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Introduction

Jifi Kylian's “Black and White" ballets occupy an important place in late twentieth-century
contemporary dance because they join the discipline of classical ballet with grounded movement,
rhythmic experimentation, theatrical imagery, and psychological ambiguity. The works are often
encountered as a filmed program containing several pieces rather than as one continuous ballet.
Among the best known are Six Dances, No More Play, Petite Mort, Sarabande, Falling Angels, and
Sweet Dreams. Their black-and-white visual world does not provide a simple code in which black
always means male power and white always means female innocence. Instead, contrast becomes a
way to explore desire, discipline, humor, mortality, ritual, individuality, and the unstable relationship
between bodies and social roles. (“)i i Kylian Foundation”, n.d.)

Movement Language and Musical Structure

Kylian’s choreography is rooted in ballet technique, but the dancers rarely remain within a purely
upright classical vocabulary. Lines extend and then collapse; torsos contract; feet slide or stamp;
gestures interrupt formal positions; and movement can switch abruptly from lyrical continuity to
percussive attack. This hybridity allows the body to appear trained and vulnerable at the same time.
The dancers’ precision is essential because the choreography often depends on quick changes of
direction, unison patterns, suspended pauses, and small gestures that must remain legible within a
larger ensemble.

Music is not merely background. Kylian uses musical structure as material that can be followed,
resisted, or exposed. Mozart’s slow movements in Petite Mort create an atmosphere of intimacy and
suspended time, while the choreography introduces swords, rolling dresses, and shifting partnerships
that complicate the music’s elegance. In Falling Angels, Steve Reich’s repetitive percussion produces
an insistent pulse. Eight women move within and against that pulse, creating tension between
collective discipline and individual impulse. Repetition does not make the dance mechanical; small
deviations become highly visible because the rhythmic structure is so strong.
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Gender, Power, and the Limits of Simple
Interpretation

Gender is prominent in several works, but it should not be reduced to a fixed opposition between
dominant men and passive women. Sarabande presents an all-male cast whose forceful movement,
vocal sounds, exposed torsos, and unstable group formations question conventional masculinity as
much as they display it. Strength appears alongside absurdity, fear, aggression, tenderness, and
dependence. The men are not simply symbols of superior power; they seem to test the roles that
masculine bodies are expected to perform.

Falling Angels is danced by women, and its imagery has often been connected to femininity, ritual,
aspiration, and constraint. The dancers execute sharp arm patterns, tremors, repetitions, and sudden
releases. Because they frequently move in unison, an individual gesture can look like a break from
social discipline. Yet the work does not tell a single narrative about objectification. The women’s
virtuosity, endurance, and control create authority onstage. The title suggests beings suspended
between spiritual elevation and bodily gravity, making the dance as much about human contradiction
as about a specific gender message.

In mixed-gender works such as Petite Mort, partnering can appear erotic, formal, playful, or
dangerous. The use of fencing foils introduces risk and ritualized aggression, while the wheeled
dresses create comic and uncanny images of femininity separated from the women who might wear
them. These devices prevent the audience from settling into a conventional romantic duet. Desire is
present, but so are artifice and mortality. The choreography repeatedly reminds viewers that
theatrical gender is constructed through costume, posture, objects, and expectations.

Design, Space, and Theatrical Objects

The limited palette gives unusual importance to light, skin, shadow, and silhouette. Black costumes
can cause bodies to merge with the stage, while pale surfaces isolate limbs and faces. The visual
restraint directs attention to shape and timing rather than decorative scenery. Kylian also uses empty
space actively. Dancers form temporary lines, circles, pairs, and clusters that dissolve before they
become stable communities. A body crossing an open stage can appear exposed, while a dense group
can suggest protection or pressure.

Props are choreographic partners rather than illustrations. Swords extend the dancers’ reach and
create audible, visible lines of tension. Mobile dresses move without human bodies, turning costume
into an independent image. Curtains, frames, and lighting can reveal or conceal dancers, making the
stage feel like a place where identities are assembled. These objects also introduce humor. Kylian'’s
work is often described through seriousness and existential themes, but comedy is essential.
Awkward pauses, exaggerated manners, and unexpected objects remind the audience that human
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attempts at dignity can be fragile and strange.

Interpreting the Black and White Program

The program title encourages viewers to look for oppositions: male and female, life and death,
freedom and control, classicism and modernism, spirit and body. The choreography repeatedly
unsettles those pairs. Classical technique becomes a vehicle for contemporary doubt; disciplined
ensembles contain individual resistance; sensuality coexists with danger; and solemn music supports
comic images. Black and white are therefore not final answers but visual conditions under which
complexity becomes clearer.

A filmed performance adds another interpretive layer. Camera distance, editing, and framing
determine what the viewer sees, while a theater audience can choose where to look. Close-ups reveal
facial expression and detail but may hide spatial patterns. A responsible analysis should distinguish
what belongs to the choreography from what is created by the recording. It should also identify the
exact work being discussed rather than treating six ballets as a single narrative. Falling Angels,
Sarabande, and Petite Mort share an aesthetic world but use different casts, music, structures, and
thematic pressures.

Close Readings of Selected Works

Petite Mort is often remembered for its elegance, but its title—“little death”—introduces mortality into
the erotic atmosphere. Men enter with fencing foils, performing controlled gestures that combine
ceremony and threat. When women join them, partnering alternates between support, display,
surrender, and resistance. The slow Mozart concertos stretch time, allowing small shifts of weight to
feel consequential. Wheeled black dresses glide across the stage as empty shells, separating the
image of femininity from living female bodies. The effect is beautiful and unsettling rather than simply
romantic. (Reich & Mozart, n.d.)

Sarabande uses Bach and an all-male cast to dismantle heroic masculinity. The dancers stamp, shout,
breathe audibly, manipulate skirts, and form unstable alliances. Classical strength is visible, but it is
interrupted by awkwardness and vulnerability. The work suggests that masculinity is rehearsed
through group behavior and can fracture under pressure. Humor prevents the men from becoming
monumental symbols; their bodies remain human, dependent, and exposed.

In Falling Angels, the eight women’s repeated movements create a collective that never fully erases
individuality. A gesture performed together may resemble ritual or social discipline, while a delayed
response can read as resistance. Reich’s percussion makes time feel external and relentless, yet the
dancers produce accents and textures that complicate the beat. The work’s intensity comes from
watching control and impulse coexist. Its feminism, if the term is used, lies not in a simple story of
victimization but in the commanding presence and complexity of the performers.
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Six Dances provides a contrasting comic energy. Powdered wigs, exaggerated manners, and Mozart
create an eighteenth-century surface that repeatedly breaks down into absurd behavior. The dancers
appear trapped inside etiquette and then escape through physical invention. By placing comedy
beside darker works, the program refuses a single solemn mood. Kylidn presents mortality, sex,
status, and social convention as subjects that can be both serious and ridiculous. This tonal range is
one reason the black-and-white collection remains theatrically alive.

Performance quality also depends on the dancers’ ability to sustain contrast without turning it into
caricature. A sharp movement must retain intention rather than becoming a decorative accent, and a
still pause must remain active. Ensemble unison in Kylidn is rarely anonymous; viewers sense the
effort of separate individuals choosing the same rhythm. This tension gives the choreography
emotional depth even when no explicit story is present.

The black-and-white program has influenced audiences partly because recordings circulate beyond
the original theater and company. Digital access introduces new viewers, but dates and credits are
often mislabeled online. An academic review should verify the choreographer, composer, premiere,
company, and specific excerpt through reliable dance archives. Accurate identification matters
because attributing Bach to a Mozart-based work or treating a 2020 upload as the premiere changes
the historical meaning of the performance.

Audience interpretation remains open, but openness does not mean that any reading is equally
persuasive. Claims should be grounded in observable movement, music, staging, and historical
context. A viewer may connect a gesture with feminism, ritual, violence, or humor, yet the analysis
should explain how the choreography supports that connection and acknowledge competing
possibilities. This evidence-based approach respects both the artwork’s ambiguity and the labor of the
performers.

Historical context also prevents anachronism. The works emerged from Nederlands Dans Theater and
a European contemporary-ballet tradition in which choreographers were rethinking classical
hierarchy, theatrical narrative, and the relationship between ensemble and individual. Knowing this
background helps explain why the choreography can look both formally polished and deliberately
disruptive. It also encourages comparison with other choreographers without reducing Kylian's work
to a general label such as “modern dance.” (“Nederlands Dans Theater”, n.d.)

For dance students, the program is also a lesson in performance interpretation. Technique supplies
clarity, but meaning emerges through timing, weight, focus, breath, and relationship. Two casts can
perform the same steps accurately while producing different emotional textures, which is why
recordings should be studied comparatively when possible.
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Conclusion

Kylidn's black-and-white ballets remain compelling because they combine technical rigor with
uncertainty. Ballet lines, grounded movement, percussion, classical music, props, humor, and stark
design create works that resist one-dimensional interpretation. Gender and power are important, but
the dances also examine mortality, desire, group discipline, individuality, and theatrical illusion. The
strongest analysis pays attention to specific movement and production choices rather than assigning
fixed meanings to color or sex. In this program, contrast becomes a method for showing that human
identity is never simply black or white.
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