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Royal New Zealand Ballet’s Romeo and Juliet  

 

Teachers Resource 

Demonstrate an understanding the Elements of Dance 1.4 
 
Romeo and Juliet is a narrative ballet, meaning that it uses dance, movement and gesture to show 

the characters and tell a story. This resource will look at how the elements of dance are used to help 

convey that story.  

For an overview of the plot, read the character outline and synopsis below. 

 
Characters 
 
Romeo – A young nobleman of Verona, son of Lord and Lady Montague 

Juliet – Daughter of Lord and Lady Capulet, sworn enemies of the Montagues 

Mercutio – Friend to Romeo, allied to the Montagues 

Benvolio – Cousin to Romeo, allied to the Montagues 

Tybalt – Nephew to Lord and Lady Capulet, cousin to Juliet 

Paris – A young nobleman, allied to the Capulets and a suitor to Juliet 

Lord and Lady Capulet – Head of the House of Capulet, Juliet’s parents 

Lord and Lady Montague – Head of the House of Montague, Romeo’s parents 

Escalus – Prince of Verona 

Friar Laurence – Romeo’s teacher, confessor, advisor and friend 

The Nurse – Juliet’s nurse and confidante 

Synopsis 

Romeo and Juliet takes place in three parts, known as Acts. 

Act I 
 
It is morning in Verona’s market square. An encounter between men from the Capulet and 
Montague families leads to a battle, with all the townsfolk taking sides. Escalus, Prince of Verona 
arrives and cautions Lord Montague and Lord Capulet to keep the peace. Later that day, Juliet’s 
childhood nurse helps her prepare for her first ball. Her mother arrives with the news that it is time 
for Juliet to marry, and that her parents have chosen Paris as her husband. As dusk falls, guests 
arrive for a grand masked ball. Romeo, Mercutio and Benvolio arrive in masks, joining the festivities. 
Romeo meets Juliet at the ball, and it is love at first sight for both of them. Tybalt recognises Romeo 
from the rival Montagues and is furious at his presence. Romeo leaves, but returns later to Juliet’s 
balcony, where the young couple meet again and fall deeper in love. 
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Act II 
 
The next morning, Romeo, Mercutio and Benvolio return to the market square. Juliet’s Nurse arrives 
with a letter from Juliet asking Romeo to meet her at Friar Laurence’s church to be married. Romeo 
is overjoyed, and Romeo and Juliet have their secret wedding ceremony. Juliet returns home to 
await Romeo’s visit later that night. Romeo leaves the church and is accosted by Tybalt, looking to 
avenge the insult of Romeo’s unwanted attendance at Lord Capulet’s party. Romeo tries to leave but 
a fight breaks out and Mercutio is killed by Tybalt. Enraged at the death of his friend, Romeo kills 
Tybalt. Romeo flees as Lord and Lady Capulet arrive, grief stricken and followed by Escalus, who 
proclaims that Romeo is now banished from Verona. 
 

Act III 
 
The next morning, Romeo and Juliet awaken in Juliet’s bedroom, having spent their secret wedding 
night together. Romeo leaves; if he is found he will be executed. Lord and Lady Capulet enter to 
announce that Juliet’s marriage to Paris will take place the next day. Desperate to avoid the 
marriage, Juliet runs to Friar Laurence. He gives her a potion that will give the appearance of death. 
She should drink it that night and her parents will take her lifeless body to the family crypt, where 
she will wake 42 hours later. Meanwhile, Friar Laurence will send word to Romeo to come and meet 
her as she wakes, so that they can leave Verona together. Juliet drinks the potion and is discovered 
‘dead’ the following morning. She is laid to rest in the family crypt, but Romeo does not receive Friar 
Laurence’s message. He is maddened by grief and kills Paris. Rather than live without Juliet, Romeo 
takes poison, and dies as Juliet wakes. Finding Romeo dead, she takes his dagger and stabs herself. 
As the Capulets and Montagues mourn their children, Escalus encourages them to forget their 
quarrel, forgive each other and make peace. 

 
Themes of the work 

• Romantic Love 

• Family Loyalty 

• The Individual vs Society 

• The Divide Between the Young and Old 

• Power and Status 

• Hierarchy 

• Violence and Anger 

• Revenge 

• Tragedy 
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The Elements of Dance 

As you’re watching Romeo and Juliet, make notes of examples of the elements of dance, thinking 

about how this relates to the narrative and themes of the work. Some examples have been 

provided. 

 

Element Describe how this element is used Explain what effect that has 

Body 
Locomotor 
Non-locomotor 
Shape 
Parts 
Base 

• Juliet often dances en pointe, 
more so then the other female 
characters in the ballet 

 
 
 

• Juliet’s movements are delicate, 
helping to portray her gentle, 
youthful character. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Energy 
Weight 
Flow 
Quality 

• In Act 2, the marketplace 
people perform quick, skipping 
steps that are heavy and 
grounded 

• These grounded steps give the 
impression of folk dance, more 
casual then the dancing of the Lords 
and Ladies. They are joyful and 
carefree. 
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Time 
Duration 
Tempo  
Beat 
Accent 
Rhythm 

 

• Slow motion and freeze frames 
are used during the sword 
fighting scene in Act 1 

• Helps to show the detail and the 
drama in this scene, the audience 
has time to look at each character’s 
involvement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Space 
Level 
Direction 
Pathways 
Personal  

 

• Towards the end masked ball in 
Act 1, the guests dance in a 
series of circular and rotating 
pathway, carefully weaving 
between each other as they 
swap partners 

• The intricate pathways relate to the 
formal and structured nature of the 
masked ball. People are not able to 
dance with whoever they want, 
which also relates to the theme of 
the story. 
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Relationships 
Cannon 
Unison 
Contact 
Formations 

• During Act 3, Juliet’s friends 
perform leaps, skips and 
pirouettes en pointe using 
unison and cannon. They are 
friendly with on another, 
holding hands, using contact  

• Unison shows that these young girls 
are similar to each other, united as 
members of the Capulet house. 
Cannon adds interest to the 
sequence whilst still allowing their 
movements to be the same.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Questions 

a) Describe how the energy used by different characters helps to explain who they are and 

what their role is in the story. 

 

• Romeo, Mercutio and Benvolio perform movements with high energy. For example, 

during Act 1 as they waiting outside the masked ball, all three characters perform a 

series of powerful and energetic jumps with quick footwork. This helps to convey 

their youthful and athletic characters and show their excitement as they are about 

to enter the ball. 

 

• Juliet’s movements are mostly delicate and soft, yet she often with very quickly and 

appears light on her feet. When she is with her nurse in Act one, we see Juliet 

skipping, turning and jumping with sudden bursts of energy that shows her youth 

and playful nature.  

 

• Lord and Lady Capulet move with smooth and controlled gestures that are slower 

than their daughter’s movements. This sustained movement quality relates to the 

power and control that they have in their positions. One example of this can be seen 

during Act 1 when the Lords and Ladies of both houses arrive to break up the fight. 

Their sweeping arm gestures and slow, steady steps help to establish a clear 

difference between the young people, and the older people in the story. 
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b) Using the dance element Body, describe some the movements used by the Capulet family 

during the masked ball (Act 1). What effect do these movements have? 

 

• The masked ball opens with a series of angular arm gestures. The dancers extend 

their arms as they rotate their torsos to face the front diagonals, keeping their 

shoulders back and posture upright. These poses appear confident and powerful 

and relate to the high status of the Capulet house. 

 

• The dancers plie often during the partner dance, bending one or both knees which 

gives the impression of a formal greeting or acknowledgement of their partner, 

similar to a bow or curtsy. These gestures add to the formal nature of the ball.  

 

• Juliet and her friends dance en pointe performing light balances (small triplets 

steps) grand jetes, and pirouettes. Their arms are less angular, bent softly at the 

elbows. Lady Capulet and the other women at the ball do not dance en point, 

showing the divide between the younger and that older characters at the ball.  

 

• Romeo and Juliet is a romantic ballet and therefore uses classical steps such as 

promenades, arabesques and battements. The traditional style of dance 

compliments the story of Romeo and Juliet as both are culturally European and 

historical.  

 

• The guests sometimes perform pedestrian gestures like sipping from goblets and 

mime talking with one another. This provides background atmosphere to the ball 

which allows the audience to focus one the interactions between the main 

characters.  

 

• The men and women often perform different steps. For example, the men releve 

onto their toes, reaching an arm up whilst the women drop down onto one knee. 

This provides interesting variation to the choreography and shows the clear 

difference in the roles of men and women in that society.  

 

c) Explain how the dance element Time used to help build tension during the sword fighting 

scenes? 

 

• During the sword fight towards the end of Act 2, the initial sword clashes between 

start slower and less frequent, before building with the music to a faster tempo.  

 

• There is a varied and irregular rhythm to the sword fighting, the quick clashes are 

broken up by longer swipes or running into a different position. This helps to keep 

the fight exciting as the audience as less likely to predict what will come next.  
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• Freeze frames and slow-motion scenes are used to contrast the quicker actions. 

These give the audience time to focus on other aspects of the scene such as facial 

expressions, which helps the scene to have more emotional impact.  

 

• The duration of the death scenes are long and drawn out, for example when 

Mercutio dies there are several minutes between the fatal wound and his final 

collapse. This is done for dramatic effect, to emphases the significance of that death 

within the story.  

 

d) How is Space used to show the feud between the Montagues and the Capulets? 

 

• During the marketplace scene in Act 1 the Lords of the house stand in opposite sides 

of the space to mirror each other. Both ladies of the house enter from opposite 

sides of the space, crossing in the middle before standing on their own ‘side’. The 

symmetry of their positions shows their equal status and power. 

 

• The Lord and Lady Capulet stand close to each other in Act 1 scene 1 but keep a 

distance between Lord and Lady Montague showing their dislike of the other house. 

 

•  At the end of scene one, Mercutio and Tybalt slowly exit the stage as they both back 

away in a linear pathway, retreating at the same time as one another showing their 

distrust. 

 

• The end of Act 3 shows both houses coming together to meet in the center of the 

space and embrace before retreating to their own sides, indicating the feud is now 

over. The center of the space represents a neutral territory where the two houses 

can ‘meet in the middle’ and set aside their differences. 

 

e) How is the emotional relationship between Romeo and Juliet shown through their dancing 

Relationship? 

 

• Romeo and Juliet dance together with a lot of close physical contact, performing pas 

de deux with traditional male and female roles. Romeo supports Juliet to leap and 

turn to show the care that he has for her, pulling her close so they can embrace.  

 

• Romeo’s and Juliet’s movements complement each other, but they never dance in 

unison. This emphasizes the difference between their two characters, showing how 

they interact and how they complement each other emotionally.  

 

• Romeo and Juliet move in and out of proximity, stepping away from one another 

but then running back together. This shows the push and pull that they feel. 

according to the society they shouldn’t be together, but their attraction is so strong. 

 

• When dancing together their focus is usually on one another, rather than out 

towards the audience. This reflects the strength of their love for each other. 


