
 

 

Draft for Fifty Contemporary Choreographers (Butterworth & Sanders eds.) 
 
Izadora Weiss (by Christel Stalpaert and Annelies Van Assche) 
 
In the bilingual book on European Dance since 1989 edited by Joanna Smymajda, dance 
critic Julia Hoczyk discusses the process of negotiating the identity of Polish dance since the 
turn of the millennium (2014). In her chapter, she notes that in the early 2000s, the different 
movements in Polish dance all shared a departure from ballet and its manner of representing 
the body, as well as the reproduction of longstanding plots and narratives. While the roots of 
choreographer Izadora Weiss along those same lines can be traced back to ballet, she 
undoubtedly created her own style, which dance critic Graham Watts describes as 
contemporary narrative ballet in his many reviews of her work. Hoczyk points out that Weiss 
in fact created the first autonomous non-ballet performance at the Opera House and as such 
transformed the Baltic Opera Ballet into the Baltic Dance Theatre (BTT). The work of Weiss 
at the time was characterized by a rare ‘middle aesthetic’, as Hoczyk puts it, ‘aimed at a 
wider public than ballet, on the one hand, and new dance on the other.’ (2014, 47).  
 
Weiss graduated from the Warsaw School of Ballet and the Frederic Chopin Music 
Academy. In the early years of her career, she mainly produced choreographies for opera. In 
total, she has created somewhat thirty operas in Poland, which greatly informed her 
choreographic practice in terms of musicality. Interestingly, Weiss usually writes her own 
librettos. After her first solo choreography Three Dreams for the Poznán Ballet in the Grand 
Theatre in Poznán in 1997,  her second choreography Violin Concerto No. 1 marks a turning 
point in her career: after watching the performance in 1998, the renowned Czech 
choreographer Jiří Kylián decided to invite her to join the Nederlands Dans Theater (NDT) to 
hone her choreographic skills further. Weiss worked alongside not only Kylián himself, but 
also Hans van Manen, Ohad Naharin, Sol Léon and Paul Lightfoot.  
 
Weiss shares Kylián’s belief that the narrative potential of the dancing body should be fully 
explored. A distinctive movement style is developed for each character. Corporeal intensities 
and facial expressions are the major means to convey subtle nuances in the characters’ 
emotions. Therefore, she avoids any technological tour de forces or multi-media tricks. Her 
stage set generally consists of a black box, with a modestly lit, black dance floor, allowing for 
the vivid dancers’ expressions to be at the core of attention. Weiss repeatedly makes use of 
simple, black movable panels to indicate shifts in places of action and to have characters 
smoothly appear and disappear. Another trademark of hers is the simultaneity on stage, 
having different groups of dancers perform at the same time in a different area on stage, 
revealing different aspects of the story.  
 
Unlike Kylián, Weiss repeatedly relates to repertoire works such as A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, The Rite of Spring, The Tempest, and Romeo and Juliet. Other pieces are based on 
mythologies and legends, such as Phaedra, Tristan and Isolde, and Eros Thanatos. Weiss’ 

 

 

choreographic work has been greatly inspired by Shakespeare’s plays, which according to 
Watts, can even be described as a ‘leit motif throughout her career’ (2017). Especially A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream is most noteworthy, because her debut under the title of Three 
Dreams for the Grand Theatre in Poznán was derived from an interpretation of this play, and 
in 2013, another rendition for the Baltic Dance Theatre would constitute a highpoint in her 
career. In this latter rendition of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, an eclectic selection of 
compositions by the Bosnian Goran Bregović accompanies the vivid contrasts between aerial 
and floating movements, full of sensuality, confident flirting and explicit eroticism.   
 
While humor prevails in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the rest of Weiss’ choreographic 
work is rather dark and tragic. Her version of the Rite of Spring (2011) transposes 
Stravinsky’s libretto to domestic violence, sadist victimization, and rape. A camera man films 
the dancers’ faces, bringing their tormented facial expressions in close-up. A minor 
conciliation to technological devices with high emotional impact. The Tempest (2015), the 
choreography is tailored to the first symphony by Mahler, interspersed with the sound of 
wind. The coming-of-age of the character of Miranda comes with the necessary sorrow. And 
in Eros Thanatos (2017), Eros – the Greek god of love and sex, and the propagator of life – is 
intrinsically intertwined with Thanatos – the drive towards death and self-destruction. For 
this choreography, Weiss was inspired by the Polish painter Jacek Malczewski and his work 
Thanatos.   
 
Weiss’ oeuvre is marked by a fragmentation of assorted musical sources (ranging from 
Jimmy Hendrix to baroque concertos, and from minimalist music to aforementioned Goran 
Bregović). For the famous Maltafestival in Poznán, Weiss created a choreography on 
Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons in 2000, which was her first but certainly not her last 
collaboration with English violinist Nigel Kennedy. A milestone in her career came when 
Weiss was invited in 2008 to become director of the ballet company of the Baltic Opera 
House in Gdańsk, where her production 4&4 premiered, returning to Nigel Kennedy’s 
rendition of The Four Seasons for the first half of the performance. This performance 
testified that Weiss was changing the face of Gdańsk ballet, ‘turning it away from opera 
ballet to modern dance theatre’, as Graham puts it (2017). The second half of 4&4, Four 
Attempts at Taming Death, is inspired by Schubert’s Death and the Maiden, which she would 
revisit in 2013 in a modern setting where Death is a woman. Looking back at her oeuvre, 
4&4 probably represents Weiss’s expressive turn. Ever since this production, her work has 
not only become more emotionally expressive in its narrative and musicality, but also in her 
particular movement language.   
 
Izadora Weiss has been extremely productive since her debut in 1997. The year 2010 perhaps 
marks the biggest milestone in her career, since she established the Baltic Dance Theatre 
(BTT) in Gdańsk from March onwards. The company has toured extensively, but mostly 
inside Poland. Between 2010 and 2017, Weiss has been especially productive with her 
company, often revisiting earlier narratives and musical scores. Her oeuvre is marked by 



 

 

rewriting classic plots into a modern context; next to the above-mentioned works by 
Shakespeare, Schubert, and Racine, her work has been inspired by Samuel Beckett’s Waiting 
for Godot (Waiting for… 2011), Igor Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring (2011), Wislawa 
Szymborka’s poem inspired by the painting of The Milkmaid by Johannes Vermeer (Light, 
2014), the legend of Tristan and Isolde (2016), and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness 
(Darkness, 2017) among many more. Particularly issues related to the meaning of life, 
alienation, existentialism, and later also social dynamics, violence against women, gender 
equality, and sexism inform her work. For example, her rendition of Romeo and Juliet (2009) 
is set in modern-day Iraq, where Romeo is an American soldier and Juliet an Iraqi Shia 
Muslim. The musical score is a fusion of several fragments going from Sergei Prokofiev to 
Liza Gerrard.  
 
A project from 2014 under the title of Netherlands forms another remarkable milestone in 
Weiss’ trajectory. The first part of the project is a triptych of the productions Clash by Patrick 
Delcroix and Fun and Light by Izadora Weiss (both inspired by the Vermeer paintings). The 
second part of Netherlands consists of two choreographies by Jiří Kylián Sarabande and 
Falling Angels performed by the Baltic Dance Theatre and Weiss’ choreography Body 
Master. In 2015, BDT made their successful debut in London with an interpretation of 
Phaedra. Over the next six years, the company has become more international in its 
composition, with an ‘exciting mix of experience and continuity from the company’s core 
homegrown dancers’ (2017). In 2016, when the new management of the Baltic Opera decided 
that ballet should return to its ‘secondary’ function in opera productions, Weiss sought a new 
stage for her company. Supported by the Ludvig van Beethoven Association and the Adam 
Mickiewicz Institute, the company continued to exist, yet renamed Bialy Teatr Tańca 
(commonly translated as ‘White Dance Theatre’, which hints to her own surname because 
Weiss in German means white). The Bialy Teatr Tańca was launched in Saint Petersburg in 
November 2017. During this transitional phase, Weiss also produced Darkness for the Polish 
National Ballet in June 2017. With her own company of eleven dancers from seven different 
countries Weiss created Eros  and Thanatos in 2017 and Euridice in Hell in 2018. In The 
Krzysztof Penderecki European Center for Music, the company continues to work under the 
name Weiss Tanztheater in Warsaw. However, the company is still looking for a more 
permanent solution, because without infrastructure it cannot continue to uphold its reputation. 
 
Notes:  
Watts, Graham. 2017. Izadora Weiss. A Tempest on the Baltic Shore. In Programme folder 
for Eros Thanatos and Darkness at the Polish Theater in Warsaw (June – September 2017). 
Translation in English at http://www.izadoraweiss.pl accessed on January 3, 2020.  
 
Hoczyk, Julia. 2014. Towards Autonomy and Professionalization. The process of Negotiating 
the Identity of Polish Dance. In Szymajda, Joanna (ed). European Dance since 1989. 
Communitas and the Other. 37-54 
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Born in Poland. Studied at the Warsaw School of Ballet and the Frederic Chopin Music 
Academy, with a scholarship in 1999 and 2001 of the Ministry of Culture and the Arts in 
Poland (MKiS). Interships with Jiří Kylián, Ewa Wycichowska 
 and Jacek Łumiński. Career: she choreographed thirty operas which have been presented at 
the most important Polish stages, as well as in the United States, France, Germany, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Finland. She made 26 choreographies presented in Poland, 
the United Kingdom and Russia. In 2010, she established her own company Baltic Dance 
Theatre, which was renamed Bialy Teatr Tańca (White Dance Theatre, Weiss Tanztheater) in 
2017. Awards and honours include the Music Theatre Award Jan Kiepura for the best 
choreographer (2015); Gdansk City Theatre Award (2014) for the staging and 
choreographing of the Netherlands project; Music Theatre Award Jan Kiepura for the best 
choreographer for her spectacle A Midsummer Night's Dream (2014); the City of Gdansk 
Theatre Award for lifetime artistic achievement and the Honorary Theatre Award for the 
staging of A Midsummer Night's Dream (2013); Pomeranian Arts Award (2009) for Izadora 
and Marek Weiss for changing the face of the Baltic Opera and for modern dance and opera 
projects; Gdansk City Theatre Award (2009) for the staging and choreographing Romeo and 
Juliet; Gloria Artis Medal for Merit to Culture, awarded by the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage. 
 
Works 
 
Choreographies: 
Euridice in Hell (2018); King of Marionettes (2018); Eros Thanatos (2017); Darkness 
(2017); Tristan and Izolde (2016); Phaedra (2015); The Tempest (2015); Body Master 
(2014); Light (2014); Fun (2014); Death and the Maiden (2013); A Midsummer Night's 
Dream (2013); Cool Fire (2013); Windows (2012); Waiting for... (2011); The Rite of Spring 
(2011); Out (2010); Tre donne Tre destini (2009); Romeo and Juliet (2009); Eurasia II 
(2008); 4&4 (2008); Eurasia (2007); ...from heaven (2005); The Four Seasons (2000); Violin 
Concerto No. 1 (1998); Three Dreams (1997) 
 
Operas: 
Manru (2018); Turandot (2018); La Clemenza di Tito (2018); Die Schwarze Maske (2016);  
Rothschild's violin (2013); Madame Curie (2011); Salome (2011); The Magic Flute (2010); 
Eugene Onegin (2009); Julius Ceasar (2008); Don Giovanni (2008); Rigoletto (2007); A 
Little Princess (2006); Aida (2006); Halka (2005); Faust (2004); Aida (2002); Der Freischütz 
(2001); Aida (2001); Eugene Onegin (2001); Carmen (2000); The Threepenny Opera (1999); 
The Haunted Manor (1999); Nabucco (1999); Galina (1999); Don Giovanni (1998); The 
Magic Flute (1998); Aida (1998); Salome (1998); Aida (1997); The Haunted Manor (1997); 
Turandot (1996).  
 
Further reading 
 
Reviews: by Graham Watts available on www.izadoraweiss.pl. 
 
Articles: Watts, Graham. 2017. Izadora Weiss. A Tempest on the Baltic Shore. In Programme 
folder for Eros Thanatos and Darkness at the Polish Theater in Warsaw (June – September 
2017). Translation in English at http://www.izadoraweiss.pl accessed on January 3, 2020.  



 

 

 
Book chapters on Polish Dance: In Szymajda, Joanna (ed). 2014. European Dance since 
1989. Communitas and the Other. Warsaw.  
Chapter 1: Królica, Anna. The Polish periphery in ‘native’ Europe: towards the 
institutionalisation of dance (pp. 23-36) 
Chapter 2: Hoczyk, Julia. Toward autonomy and professionalization: the process if 
negotiating the identity of Polish dance (pp. 37-54).  
 
 
 


