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 Ballet is one of the whitest cultural institutions in the world. Approximately two-thirds of 

professional dancers and choreographers in the United States are white, and the iconic ballet 

Giselle is no exception.1 Giselle was composed by Adolphe Adam and premiered in Paris in 

1841.2 Since then, it has grown to become one of the most popular ballets of all time, and 

according to many scholars, it brings with it a legacy of classism, racism, and sexism.3 The first 

act of the ballet, set in the Rhineland of Germany, tells the story of a young peasant girl named 

Giselle who is deceived by her lover, Albrecht.4 Distressed by the revelation of Albrecht’s 

deceit, Giselle’s heart breaks and she dies.5 Then, in the second act of the ballet, wraithlike 

Giselle rises from the dead along with other spirits, called wilis, seeking revenge on the men who 

mistreated them.6 In the end of the ballet, after Albrecht is spared and Hilarion is killed, Giselle 

returns to the grave and rests peacefully.7 The second act then features the dead girls as ghostly 

white spirits, or wilis, which accentuate the aesthetic whiteness of the “white ballet,” or ballet 

blanc.8 However, though this is the base storyline, throughout history the plot, music, and 

choreography of Giselle have been transformed in distinctive ways to change the try to make the 

                                                 
1 "Ballet," Data USA, https://datausa.io/profile/cip/500302/. 

Rodney Stenning Edgecombe, "The Score of ‘Giselle’,” The Musical Times 156, no. 1930 

(2015): 27-46, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24615723. 
2 Edgecombe, 28. 
3 Edgecombe, 28. 
4 Edgecombe, 30. 
5 Marian Smith, "What Killed Giselle?" Dance Chronicle 13, no. 1 (1990): 68-81, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1567729. Smith describes the discrepancy in the ballet industry over 

Giselle’s death. It is generally believed that Giselle died of a broken heart, but some posit that 

she died from suicide. For the sake of this paper, I have chosen to assume that Giselle died of a 

broken heart; however, this may be a topic of contention. 
6 Edgecombe, 33. 
7 Edgecombe, 34. 
8 Carrie Gaiser, “Caught Dancing: Hybridity, Stability, and Subversion in Dance Theatre of 

Harlem’s Creole Giselle,” Theatre Journal 58, no. 2 (2006): 269-289, https://muse.jhu.edu/, 273. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1567729
https://muse.jhu.edu/
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iconic ballet appealing to more diverse audiences.9 One of the most noteworthy adaptations of 

Giselle was produced by Dance Theatre of Harlem as it drastically changed the plot and cultural 

implications of the ballet. However, even with these alterations to the plot and characters with 

the goal of cultural impact, Dance Theatre of Harlem’s production of Giselle is not entirely 

revolutionary due to the pervasiveness of colorism in its casting and the elements of western 

hegemony that still remain even among a nonwhite cast. 

 Dance Theatre of Harlem was founded in 1969 by Arthur Mitchell, a renowned black 

ballet dancer in the United States and pupil of Balanchine, following the death of Martin Luther 

King, Jr.10 Mitchell was acutely aware from personal experience that racism made being a black 

dancer in the United States challenging and often disheartening, and he wanted to offer black 

dancers the opportunity to express themselves.11 Recalling his days as a dance student, Mitchell 

remarks, “Everything about my body was wrong for a dancer.”12 However, despite the terrible 

odds, he was able to achieve a very successful and lucrative career as a principal ballet dancer.13 

In addition to dancing, Mitchell also directed and wrote different productions for his dance 

school.14 One show that Mitchell directed through Dance Theatre of Harlem in 1984 was an 

altered version of Giselle, which eventually premiered in Paris.15 He changed the setting of the 

ballet to Antebellum Louisiana rather than the Rhineland, and changed the characters from white 

                                                 
9 Marcia B. Siegel, "A Newly Old "Giselle"," The Hudson Review 64, no. 3 (2011): 483-89, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41300703, 485. 
10 Arthur Mitchell, "Ethnicity and Classicism: A Beautiful Connection," The Journal of 

Education 166, no. 2 (1984): 144-49, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42742050, 144. 
11 Mitchell, 144. 
12 Mitchell, 148. 
13 Mitchell, 144. 
14 Mitchell, 145. 
15 Gaiser, 269. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41300703
http://www.jstor.org/stable/42742050
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to free African Americans.16 Though ballet critics at the time, such as John Martin, gave mixed 

reviews to Dance Theatre of Harlem’s new production of Giselle, many performance scholars 

today, including Carrie Gaiser, see it as primarily innovative and avant-garde both because it 

provides a new perspective on a seemingly standard and orthodox ballet, and also its because it 

brings diversity into the white world of ballet.17 

 Dance Theatre of Harlem’s Creole Giselle uses what Gaiser defines as a “hybrid” version 

of Giselle in order to challenge the implicit racism of ballet by presenting a ballet with all black 

dancers but which also, through the use of a classic and orthodox text, appeals to the European 

standards of white beauty.18 “Hybridity” in art means that it involves multiple different, even 

conflicting, cultures or perspectives in one piece of art.19 In this case, the white orthodoxy of 

Giselle’s text is hybridized with black dance. This hybridity gives Dance Theatre of Harlem 

access to a predominantly white institution in a way that connects people of color to ballet, but 

also identifies the new production as an “other” in comparison with the usual white 

performances. Even the title conversationally given to the ballet, “Creole Giselle,” implies this 

hybridity between European and African ancestry and culture.20 It’s true that black 

representation in ballet is important to decrease cultural barriers considering that ballet is so 

white. If Dance Theatre of Harlem did not have this hybridity, it would not be able to appeal to 

both of its audiences: the elite whites who enjoy ballet and the black community it represents. 

Mitchell worried that the racist white audience would disdain the black dancers in his 

                                                 
16 Gaiser, 281. 
17 Gaiser, 281. 
18 Gaiser, 276. 
19 Gaiser, 283. 
20 Gaiser, 280. 
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production, while the black audience might disdain ballet as a white cultural institution.21 This 

leads to a form of what Gaiser calls “double-consciousness,” in which the black dancer must find 

a balance between her identity as a person of color and also as a dancer in a white and culturally 

elitist milieu.22 Thus, this pressure to appeal to two different identities and communities places a 

great amount of pressure on the dancer and creates an in-between space that is often stifling. 

Given that Giselle is widely known as a white ballet, Dance Theatre of Harlem’s 

production forced society to confront the concept of black dancers on a traditionally white ballet 

stage.23 “White ballet” generally refers to the white-colored setting and outfits of the dancers, but 

could also refer to the racial makeup of the cast, as white ballets tend to be exclusively portrayed 

by white dancers.24 While Woodard argues in her opinion piece that white ballet, or ballet blanc, 

is not racist, she overlooks the inherent hidden meaning in prioritizing whiteness as beauty in 

ballet.25 White ballet disguises itself as non-racist by seemingly prioritizing the white and 

ghostly aesthetic of the setting over the race of the people. However, this is just a façade to try to 

justify the white ballet’s intrinsic racism. It is a weak attempt to use visual beauty as a defense 

against societal injustices. Giselle herself is the “embodiment of white ultra-femininity,” as she is 

a meek, submissive, and weak-hearted woman.26 In contrast, black women have historically been 

                                                 
21 Gaiser, 280. 
22 Nyama McCarthy-Brown, "Dancing in the Margins: Experiences of African American 

Ballerinas," Journal of African American Studies 15, no. 3 (2012): 385-408, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/43525500, 387. 
23 Gaiser, 275. 
24 Kristan M. Hanson, "Addressing Racial Diversity in Ballet," Encyclopædia Britannica, July 

01, 2015, Accessed May 04, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Addressing-Racial-

Diversity-in-Ballet-2030912. 
25 Laurie A. Woodard, "Black Dancers, White Ballets," The New York Times, December 21, 

2017, Accessed April 25, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/15/opinion/black-dancers-

white-ballets.html. 
26 McCarthy-Brown, 397. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/43525500
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portrayed as the opposite of this in an effort to masculinize them and thus exert control over 

them.27 Therefore, as anthropologist Karen McCarthy-Brown describes, black women are 

commonly seen as incapable of performing ballet in the same ways that white women do because 

many people believe that black women can’t perform the same aesthetic as white women.28 For 

example, John Martin, one of the most influential dance critics of the twentieth century, claims 

that a black dancer in a white ballet like Swan Lake would have to “pretend” in order to have a 

good performance.29 Martin’s remark overlooks the fact that all dancers, regardless of race, are 

“pretending” in some sense because ballet is performance. In response to ignorant viewpoints 

like Martin’s, Dance Theatre of Harlem aims to show that black dancers are capable of 

performing the same roles as white dancers. However, this also begs the question – is Giselle 

even a desirable role that women of color should want access to? 

Giselle is known as “the ballet we love to hate” largely due to its elitism and oppression 

of women, in addition to its racism.30 As historian Ilyana Karthas argues, in dance as a whole, 

female dancer is often used to fulfill a sexual role in performance as her body is objectified and 

consumed by a lusting audience.31 This is especially true when the character is soft, irresolute, 

and submissive like Giselle, who is not exactly a shining example of a strong woman. All of her 

actions are motivated by craving for a relationship with a man, she is easily deceived by 

Albrecht, and she is weak-hearted enough that she actually dies from emotional distress. In the 

                                                 
27 McCarthy-Brown, 388. 
28 McCarthy-Brown, 390. 
29 McCarthy-Brown, 390. 
30 Lynn Garafola, 1997, Rethinking the Sylph : New Perspectives on the Romantic Ballet, Studies 

in Dance History, Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England. 
31 Ilyana Karthas, "The Politics of Gender and the Revival of Ballet in Early Twentieth Century 

France," Journal of Social History 45, no. 4 (2012): 960-89, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41678946. 
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end, Giselle’s forgiveness of Albrecht demonstrates the misogynistic idea that women are 

obligated to forgive men for their misdeeds and cruelties, even when the results are catastrophic. 

While on the surface this may appear to be a “beautiful redemption,” it actually furthers the 

patriarchal hegemony by declaring that women’s suffering is a suitable price to pay to excuse the 

transgressions of undeserving men.32 The wilis in Giselle have the physical power and potential 

to hold men accountable for their offenses, unlike the living women in the ballet; yet, instead, by 

forgiving Albrecht, Giselle “rescues him from a world of female vengeance.”33 Though Gaiser 

argues that the wilis can be read as a reclamation of black self-agency and expression, this cannot 

be possible when the end result is submission. As a result, it’s a question worth asking whether 

or not any women, whether they are white women or women of color, want to be a part of this 

narrative of female submission and meekness in addition to the colorism and racism involved in 

the orthodox text. 

English and performance scholar Evan Alderson argues that Giselle’s Act II, despite 

having the same choreography and musical text, has entirely different connotations when 

performed by a black cast than by a white cast.34 Perhaps this is why the choreography, though 

performed the same way as a white cast would, read as “new” even to ballet critics and won 

multiple awards for new choreography, including “Best Choreographer of the Year” at the 

Laurence Olivier Awards.35 The spirituality and sexuality of the wilis were perceived as 

inherently white, and the translation to black bodies changed the audience’s perception. The 

cultural hybridity of Creole Giselle, however, exposed the history of sexual abuse and subjection 

                                                 
32 Alderson, 293. 
33 Alderson, 293. 
34 Gaiser, 275. 
35 Gaiser, 281. The Laurence Olivier Awards are comparable to the American Tony’s. 
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faced by black women in America.36 The wilis became not only women seeking revenge on men, 

but women seeking revenge on the men that had sexually wronged them and used their bodies 

under colonization and western hegemony. These memories of abuse physically exist in the freed 

black woman’s body and are expressed physically through the performance of dance. Thus, 

when Giselle forgives Albert in Creole Giselle, it is symbolic of black women forgiving the 

oppressors for the abuse and mistreatment that they received under colonization and slavery. 

This forgiveness is racist in its own way because it implies that black women should be required 

to forgive men for their severe transgressions at the expense of the black women’s happiness.  

Overall, although Dance Theatre of Harlem’s production of Giselle did bring 

representation for people of color to ballet, it was hardly revolutionary in the ways for which it is 

often praised. In order for something to be revolutionary, it must bring about some type of 

measurable change, whether that be social, political, or otherwise. Yet, in looking at the effects 

of Dance Theatre of Harlem’s Giselle on society, there are little to no true or long-lasting 

changes as a result of the production. Ballet is still white, black dancers are still disadvantaged 

due to racism, and colorism even exists within the black ballet community itself. Though dancers 

are not explicitly denied jobs due to the color of their skin, almost every person in the industry is 

aware that this implicit bias does exist.37 Mitchell claims that he founded Dance Theatre of 

Harlem in order to “allow natural Blackness to express itself,” but unfortunately this goal has not 

quite been achieved. 

Even within Dance Theatre of Harlem, an institution known for being revolutionary and 

progressive, colorism made it more difficult for darker-skinned people of color to get principal 

                                                 
36 Gaiser, 281. 
37 McCarthy-Brown, 400. 
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roles in performances.38 Colorism refers to the societal bias toward people with lighter skin 

color, even within one race, due to internalized racism and prioritization of white European 

beauty standards.39 In an interview, Stephanie Powell, a dancer with Dance Theatre of Harlem 

from 1996 to 1998, reveals that she was often given leading roles over her more-accomplished 

senior colleagues just because she had lighter skin.40 In addition, Lydia Abarca, one of Dance 

Theatre of Harlem’s most noteworthy and accomplished ballerinas, originally claimed not to see 

any colorism within the institution and believed that her lighter skin color had nothing to do with 

the roles she played.41 However, later on, Abarca changed her statement and remarked that she 

noticed colored casting during a production of Swan Lake by Dance Theatre of Harlem.42  

In fact, this color casting even applied to Dance Theatre of Harlem’s production of 

Giselle. Although black dancers performed the leads in Creole Giselle, it was still color cast, 

giving lighter-skinned dancers the leading roles and forcing darker-skinned dancers to stay in the 

background where they would detract less from the immaculate white atmosphere of the ballet 

blanc.43 In addition, darker-skinned dancers would often be asked to cover their faces with 

powder to make their skin look lighter on stage, hiding their race and disguising them as white.44 

Laurie Woodard, a former dancer, recalls that she put on powder at the request of her director 

until she was “shades lighter than all the other dancers. Such was the anxiety of preserving 

ballet’s whiteness.”45 Additionally, in the version of Creole Giselle I watched in which Virginia 

                                                 
38 McCarthy-Brown, 400. 
39 Colorism," International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 2019, Accessed May 04, 2019, 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/colorism. 
40 McCarthy-Brown, 399. 
41 McCarthy-Brown, 399. 
42 McCarthy-Brown, 400. 
43 McCarthy-Brown, 401. 
44 McCarthy-Brown, 386. 
45 Woodard. 
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Johnson plays Giselle, she has much lighter skin than the people around her. People of color 

could only be allowed into the sphere of ballet if they could do so in a way that didn’t challenge 

the white aesthetic standards that already existed. As a result, it’s evident that even in an 

institution that claims to be progressive, like Dance Theatre of Harlem, the only way to achieve 

true success and popularity is through hybridity. Dance Theatre of Harlem must – not 

completely, but a little bit – buy into the white norms of European aesthetic beauty by casting 

their lightest dancers as the leads. This makes it easier for Creole Giselle to “cover” as European, 

or at the very least alienate its white audience less. Perhaps this is a result of Dance Theatre of 

Harlem, as a business, prioritizing profit and elitist audience over principle and equality. 

Mitchell chose to rewrite some of the characters of Creole Giselle, including Albrecht, as 

slave-owning black plantation owners.46 They were the wealthy freed African Americans of 

Plaquemines Parish, a real-life group of black men.47 In contrast to that group was the Cane 

River Colony, a poorer group of free African Americans, which included Giselle herself.48 

However, in creating (or at least maintaining) this class divide between the characters of the new 

version of the ballet, Mitchell acknowledges the tension and inter-conflict within the black 

community.49 This tension present in the performance mirrors the colorist tension that hides 

beneath the surface in the casting and training of the dancers. Mitchell’s goal is to create a united 

piece of art to help black dancers express themselves; yet, it ironically contains these deep-

rooted, problematic divisions that contribute to the tension and inaccessibility of the performance 

to lower-class and less wealthy people. 

                                                 
46 Gaiser, 269. 
47 Gaiser, 270. 
48 Gaiser, 270. 
49 Gaiser, 272. 
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By changing the setting and characters from orthodox Giselle to those in Creole Giselle, 

Mitchell inadvertently asserts that a black dancer could not play white Giselle.50 He implies that 

it would be improper to cast a black woman as an Austrian peasant girl by rewriting the role to 

avoid it. In doing this, Mitchell reinforces the same toxic images that he is trying to counteract: 

the image of light-skinned women as beautiful, soft characters and black women as more 

powerful and aggressive characters who cannot play the same roles.51 Thus, the hybridity that 

Dance Theatre of Harlem relies on to gain recognition for its accomplishments is the same 

hybridity that prevents it from ever truly making a place in the institution of ballet or even 

opposing its whiteness from the outside. It positions black dancers still as the outsiders, but as 

outsiders that are slightly less different. Instead of challenging the fact that this white institution 

exists in the first place, Creole Giselle attempts to create a place for black people to exist 

adjacent to it, while still being “othered” in other ways.52 It seeks to distance African Americans 

from their racial community and instead partially align them with a white elitist community. For 

example, even the word “Creole” implies a mixed heritage of European (French) and African, 

thus Europeanizing the black dancers.53 Containing French blood functions as a way to make the 

black dancers “less black” and thus more appealing to racist white audiences. Perhaps a remade 

production of Giselle could have been more revolutionary if the characters and setting were not 

changed, but kept the same and cast with black dancers instead. Or, conceivably, the most 

revolutionary move could have been to protest and oppose the continuation of “white ballets” 

like Giselle rather than trying to fit people of color within its narrow and racist framework. 

                                                 
50 Gaiser, 271. 
51 McCarthy-Brown, 405. 
52 Gaiser, 274. 
53 McCarthy-Brown, 406. 



 11 

 

 
Therefore, while Dance Theatre of Harlem’s production of Creole Giselle did increase 

representation for black people in the overwhelmingly white cultural institution of ballet, overall, 

it did not lead to any lasting or significant changes in the ballet industry. In fact, it simply helped 

perpetuate the bias of colorism and further disadvantage women of color with darker skin, while 

reaffirming the racist idea that a black woman could never play Giselle without significant 

changes to the plot and characters. For Creole Giselle to be revolutionary, it would have to 

change the framework and structure of ballet as a whole. However, it doesn’t due this because it 

instead reinforces the same colorist and racist norms focused on the white European aesthetic of 

beauty. 

Understanding how the pervasive whiteness of ballet affects even spaces dominated by 

dancers of color is key to addressing racism and colorism in society. Racism is not limited to 

ballet; it exists everywhere. Performance, including ballet, is both a product of and an entry point 

to addressing white elitism and colorism. By bringing more diverse perspectives and 

representation to ballet, the performance can act as an instrument to question the cultural norms 

of whiteness and Europeanization. Though there may not have been many long-term changes as 

a direct result of Dance Theatre of Harlem’s Creole Giselle, the black dancers paved the way for 

today’s pop culture black dance such as Beyonce’s “APESH*T” and Childish Gambino’s “This 

Is America.”54 As a result, though Creole Giselle itself is not the revolutionary icon that will 

“un-whiten” ballet, bringing this representation to an overwhelmingly white sector of art and 

performance is important to challenging the longstanding notions of racism and colorism. 

 

 

                                                 
54 Scott Denham, personal conversation, Davidson College, 1 May 2019. 
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