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   Negotiating Text and Movement 

Some Challenges in Staging Dance in Shakespeare’s Plays 

Nona Monahin 

Introduction 

The plays of William Shakespeare (1564 - 1616) contain numerous references to dance, 

some of which are used to create wordplay, others to illuminate a particular character or dramatic 

situation.1 Dancing also occurs as part of the action of many plays, although Shakespeare does 

not name specific dances in such situations. One challenge to choreographers and directors who 

wish to use period dancing is to find, or create, appropriate dances, and to integrate them into the 

dialogue and action. Another challenge, regardless of whether the staging is in period style or is 

updated, is to make the dance references intelligible to today’s audiences.  

In this paper I examine the dance scenes in two of Shakespeare’s plays, Romeo and Juliet 

and Much Ado About Nothing (henceforth Much Ado), in order to illustrate such challenges and 

discuss possible solutions. The dance scene in Romeo and Juliet has been likened to a film 

scenario, with constant alternations between what in film terminology may be called close-ups 

and long shots.2 Put simply, much is happening -- different characters conversing, issuing orders, 

arguing, thinking aloud, running around, playing musical instruments, dancing -- and much of it 

is happening simultaneously. To integrate all these elements into an organic, seamless whole 

presents a challenge to the director and choreographer. Additionally, because this scene is 

lengthy, one needs to decide whether to use one dance or several.   

The staging of Much Ado presents additional challenges. The main dance scene is 

preceded by a brief passage in which one of the characters comments on several dances. 
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Regardless of whether any of these were intended to appear in the ensuing dance scene, the 

textual references deserve to be understood, at the very least by the director, choreographer, and 

the actors, but hopefully also by the audience.  

I should emphasize that my aim in this paper is not to explore how such dance scenes 

might have been performed in Shakespeare’s time, but to establish a practical connection 

between the known historical information and our own times by examining possible ways of 

creating historically informed stagings of the dance scenes today. My thinking is informed by 

practical experience in staging/choreographing these, as well as other, Shakespeare plays, but my 

suggestions are not intended to be prescriptive. If I appear to conflate the roles of choreographer 

and director, it is because in the scenes under consideration it is impossible to separate the two. 

The director and choreographer need to work together to shape the whole scene, in which the 

dances are integrated rather than simply added. When I choreographed these dances for the 

Hampshire Shakespeare Company in Massachusetts, I was fortunate to work with directors 

(Timothy Holcomb for Romeo and Juliet and Benjamin Ware for Much Ado) who welcomed 

such close collaboration.3 

Source Texts 

Shakespeare’s plays were originally printed in quarto and folio formats. The “First Folio” 

was printed in 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death, and is the most comprehensive of the 

early editions, containing thirty-six plays, some of which had not appeared previously in print.4 

The quartos were single-play prints that appeared during Shakespeare’s lifetime. Some plays 

appeared in more than one quarto edition, and some of these may have been records of 

performances. An abridged version of Romeo and Juliet first appeared as a quarto in 1597, but 

the more comprehensive second quarto of 1599 is used as the basis for many modern editions.5 
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Much Ado appeared as a quarto in 1600, and was included with little change in the First Folio.6 

These early editions contain very few stage directions and do not divide the acts into 

scenes the way modern editions do. This paucity of staging guidelines has prompted many 

editors, over the centuries, to add their own stage directions and scene divisions, to assist readers 

and theater practitioners.7 Although admirable in principle, this practice, unless clearly 

annotated, can result in obfuscation. Because I wanted to work with texts that were free from 

subjective interpretations, I have used the text from the second quarto (henceforth Q2) for Romeo 

and Juliet, and the First Folio (henceforth F1) for Much Ado, noting any changes in the 

alternative editions, and modernizing some of the spelling and punctuation.8 The Hampshire 

Shakespeare Company productions, to which I refer below, used F1 as their main source. 

Terminology 

Although when discussing the dance scenes in Romeo and Juliet and Much Ado today, it 

is common to use terms such as “ball,” “ball scene,” and “ballroom,” in Shakespeare’s England 

such episodes of social dancing would have been referred to as “revels” or simply as “dancing.” 

The terms “masks” or “masques,” in addition to denoting the elaborately structured and 

rehearsed court productions, could also be applied to the more informal types of dance events 

found in Romeo and Juliet and Much Ado. (Romeo, for instance, uses “mask” to refer to the 

event he and his friends are planning to attend).9 Regarding the two spellings, Janette Dillon has 

written that although these suggest different theatrical forms, there was actually no distinction 

between the terms “mask” and “masque” in practice, and Emily Winerock has noted that “in 

England prior to the 1580s, the term mask referred to an activity, not to an item worn.”10 The face 

coverings worn by men were known as “visors,” “vizards,” or variations on these words, with 
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“mask” gradually becoming used to refer to face coverings worn by women.11 The disguised 

young men who would “crash” parties (see below) were known as maskers, masquers or 

revelers. Shakespeare used the terms interchangeably in the First Folio edition of Much Ado, 

where one character announces that “the revelers are entering,” while the stage directions read 

“Enter. . . maskers with a drum.”12  

 

The practice of impromptu masking. 

In both plays under discussion the dancing begins with the arrival of men in disguise, 

with their faces hidden by visors. The tradition, especially during festive times, of groups of 

young men in disguise, some of them carrying torches to light the way, processing through the 

streets, knocking on doors where a party was in progress, and requesting admittance, was 

widespread in both England and on the Continent, and went through many permutations 

depending on time and place. There were periods when such activities were forbidden in 

England, and the sale of masks was illegal.13 This was likely partly due to risks associated with 

allowing unknown visitors to enter one’s home and is reflected in Romeo and Juliet when such 

an intrusion provokes Tybalt’s anger (although in this case Tybalt is incensed because he 

actually recognizes the intruder as belonging to a rival faction). It was customary for such 

visitors to make an offering to the hosts, such as a recitation, or a dance number, after which the 

hosts would invite them to dance with the assembled guests.14 Often the dancing was the result 

of the maskers’ visit. This is the case in Romeo and Juliet where, after the maskers arrive, tables 

need to be moved to make room for the dancing. Emily Winerock has written about this scene:  

This flurry of activity indicates . . . that the dancing that is about to occur is 

happening because of their [the masquers’] arrival. There were musicians on 

hand, but the dancing that we see in this scene is unscheduled, improvised, and a 

direct response to the sudden arrival of mysterious young men in masks.15 
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This certainly differs from the practice seen in many modern productions, and especially in 

films, where Romeo and his friends arrive at a sumptuous ball that is already in progress.  

In Much Ado the dancing also begins with the arrival of the maskers, but here the revels are 

planned rather than spontaneous.  

Dance sources 

Although Shakespeare’s dance directions do not go beyond such phrases as “Music plays 

and they dance,” his textual references reveal the large variety of dances with which he was 

familiar. Altogether, his plays mention seventeen dances or dance figures, some courtly, some 

popular, and a few exotic or elusive. Of these, contemporary choreographies (either English or 

continental) are extant for the following dances: measures (which include almains and pavins), 

cinquepace and galliard, coranto, branles (“French brawls”), volta (“lavolta”), canary, and “passy 

measures pavin.” Partial choreographies give us some information about the morris and the 

mattachins, and several dances include a “hay” figure. Choreographies for “country dances” 

become available after the mid-17th century, in the publications by Playford.16 There are no 

reliable choreographies for a jig, roundel, carole, bergomask, or the “bacchanals.”17 

The majority of the extant choreographies are from Italy and France. From England, apart 

from the later books of country dances, there are several so-called “Inns of Court” manuscripts 

(dating from the mid sixteenth to the late seventeenth centuries) that provide instructions (albeit 

very abbreviated ones) for many English measures.18 The Inns of Court manuscripts additionally 

mention several other dances that were commonly danced after the measures had concluded. 

These include the cinquepace, galliard, coranto, volta, and “French brawles” -- dances that are 

mentioned by Shakespeare, and for which choreographies exist in a French source, the well-
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known Orchésographie by Thoinot Arbeau (1589).19 Although transferring choreographies 

across national borders is potentially problematic, there is evidence that dances and dancing 

styles of the elite traveled widely, and eyewitness accounts confirm the performing of “foreign” 

dances at various European courts.20 It seems reasonable to resort to the non-British sources, as 

long as one does so thoughtfully, examining each situation on a case-by-case basis. 

Romeo and Juliet 

In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, the dance scene occurs in what modern editions 

usually designate as Act 1, scene 5. In the preceding scenes Romeo was being coaxed by his 

friends, Benvolio and Mercutio, to accompany them to the Capulet banquet. The fact that Romeo 

is from the rival family of the Montagues does not pose a serious problem since the young men 

will be in disguise, with their faces covered by visors. However, Romeo is despondent because 

he has been rejected by Rosaline, the young lady whom he professes to love, although Benvolio 

has promised to show him many superior beauties who will be at the feast besides her. Romeo 

reluctantly agrees to go but is adamant that he will not participate in the dancing. Instead, as he 

reiterates many times, he will go as a torchbearer.21 He also has a premonition that the night will 

end badly. Nevertheless, he gives in: “On, lusty gentlemen,” after which Benvolio gives the 

direction to “Strike, drum!”   

Although there were no scene breaks in either the quarto or folio editions, modern 

editions that add scene breaks divide the stage directions so that “They march about the stage” 

comes at the end of “scene 4,” immediately following Benvolio’s “Strike, drum,” while 

“Servingmen come forth with napkins” marks the beginning of “scene 5.” If one eliminates this 

break, it is possible to see the two activities as taking place simultaneously.22  
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BENVOLIO 23 

Strike, drum. 

Directions, Q2: “They march about the stage, and servingmen come 

forth with napkins.”  

[Immediately after this]: “Enter Romeo.”24 

Directions, F1: “They march about the stage, and servingmen come 

forth with their napkins. 

[Immediately after this]: “Enter Servant.” 

The servants now have eleven lines of dialogue which revolves around the chores they 

are performing in clearing up after the feast. The main servant (whose entry is indicated in F1 by 

“Enter Servant,” corrected from “enter Romeo” in Q2) gives orders to the other three, including 

notice that they are wanted “in the great chamber.”25 

Some scholars have pointed out that the direction to “march about the stage” could be 

used to indicate that the action was moving from one location to another.26 In this case the 

revelers are coming in from the street. The inclusion of the brief servants’ interlude may be there 

to indicate that the new location is indoors. In fact, the main servant’s remark about “the great 

chamber” (noted above) could suggest a second indoor location. Thus, during this short 

transitional episode, the revelers would appear to pass from the street, through an unidentified 

part of the house, to the “great chamber” where, presumably, the festivities are taking place. 

There are a number of things to consider here. First, how many maskers are there? The 

F1 directions at the beginning of the previous “scene,” when the youths were just setting out for 

the night, read: “Enter Romeo, Mercutio, Benvolio, with five or six other maskers, torch-

bearers.”27 Although the numbers are only suggestions, and such directions tend to vary between 

the quartos, as they no doubt varied between performances, one would presume that more people 

than just the three friends enter the Capulet house, making a procession here entirely plausible.  
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Second, if the events are simultaneous, the drum would need to be subdued so as not to 

drown the servants’ dialogue. But then, such a waning and waxing in volume may in fact be an 

appropriate way to indicate changes in location. Third, given that it was customary for arriving 

maskers to present either a speech, or a dance, or both, for their hosts before being invited to 

dance with the guests, could this marching morph into a such a presentation dance? Could it 

perhaps continue for a short while after the servants have left and while Capulet and his guests 

are moving towards the revelers? Tudor masques certainly influenced the early plays of 

Shakespeare,28 and Anne Daye has observed that “Tudor masques were processional in concept, 

with the marching entry as the defining feature.”29 (In Much Ado, to be examined below, the 

maskers also enter “with a drum,” which suggests a marching procession). Earlier in Romeo and 

Juliet the youths had discussed the possibility of presenting a speech to their hosts but decided to 

simply “measure them a measure and be gone.”30 Is this marching meant to be that “measure?” 31 

The servants’ episode ends with the direction “Exeunt” in Q2 (none in F1), after which 

the Capulets and their guests approach the revelers. The chart below is partly based on my 

staging of this scene for the Hampshire Shakespeare Company.  

Shakespeare’s text, from Q2.32 My suggestions for accompanying action. 

Directions, Q2: “Enter all the guests and 

gentlewomen to the maskers.” 

If the previous suggestion is adopted, then the 

revelers would be finishing their “march 

about the stage” as the guests are entering and 

moving towards them. 

CAPULET:  

Welcome, gentlemen! Ladies that have their 

toes  

Unplagued with corns will walk about with 

you. 

Ah ha, my mistresses, which of you all 

Will now deny to dance? she that makes 

dainty,  

Capulet welcomes the revelers, and invites the 

female guests to dance with them, joking that 

only those with corns on their feet would 

refuse.  
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She, I’ll swear, hath corns; am I come near ye 

now? 

Welcome, gentlemen. I have seen the day 

That I have worn a visor and could tell 

A whispering tale in a fair lady’s ear,  

Such as would please: ‘tis gone, ‘tis gone, ‘tis 

gone. 

You are welcome, gentlemen! come, 

musicians, play! 

He reminisces about his youth when he could 

enjoy a dalliance under the cover of a mask, 

and instructs the musicians to start playing. 

Two or three of the revelers each invite a lady 

to dance with them. A few men from among 

Capulet’s guests also invite partners. 

Directions, Q2: “Music plays and they 

dance.” 

These couples start dancing as soon as the 

music starts. I see this as a lively dance, 

perhaps a merry branle, with whoops of 

delight from the dancers. 

In fact, I see this entire section, from the 

Capulets’ entrance to the end of the first 

dance, as intentionally boisterous and chaotic, 

to contrast with the tranquil, serene dance in 

which Juliet (who is not yet on stage) will 

later participate. 

CAPULET  

A hall, a hall! Give room! And foot it, girls! 

More light, you knaves; and turn the tables 

up, 

And quench the fire, the room is grown too 

hot. 

Capulet sees there is not enough room for 

everyone to dance, and directs the servants to 

move furniture, and also to make the room 

more comfortable for dancing. 

His “and foot it, girls” may be a general 

outburst of encouragement to the dancers, or 

it may be an invitation for more ladies to 

move towards the dancing area so that the 

remaining revelers can invite them to dance. 

Ah, sirrah, this unlook’d for sport comes 

well.33 

Capulet is now sitting beside his cousin, 

watching the dancing. 

Nay, sit, nay, sit, good Cousin Capulet; 

For you and I are past our dancing days: 

How long ist now since last yourself and I 

Were in a mask? 

As the dance ends, torches (candles) are given 

out to the men for the next dance. 

Cousin Capulet tries to reach for a candle too, 

and is dissuaded by Capulet (“Nay sit”).34  

SECOND CAPULET [i.e., Cousin Capulet] 

Berlady, thirty years. 

Juliet quietly enters and takes her place 

among the other women. She has her back to 

Romeo, so he does not see her yet.  
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CAPULET  

What, man! ‘tis not so much, ‘tis not so much: 

‘Tis since the nuptials of Lucentio, 

Come Pentecost as quickly as it will, 

Some five and twenty years; and then we 

maskt. 

SECOND CAPULET  

‘Tis more, ‘tis more, his son is elder, sir; 

His son is thirty. 

CAPULET  

Will you tell me that? 

His son was but a ward two years ago. 

The Capulets’ dialog continues while Juliet is 

entering and can be concluded during the 

beginning of the torch dance (section 1a, 

below) as long as the actors’ voices can be 

heard over the music. (When I staged this 

scene for the Hampshire Shakespeare 

Company, we had the speaking actors 

downstage from the dancers and musicians, 

and we experienced no problems with the 

sound balance.) 

We now come to the question of the choice of dance. For the Hampshire Shakespeare 

production, I chose the “Candlestick Branle,” also called “Torch Branle” (“Branle du chandelier” 

“aultrement appellé le branle de la torche”) described by Thoinot Arbeau in his Orchésographie 

of 1589.35 Although it is called a “branle,” this almost seems to be a misnomer, for, unlike any 

other branle in Arbeau, it uses “allemande” steps (three steps forward on three counts, and a 

follow-through, forward, of the trailing foot, on the fourth count). In that sense it is closer to a 

“measure,” although my choice was not necessarily prompted by Romeo’s remark (“the measure 

done”), since in Shakespeare’s time “measure” could be used as a general word simply to mean 

“dance.”36 A torch dance is also suggested by Alan Brissenden, who cites a reference to a such a 

dance in Arthur Brookes’ version of the story that served as a source for Shakespeare’s play.37 

Even so, a torch dance is not necessarily the obvious choice for this scene.38 However, I thought 

it would add a touch of irony if Romeo, having insisted on a torch-bearing rather than a dancing 

role, should then fall in love with a girl who is doing a torch dance. 

Furthermore, it is obvious that torches are on Romeo’s mind, and that his reflection that 

Juliet “doth teach the torches to burn bright” is prompted by the illumination of the room, which 
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must be quite intense since Capulet had just ordered the servants to augment it. The audience 

knows this too, but it is important that they see and experience it as well. It is easy enough to 

create the appropriate ambience in a film, or a stage production that can employ sophisticated 

lighting. Our production, on the other hand, used a small, semi-portable set, and was held 

outdoors, in daylight, so that it was not possible to achieve the ideal level of illumination by 

means of stage lighting alone. Having candles in the hands of the dancers, making the candles, 

through their exchanging between partners, be a part of the dance, as it were, seemed an effective 

solution. This way, even if the handheld candles did not intensify the general lighting, they were 

at least more conspicuous. Below I delineate how I matched the different sections of the “Torch 

Branle” with the concurrent dialogue and action. 

[The Capulets’ dialogue, shown above, can 

continue during the first part (1a) of the 

dance.] 

The Candlestick (Torch) Branle. 

1a. Men, holding candles, dance around the 

room, looking for partners.  

1b. Men chose partners. 

Paris chooses Juliet.  

2a. Men, holding candles, dance with their 

partners.  

ROMEO39 

What lady is that which doth enrich the hand 

Of yonder knight? 

Romeo notices Juliet. 

SERVANT  

I know not, sir. 

2b. Each man, reverencing, gives his candle 

to his partner.  

I see the busy servant’s reply as merely a way 

of brushing off Romeo so as not to be 

dragged into a conversation, rather than as a 

failure to recognize his master’s daughter. 

For, judging by Romeo’s subsequent 

admiring comments, Juliet is most certainly 

not wearing a mask.  
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This may also be a good opportunity for 

Romeo to get rid of his torch (give it to the 

servant) since it would be hard for him later to 

interact with Juliet if he is still holding it. In 

fact, once freed of the prop, he can give more 

attention to observing Juliet dancing. 

ROMEO  

O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright! 

It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night 

Like a rich jewel in an Ethiope’s ear; 

Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear! 

So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows, 

As yonder lady o’er her fellows shows. 

3a. Women (holding candles) dance around 

the room, looking for partners.  

Romeo’s remark regarding torches is 

motivated by all the lighting, but especially 

by the candles that he (and the audience) sees 

in the hands of the dancers.  

It furthermore seems appropriate that he 

compares Juliet with her female companions 

when only the women are seen dancing. 

The measure done, I’ll watch her place of 

stand, 

And, touching hers, make blessed my rude 

hand. 

Did my heart love till now? forswear it, sight! 

For I ne’er saw true beauty till this night. 

3b. Each woman chooses a man.40 

This seems to be an appropriate moment for 

Romeo to voice his resolve about seeking 

Juliet after the dance. 

The word “measure” is used here in its 

general sense, simply meaning “dance.” 

TYBALT 

This, by his voice, should be a Montague. 

Fetch me my rapier, boy. What, dares the 

slave 

Come hither, cover’d with an antique face, 

To sleer and scorn at our solemnity? 

Now, by the stock and honour of my kin, 

To strike him dead I hold it not a sin. 

CAPULET  

Why, how now, kinsman! wherefore storm 

you so? 

Tybalt, Juliet’s hot-headed cousin, having 

recognized Romeo by his voice, wants to 

challenge him for his intrusion into the 

Capulet residence. Capulet, wishing to avoid 

a fight in his house, and wanting to play the 

magnanimous host, manages, after a long 

argument, to dissuade him, and Tybalt leaves. 

The dance, following the same pattern as 

before, with men and women alternating in 

choosing partners, continues throughout most 

of the Tybalt/Capulet exchange, which 

continues for another 36 lines. 
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Romeo can finally approach and interact with Juliet in the famous sonnet. Shakespeare 

has Romeo and Juliet gently match wits in an exchange based on metaphors that take as their 

starting point the custom of pilgrims stopping at shrines to pay homage to statues of saints.  

Because this is such a poignant moment in the play, the question arises of how to stage 

this scene. Whatever happens in the background, it should not detract from the main focus. 

Should the other characters remain motionless until the young couple stops speaking? Should 

they go about their business silently, like in a scene from a movie with the sound turned off? 

Should they continue with the “Torch Branle” (in which case Romeo’s earlier remark about 

waiting until the measure is finished could reasonably be interpreted as referring to a section of 

the dance). Or should they do a different dance?  

The first two options seem too modern to me. The last option, because it involves a new 

dance, risks drawing attention to that dance and away from the couple.41 In the Hampshire 

Shakespeare production we continued with the torch dance. The director remarked (perhaps 

partly in jest) that he purposely wanted the dance to start to feel boring, so that the audience 

would ignore it and focus instead on the couple speaking. I think if I were staging this scene 

today, I would keep the torch dance throughout, but include variations in the music (and perhaps 

in the choreography too) and make the variation just before Juliet’s exit have a touch of finality 

about it, making it an appropriate place to leave the dance for those who wish to do so, but then 

immediately starting up the tune again from the beginning.  

ROMEO 42  

If I profane with my unworthiest hand, 

This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this, 

My lips two blushing pilgrims did ready stand 

To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss. 

Romeo is referring to the custom of pilgrims 

stopping at shrines to pay homage to statues 

of saints.  
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JULIET  

Good pilgrim,  

You do wrong your hand too much, 

Which mannerly devotion shows in this; 

For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do 

touch, 

And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss. 

Juliet gently reminds Romeo that pilgrims 

(also known as “palmers”) can “kiss” by 

touching hands.  

ROMEO  

Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too? 

JULIET  

Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer. 

ROMEO  

O, then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do; 

They pray (grant thou) lest faith turn to despair. 

Romeo’s play with words pushes his 

argument further, until he is bold enough to 

propose a kiss on the lips. 

JULIET  

Saints do not move,  

Though grant for prayers’ sake. 

ROMEO 

Juliet’s reply is remarkable. By taking 

recourse in the metaphoric language they 

have been using, she agrees to the kiss, 

without overstepping the bounds of modesty. 

For, if Juliet is a [statue of] a saint, then she 

cannot move. But, as a saint, she is able to 

grant wishes to those who pray to her. Juliet is 

letting Romeo know that she will not resist if 

he tries to kiss her.  

Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I 

take. 

[The sonnet ends here] 

He kisses her. 

Shakespeare is providing stage directions in 

the text here. This moment is most effective if 

Juliet remains perfectly still, letting the kiss 

just happen to her. It is a beautiful, poignant 

moment, which unfortunately is often spoiled 

by directors who have Juliet move, sometimes 

too eagerly, towards Romeo for the kiss.  

ROMEO  

Thus from my lips, by thine, my sin is purged. 

JULIET  

Then have my lips the sin that they have took. 

ROMEO  

Sin from my lips? O trespass sweetly urged!  

Give me my sin again.  

JULIET  

You kiss by th’ book. 

In this quatrain, which follows the sonnet, 

Juliet can be bolder. 

They kiss. 
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The dance could end about here. In the final moments of this scene Juliet’s nurse calls to 

her, Romeo and Juliet each (separately) question the nurse, and each learns, to their dismay, the 

identity of the other. Immediately after this Benvolio and Mercutio, fearing that trouble may be 

brewing, hasten to make Romeo come away with them. Capulet tries to persuade them to stay to 

supper, but after they whisper something in his ear (this stage direction is present only in Q1, 

supposedly a performing copy) he accepts their explanation and bids them farewell, commenting 

on his own tiredness and his desire to retire for the night, and thus ending the party.43 

Much Ado About Nothing. 

In this comedy, a young couple’s betrothal is threatened by malicious slander. However, 

after much confusion, the heinous plot is thwarted, and, with the help of some devious 

matchmaking, the play culminates in not just one, but two, marriages. The play also involves two 

dance scenes, the second of which celebrates the double wedding at the end of the play. The first 

one involves masked revelers, but, unlike the situation in Romeo and Juliet, here the revels are 

planned, and the revelers are expected. This dance scene is preceded by a commentary on three 

different dance types. Whether or not any of these dances were meant to appear in the ensuing 

revels is not known, but an attempt to make the dance references intelligible to today’s audiences 

can be made. 

In what most modern editions of Much Ado designate as Act II, scene I, Beatrice, a young 

lady who despises the idea of marriage, is giving advice to her artless cousin Hero, who is 

expecting a marriage proposal. 

BEATRICE 

The fault will be in the music, cousin, if you be not wooed in good time. If the Prince be 

too important, tell him there is measure in every thing, and so dance out the answer. For 

hear me, Hero: wooing, wedding, and repenting, is as a Scotch jig, a measure, and a 

cinquepace; the first suit is hot and hasty like a Scotch jig (and full as fantastical), the 
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wedding, mannerly modest (as a measure), full of state and ancientry; and then comes 

repentance, and with his bad legs falls into the cinquepace faster and faster, till he sinks 

into his grave.44   

Although there are no extant choreographies for a jig as a dance from this period, there 

are plenty of incomplete descriptions that point to its boisterous, unruly nature. In other words, it 

is an apt image for the fervid and impulsive courtship phase of a relationship. The likening of the 

wedding ceremony to a stately measure is self-evident. It is the third phase, repentance, or regret, 

that according to Beatrice inevitably follows the marriage, that has elicited the largest number of 

interpretations, most of which are plausible, to some extent, but many of which also, to some 

extent, miss the mark. Many scholars have acknowledged the strenuous and tiring nature of the 

cinquepace, with its continual hopping, kicking, and jumping, and some have associated it, in the 

present context, with the male dancer, and therefore, with the husband in a marriage. But 

although the image of a man struggling to dance “with his bad legs” is a striking one, the “he” in 

Beatrice’s comment refers to “repentance” rather than to the husband. He, that is, repentance, can 

afflict both partners in the marriage. I believe that Beatrice’s chief aim here is to stress the 

inevitability of marriage leading to regret, just as it is inevitable that the measure will be 

followed by the cinquepace. Although Beatrice is generalizing for the sake of getting her point 

across, it is true that in numerous English sources the fairly sedate dances known as measures are 

followed by the lively cinquepace, or by its fancier version, the galliard.45  

The question is, is it possible to make these references intelligible to today’s audiences 

without relying on program notes? Although it would indeed be hard to illustrate the inevitability 

of the one dance following the other, this relationship is implied in Beatrice’s line “and then 

comes repentance” (my emphases). Perhaps the best solution would be to acquaint the audience 

with the nature of these two dances, and then present them more than once in the same order, in 

the hope that the associations will register. 
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To achieve this, one could supplement Beatrice’s speech with demonstrations of dance 

steps, making sure to integrate such movements so they do not resemble gratuitous miming 

actions as in a children’s nursery rhyme. Additionally, if repetition is a key to memory, one 

could perform the same dances in the ensuing dance scene, separated from Beatrice’s speech by 

only four lines of dialogue. Moreover, Beatrice’s reference to music, at the start of her advice to 

Hero, could be put to good use, to help strengthen the associations by aural means. The chart 

below is partly based on my staging of this scene for the Hampshire Shakespeare Company. 

Shakespeare’s text, from F1.46 My suggestions for accompanying action. 

LEONATO [Hero’s father] 

Daughter, remember what I told you: if the 

prince do solicit you in that kind, you know 

your answer. 

Since the revels in this play are planned, not 

spontaneous, it seems not unfeasible to have a 

musician wandering by, warming up for the 

revels by playing snippets of dance tunes. 

BEATRICE  

The fault will be in the music, cousin, if you 

be not wooed in good time: if the prince be 

too important, tell him there is measure in 

every thing, and so dance out the answer.  

Beatrice’s first remark will thus be prompted 

by the music. (How the musician plays here 

would be up to the director. Beatrice does 

mention a “fault.”) 

Once Beatrice starts her demonstrations the 

musician could help her along by playing 

short excerpts from the dances she mentions, 

thus providing the audience with aural as well 

as visual associations. 

For hear me Hero: wooing, wedding, and 

repenting, is as a Scotch jig, a measure, and a 

cinque pace: 

the first suit is hot and hasty, like a Scotch jig 

(and full as fantastical), 

As there are no jig choreographies, Beatrice 

illustrates the “hot and hasty” nature of the jig 

by other means, such as hand gestures and 

facial expressions.  

Hero, who is all too familiar with Beatrice’s 

diatribes against marriage, makes signs of 

starting to leave, so Beatrice, in order to 

detain her, takes her hand -- 

the wedding mannerly modest, (as a 

measure), full of state and ancientry, 

and leads her about in a few steps of a stately 

measure.  
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and then comes repentance, and with his bad 

legs falls into the cinquepace, faster and faster 

till he sinks into his grave. 

Now that Beatrice has started dancing, she 

continues to do so: letting go of Hero’s hand 

(who by now is sufficiently amused to remain 

and observe her cousin’s antics), she performs 

a few steps of the cinquepace, complete with 

exaggerated huffing and puffing. 

Four lines later, the revels, featuring four couples conversing and dancing, begin. I will 

not discuss the entire passage here since I have written about it elsewhere, and since the staging 

problems are not dissimilar to those encountered in working with Romeo and Juliet.47 Instead, I 

will remark briefly on the first couple to speak, Hero and the Prince (Don Pedro), and then focus 

on the interactions between the last couple, Beatrice and Benedick.  

For this scene, instead of using just one dance, I chose several measures to be danced in 

succession. Several of the conversations revolve around the idea of hidden identity, not 

surprising since the men’s faces are covered by visors, and also in keeping with the theme of the 

play (the “about nothing” in the title can suggest “about noting,” as has often been pointed out.) 

Each couple’s dancing style would be affected to some extent by their personality and by their 

dialogue, which raises the question of why the conversation of the first couple to speak appears 

somewhat out of character. Hero’s replies to the Prince seem much too cheeky, more like 

something one would expect from her cousin Beatrice. However, this does not have to conflict 

with Hero’s demure disposition, or affect her dancing style, since I feel that her somewhat high-

spirited responses may be efforts at trying to hide her embarrassment, as at this stage she is under 

the mistaken impression that the Prince is about to propose to her, when in fact he is wooing on 

behalf of Claudio, the young man she actually wishes to marry.48  

Now, on to Beatrice and Benedick. Beatrice had poured out her views on marriage to her 

cousin in the form of analogies to different dances, and it is now the choreographer’s task to 
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make her remarks and demonstrations carry over from the previous scene into this one. Benedick 

is the man Beatrice professes to despite, as he does her, although in truth all they need is some 

assurance about the other’s true feelings in order to turn their opinions around. But during this 

dance scene that stage is still in the future. 

When it was time for Beatrice and Benedick to speak, the dance I chose to accompany 

them was the “Black Almain,” partly because, of all the extant measures, this one has the most 

complicated choreography, providing opportunities for errors, intentional or not.49 The chart 

below is partly based on my staging of this scene for the Hampshire Shakespeare Company. 

Shakespeare’s text, from F150 My suggestions for accompanying action. 

Several couples, one behind the other.  

All do 4 doubles forward in a curved path, 

moving downstage, Beatrice and Benedick 

leading, and conversing (inaudibly). At the 

end of the fourth double the partners turn face 

to face. Beatrice reacts strongly to something 

that Benedick has just told her.  

BEATRICE 

Will you not tell me who told you so? 

All do 1 double backwards, backing away 

from one another. This can be made to look as 

if it was the shock of Benedick’s remark that 

propelled Beatrice backwards.  

BENEDICK 

No, you shall pardon me. 

All do 1 double forwards, approaching one 

other. Benedick’s reply here seems to 

anticipate the next figure, as if he is saying 

“Sorry, I don’t have time now,” because the 

partners are about to part and move in 

opposite directions.  

Partners turn to their own left and move 

away from one another with a left double. 

Benedick can smirk a little here. 

They return with a right double. 
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The next figure consists of 2 sideways singles 

and 1 turning double (a figure that later would 

become known as a “set and turn”). Here it is 

done first by the men, then by the women, and 

is an opportunity for each person to admire, 

and be admired by, their partner.  

BEATRICE 

Nor will you not tell me who you are? 

Men do 2 sideways singles while Beatrice 

speaks. In Benedick’s case the side-to-side 

movement can appear fittingly evasive. 

BENEDICK 

Not now.   

Men do a full turn (1 turning double step). 

Benedick speaks just as he begins his turning 

double, making it appear as if he is saying 

“Not now, I’m busy showing off!”   

BEATRICE 

That I was disdainful, and that I had my good 

wit out of the “Hundred Merry Tales!” Well, 

this was Signior Benedick that said so!51  

Women do 2 sideways singles and 1 

turning double. It is their chance to display 

their appealing, feminine qualities. Yet 

Beatrice’s indignant words create an amusing 

juxtaposition, as she is unlikely to remain 

poised and charming while uttering them.  

After this, as Beatrice and Benedick continue talking, their dancing starts to disintegrate, 

then stops altogether, while the other couples do their best to ignore the disruptive couple. 

Finally, the sound of a new dance (a cinquepace) alerts Beatrice that they “must follow the 

leaders,” which is ironic, since they used to be the leaders. Another reason why I chose the Black 

Almain is because it is the dance that precedes the cinquepace in several sixteenth-century 

English sources.52 Thus “repentance” really does follow Beatrice and Benedick’s measure. This 

arrangement could also work in a non-period-style production, as long as one chooses two 

contrasting dances with distinctive music (or possibly a song that has a tranquil opening but later 

becomes fast and boisterous.) 

The cinquepace is not a simple dance, and takes time to learn, something that may not be 

possible if rehearsal time is limited, or if the actors have little dance experience. Additionally, the 
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floor needs to be suitable (non-resilient surfaces such as concrete are to be avoided when doing 

hops and jumps). Nevertheless, even if the conditions are not optimal for dancing the 

cinquepace, it can still be incorporated into this scene. The musicians could play a cinquepace 

melody (the same one to which Beatrice had earlier demonstrated steps) as everyone starts 

moving off stage, as if the dancing was progressing to a new location. This transition can be very 

informal, so that those who can dance the cinquepace do so, while others walk along, maybe 

throwing in a few dance steps, clapping the rhythm, or indicating with gestures that they are not 

up to it - anything to draw the audience’s attention to this dance. Because the cinquepace has a 

very distinctive rhythm, and because the audience had already heard snippets of it during 

Beatrice’s earlier conversation with Hero, and saw her step demonstrations, they would probably 

recognize it as the cinquepace/repentance music.  

These themes could be echoed in the dancing at the end of the play. For the final dance 

scene in our production, I chose a circular choreography, to reinforce the (by now) achieved 

harmony, and one without hops and jumps, so that everyone on stage could participate. The 

music, however, had a very prominent cinquepace rhythm, as if to ask the question: will the two 

couples live happily ever after, or will their married bliss contain just a touch of “repentance?” 

Concluding remarks 

I hope I have shown some of the challenges involved in importing dances from another 

time period into contemporary theatrical productions. Particularly with an author like 

Shakespeare, who not only had a knowledge of many dances, but was able to use them in ways 

that go well beyond mere decoration, there are no short cuts. The text helps to elucidate the 

dance, and vice versa. It is a pity that a lack of historical information has resulted in some 
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modern directors cutting either Shakespeare’s dance references, or even entire dance scenes. By 

honoring Shakespeare’s dance language and striving to understand it, directors can uncover and 

convey complex and rich layers of meaning that can enhance their productions of these plays. 

Nona Monahin © 2022 

____________________ 
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Images from my PowerPoint presentation. 

I incorporated a few drawings from Arbeau’s Orchésographie (1589) and Caroso’s Il Ballarino 

(1581) into these illustrations. 

Old Cousin Capupet reaches for a candle but 

is dissuaded by Capulet: 

(Capulet: “Nay, sit, nay, sit, good Cousin 

Capulet: For you and I are past our dancing 

days.”) 

1. Men, holding candles, dance around the

room, looking for partners.

2. Men, holding candles, dance with their

partners. Juliet dances with Paris.

Romeo notices Juliet.

(Romeo: “What lady is that which doth enrich

the hand of yonder knight?”)

3. Each man, reverencing, gives his

candle to his partner.

4. Women (holding candles) dance around

the room, looking for partners. Romeo deems

Juliet to be superior to the other ladies.

(Romeo: “O, she doth teach the torches to

burn bright! . . .

So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows,

As yonder lady o’er her fellows shows.”)
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