRANSLATING DREAM BALLET SEQUENCE IN 
OKLAHOMA! TO SCREEN MAY, 1954.180 

 

In adapting the dream ballet to the screen, I have gone back to my original notes, the images and 

ideas from which I first derived the gestures. For pictures I believe the ideas not only could be, 

but should be more graphic, that anything that can be done to personalize and dramatize the 

gestures is good and that dance need lose neither lyricism nor style by the addition of certain 

augmenting effects impossible on the stage. The correlation of the rhythms between realism and 

stylization is a (corrected from ‘the’) hazard but one that offers boundless challenge. It is a field 
that has barely been touched in pictures to date. 

 

 I think it is perhaps important to suggest the components out of which the dream was 

composed-the real basis of Laurie’s terror of God (corrected to Jud). In the play Laurie tells 

about how frightened she was as a child of prairie fire. The fire at Claremore and Jud’s dim but 
suspected association with it hold her fascinated-as well as his brooding, terrifying adoration of 

her and his absorption in sex, a mysterious and forbidden kind of sex. I believe that somehow 

vaguely and secretly she identifies with the postcards. She is not only frightened of Jud; she is 

frightened of herself. 

 

 As she falls asleep therefore, she hears her own voice in broken snatches. “When I was a 
child there was a prairie fire. Paw and Maw and me were caught in it.” (added quote) “There was 
a fire at Claremore. Father and mother and child burnt up- only the hired hand escaped. (added 

endquote). “Don’t you dare change your mind, don’t you dare.” Double exposed through this we 
see Jud’s head, flowers in the grass, flames in the straw, his eyes back in the brush, his great 

hands wringing the neck of a chicken. Then Curly’s voice: “Laurie, Honey, Laurie, honey. I got 
the right for you,” and Curly’s face in close-up and through his face clouds passing—the high 

prairies and Laurie standing in the wind. She is on a great high field, the wind whips out her 

dress and hair. She lifts her head (music—variation Out of my Dreams) and starts to walk. 

Without transition her double is walking just behind her, with identical rhythm and steps. It 

should be a real Daliesque effect. Curly and his double run in the opposite direction. Close-up of 

Laurie’s face ecstatic, her lips raised to kiss, double expose the rush of the two figures and the 
flying lift. As the dream Curly runs with the dream Laurie, and it should be an enormous run that 

leaves the earth, the double exposed head of the real Curly kisses the real Laurie. They fade on 

the kiss and the substitution has been accomplished. Dream—curly and Laurie off earth, they 

descend through mists, their feet skim the tops of the grass, they dance on the earth; when she 

caresses the ground we see her from his viewpoint, her curls in the grass, her eyes shut to the sun 

and his gaze, her body rounded and twisting on the earth, her hands tearing at the small prairie 

                                                 
180 Editorial emendations added to the manuscript are underlined. NYPL. AgdM Papers. Box 2, Folder 4. 
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flowers. Curly we see from her angle, his face dark against the blazing heaven/clouds racing 

behind him as he bends over her—the bridegroom. Through the music we hear bird calls and the 

high singing of locusts. The real Laurie raises her face again. She is deeply moved. She laughs. 

Her voice is heard. “I heard someone singing kind of growly like—“The dream Laurie runs from 

Curly and snaps her fingers in his face- Curly’s voice says: “Come here you ornery she-male” 

 

 During the love duo, we hear Curly’s and Laurie’s voices in the bits of their love 

dialogue which suggested the pantomime. These will be used discreetly and timed exactly to the 

gestures. It is important to keep the identification of the two Laurie’s clear. The dance will be 
virtually unchanged from the stage version, but expanded in space and varied in camera angle. It 

is actually sensual in all its connotations and can be made personal and passionate by keeping 

close to the performers. At the same time the lyric quality must always be maintained and great 

care and taste exercised to ensure that once the transference is established no back reference to 

the dream cuts into the dance tension. On the other hand this must not be a number. This is a 

cross-section of Laurie’s heart and it must be part of the plot.  
 

 The child—a real child—runs down the road shading her eyes from the sun. A flock of 

birds beat up from the grass and go swirling from the sun. A flock of birds beat up from the grass 

and go swirling away. 

 

 During the entrance of the women who appear from nowhere and are suddenly standing 

on the prairie, the derivation of their movement from birds is emphasized. They are seen against 

moving clouds. The wind ripples the grass at their feet. (wind and grass were switched). The 

height of their jumps can be exaggerated by a low camera. They must be the symbols of 

happiness. 

 

 The wedding veil really floats down from the sky as it descends. There might be a faint 

breathing of bells on the wind as though from a distant church. 

 

 Curly’s entry on the horses should be waist high and photographed in double exposure 

against real horses in slow motion. The men must come riding from a great distance. 

 

 The wedding ceremony should be in bridal dress with real bridesmaids. There is no time 

transition. In dreams things happen instantly. 

 

 Curly lifts her veil, but she lifts her eyes to Jud. (If possible the real Jud and the dream 

Jud should be played by the same actor—they were, Rod Sterges—) She looks again. It is 

Curly—but he keeps changing to Jud. Her friends are faceless. She throws herself at Curly’s 
knees. He too is faceless and withdraws. She is left in a wilderness. The crowd of friends and 

companions move away far into the distance. 
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 The scene is now Death Valley. The earth is bare, cracked and desolate. The merciless 

sun picks out an iron bed, a wash stand, some chairs, a pianola, various stairways leading up to 

nothing. These are Laurie’s ideas of the way upstairs in whorehouses. 
 

 The girls are there and some of them, in particular the leader have from time to time 

Laurie’s face. In the course of her struggle with them, her bridal dress is all but ripped off her-
quite literally. 

 

 At the beginning of the fight when Curly shoots Jud, the sound track goes off. The gun (a 

real one) makes no noise. Laurie screams—no sound. Jud comes on like a giant and there is only 

the sound of footsteps and a beating terrified heart. He looms three times the size of Curly. He is 

John Henry, the killer of American legend. As the fight progresses the sky goes hurricane color-a 

terrible wind springs up. Branches blow past the roofs of houses, the sounds of terrified cattle are 

heard, and ripping tearing noises, and always the awful wind. The murder is accomplished in the 

heart of a twister. It must seem like the very essence of disaster. The abduction and rape occur 

beneath a nightmare sky-and Laurie is borne away to the far horizen.  

 

 The fight must be a terror- not necessarily realistic, but giant-size, slow motion and 

horrible. Curly is killed by having his back broken exactly as Jud would wring the neck of a 

chicken. The effect of large screaming mouths, terrified hands and running feet can be used-and 

new music.  I’ve never been happy with the music for the fight. One good new motif or rhythm 
from Rodgers would do the trick. The real Laurie wakes, shaking, panting with terror and crying 

out. She jumps to her feet. The sound of the frightened heart beat persists and then stops 

suddenly. Jud’s shadow is on the grass before her. 
 

 “I’ve come to remind you it’s time to get ready,” he says. You could dissolve directly to 

the two of them driving the party and I think the suspense would be dandy. She is by this time a 

mighty apprehensive girl. 

 

 In this version of the ballet cutting and mounting and orchestration is all and I would like 

to spend November and December (question marks over the months) attending to the same. 
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APPENDIX C 

HAMMERSTEIN’S ORIGINAL BALLET SCENARIO FOR OKLAHOMA!181 

 

DREAM. (To be developed with a Choreographer)  

 

With a floating sensation we are brought to the level top of a mystical mound, drenched in 

moonlight. There we behold dream counterparts of Laurey and Curly advanced toward each 

other and embrace. 

 

These dream figures of Laurey and Curly dance ecstatically. A young girl enters, sees them and 

bounds of to break the news and soon others dance on and off gaily. Two of “Curly’s” cowboy 

friends stroll by and wave their greeting. “Curly” kisses “Laurey” again and walks away, happy 

and smug. 

 

A little girl runs on, presents “Laurey with a nosegay and then bursts into tears. More girl friends 

dance on and embrace her. A bridal veil floats down from the skies and they place it on her head. 

“Curly” and the boys enter, in the manner of cowboys astride their horses. Following a gay 

dance, the music slows to wedding march tempo. “Curly”, a serious expression on his face 

awaits his bride who walks down an aisle formed by the girls.  

 

Now the ballet counterpart of Jud walks slowly forward and takes off “Laurey’s” veil. Expecting 

to see her lover, “Curly, she looks up and finds “Jud”. Horrified, she backs away. Her friends, 

with stony faces, look straight ahead of them. “Curly,” too, is stern and austere and when she 

appeals to him, he backs away from her. All of them leave her. She is alone with “Jud”! 

 

“Jud” starts to dance with her but he is soon diverted by the entrance of three dance hall girls 

who look very much like the Police Gazette pictures Laurey has seen tacked on to his walls in 

the smokehouse. Some of the cowboys follow the girls on, and whistle at them. But that is as far 

                                                 
181 Library of Congress. Oscar Hammerstein, II Collection. Box “Oklahoma!.” 
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as they go. The cowboys are timid and inexpert in handling these sophisticated women. The 

women do an amusing, satirically bawdy dance. Then “Jud” and the boys dance with them.  

 

After the girls dance off, “Laurey” and “Jud” are again alone. “Curly” enters, and the long 

awaited conflict with “Jud” is now unavoidable. “Curly”, his hand holding an imaginary pistol, 

fires at “Jud” again and again, but “Jud” keeps slowly advancing on him, immune to bullets. He 

lifts “Curly” in the air and throws him to the ground. 

The skies darken and a storm threatens. The wind howls and there is thunder and lightning. A 

fierce fight now ensues. The friends of Laurey and Curly run helplessly from one side to the 

other. Just when the tables seem to have turned in “Curly’s” favor, “Jud” gets a death grip on his 

throat. He is killing “Curly”! “Laurey” runs up to him and begs him to release her lover. It is 

clear by her pantomime that she will give herself to Jud to save Curly. “Jud” drops “Curly’s” 

limp body, picks up “Laurey” and carries her away. Over “Jud’s shoulder she blows a feeble, 

heartbroken kiss to “Curly’s” prostrate form on the ground. The crows surround him and carry 

him of into darkness.  

 

Through a change back into moonlight, we return to 

REALITY 

The real Jud, slicked up for the part, is shaking the real Laurey out of her dream. 

 

JUD 

Wake up Laurey. It’s time to start for the party. 

 

As she awakens and starts mechanically to go with Jud, the real Curly enters expectantly. She 

hesitates. Jud holds out his arm and scowls. Remembering the disaster of her recent dream, she 

avoids any chance of it becoming real by taking Jud’s arm and going with him, looking wistfully 

back at Curly with the same sad eyes that her ballet counterpart had on her exit. 

 

CAMERA MOVES IN on Curly, standing alone, puzzled, dejected and defeated. 
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APPENDIX D 

HAMMERSTEIN’S SCENARIO FOR THE DREAM BALLET IN CAROUSEL182 
 

INTERLUDE 

 

There now occurs on the stage a narrative of the ensuing fifteen years on earth, revolving about 

the two people closest to Billy’s heart, Julie and their daughter, Louise. Tom, Mrs. Mullin, 
Nettie, Carrie and Snow pass through the various episodes, influencing their lives for good or ill. 

BILLY’S reactions, from his flying horse, point up the story. He will have spoken lines and 
lyrics to sing, while on the stage the story will be told by a union of ballet, opera, drama and 

pantomime. The characters will be portrayed by the same artists who have played them up to 

now. There will be no ballet substitutions. The details of the narrative are to be worked out later, 

but the general theme is the growth and development of Billy’s child against a background of 
evil that constantly threatens her. He is tortured by the dangers that result from his retreat from 

earth and his responsibilities. The child is his in a deep and real way. When she is tempted he 

knows why. He knows she has his weakness as well as his strength and revolutionary defiance to 

society.  

 

The narrative reaches a theatrical climax, but there can be no dramatic conclusion. The fate and 

future of Louise are, of course, in abeyance. She is fifteen when the interlude comes to a close.  

 

Now, a giant celestial organ peals away awesome notes. The characters fade from the stage. The 

pearly gates of heaven come in view and the stage is drenched in a golden light. BILLY’S 
companions dismount. He follows suit. Slowly they lead him towards the gates. The lights fade.  

 

End of Interlude.   

                                                 
182 Still Liliom Musical Play at the time. Given Hammerstein’s narrative, this is presumably an early draft. Library of 
Congress. Oscar Hammerstein, II Collection. Box “Carousel.” 
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APPENDIX E 

ORIGINAL SCENARIO FOR THE DREAM BALLET IN WEST SIDE STORY183 

 

A: Out of the turbulence of their emotions, a kaleidoscopic terror of the events pour over them 

and a chaotic tumbling covers the stage surging about and tearing at the lovers and trying to 

carry them apart. Desperately they cling to each other and cry out for a better life—there must be 

a better world and a better place—things must go well for them somewhere! Out of this storm—

like reaching an island—comes a sudden stillness—a quiet—a refuge. 

 

The scene is a field. A horizon of tall grass—green, sunlit open-air earth. A place of no 

buildings, no corners, no walls, no doorways, no traps. A place with enough room. Warn air and 

clear sky. 

 

B: The field is empty. A figure runs on and stops. He looks carefully about. He allows his body 

and senses to react to all strange newness. Another enters, a third and more and more from both 

groups, each separately and unrelated, each sensing and testing this different alien atmosphere. 

They examine it, react to it and finally begin to use it. Their movement changes. From the tight 

bent-knee, into-the-earth movement, the kids, using the light, air, sun smell, and most of all the 

space and peace, open up and extend themselves in movement which are not out of character but 

suddenly released from the tensions of their realistic city problems. Their innate poetry comes 

forward, expressed in their own terms. Expressed with humor, poignancy and an elation, there is 

an opening up, a building of movement a development and heightening of their use and growth 

of it, a rising elation and ecstacy.  

 

At the height of it, a running Tony and Maria enter and join them and unconsciously a 

transfigured restatement of their meeting in the dance hall in the promenade is performed—the 

running in a circle and a speeding to meet eachother and the final arrival and acceptance and 

joining, a completion.  

 

                                                 
183 All formatting and spelling and syntactical errors are retained from the original. LOC. LBC. Box 1079, Folder 8. 
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C: Now Tony and Maria, in a short pas de deux, express their love in most idealized terms, freed 

from the pressures of hurried time, the gang warfare and all the circumstances and prejudice; 

they can be together, unhidden, fully and openly declared, a Utopian dream wish. 

 

D: When they finish they turn to the others who have been watching. There is an atmosphere of 

love and harmony on the stage. Tony and Maria offer their hands to the other members. At first 

hesitantly and then more decisively, the gangs accept each other’s friendship and join in the 

forming of one group. At this point Riff and Bernardo enter from opposite sides. There is a 

moment of terrible tension. Tony and Maria offer their hands to the dead who accept them. They 

join the group.  

 

Now in complete serenity and simpleness and dignity they form a procession which walks 

around the stage together. They’re at peace on this journey and secure with each other, joined 

together and looking out at the world. After this circling they open up to cover the whole stage, 

each person had his own secure place. 

 

E: They begin some wide swinging movements, evoking this love of peace and space that they 

find themselves in. But subtly the light and the atmosphere begins to change. The dimensions 

alter and gradually, to stay in the light the individuals start to move toward each other. 

Restrictions are being imposed, the buildings start to re-enter, the space becomes more limited. 

They movement quickens, tightens, becomes tougher as the groups are pushed more together for 

lack of space. Tougher and jassier, accelerating and hardening; the individuals are crowded more 

and more together until finally the complete tempo and horrors of the cage of the city is upon 

them. 

 

F: Finally a member of one gang crashes into an enemy member and the volcano erupts. Rapidly, 

nightmarishly there is a dividing of sides; a chaotic reprise of the hostility, an insane condensed 

respect of the rumble murders of Riff and Bernardo involving Tony and Maria- a montage of the 

horror and anxiety and events that have occurred. This whirls around the stage boiling over into 

the initial turbulence that the ballet started with. The kaleidoscopic storm reappears, the room re-

enters and Tony and Maria cling to each other sobbing on the floor.  
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G: Now they know what it is they must face, the reality of the situation. And they realize that 

only their love for each other will hold them together and that only in that love, completely given 

and fulfilled and strengthened, can they stand with strength up to the events of the world.  

 

(Handwritten at the bottom of the typescript): 

 

C grows out of B 

 

E, F, & G- more from one till next  

all of a growing piece 
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