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Contact Information: 

Donna Marisa and Hannah Bontrager, Ballet Fantastique Choreographer-Producers 

Mobile phone/direct email (not for publication): 541-206-8977; hbontrager@balletfantastique.org 

 

QUICK FACTS: 

● WHAT: Ballet Fantastique’s contemporary ballet, As You Like It: A Wild West Ballet 

with LIVE HONKYTONK PIANO: Nathalie Fortin 

● CONCEPT + CHOREOGRAPHY: All-original, by choreographer-producers Donna Marisa and Hannah Bontrager 

● EUGENE PERFORMANCES (SORENG THEATER, HULT CENTER):  
Fri. Oct. 19, 7:30 pm 

Sat. Oct. 20, 7:30 pm 

Sun. Oct. 21, 2:30 pm 

Student Outreach Performance: Thurs. Oct. 18, 10 am: Soreng Theater, Hult Center. Interested student groups, please 

contact Megan Hobbs, Outreach Coordinator (info@balletfantastique.org or 541-342-4611) 

● TICKETS: Tickets $35-76 (students/youth $23-54), with $5 off regularly priced tickets for groups of five or more.  

On sale now through the Hult Center Box Office: 541-682-5000 or www.hultcenter.org 

 

BFan’s rambunctious new wild west spin on one of Shakespeare’s sweetest romantic comedies,  

with live honkytonk saloon piano 

 

As You Like It: A Wild West Ballet is Ballet Fantastique’s indomitable spin on one of Shakespeare’s sweetest romantic comedies. Ballet 

Fantastique Choreographer-Producers Donna Marisa and Hannah Bontrager open their ballet with a sepia silent film to help set up the 

story’s complex backstory, and the character of Touchstone narrates in Shakespearean verse—with a Western twang. This is ballet 

and Shakespeare like you’ve never seen it before. 

 

Since its original premiere by Ballet Fantastique in 2011—at the time of its creation, the first-ever full-length Ballet Fantastique 

contemporary story ballet—the project has received a considerable attention and acclaim, including a sold out performance and in San 

Benedetto, Italy by the company in 2013 at the Palariviera Theater, as well as being referenced by the New York Times (Alastair 

Macaulay’s “To dance, perchance to dream,” 28 March 2014). 

 

At the time of the San Benedetto performance in 2013, Ballet Fantastique represented the first-ever US ballet company to perform in 

the city. “The audience was screaming out of control. Already during intermission, people told us that their jaws were dropped. It was 

splendid—the highest professional standard, entertaining, funny, interesting, beautiful, easy to follow, ideal,” said Adriana Posta, 

director of the San Benedetto Midsummer Ballet Festival, of the project. 

 

“In many ways, As You Like It represents the birth of Ballet Fantastique’s story ballet brand,” says Hannah Bontrager. “When we 

created and premiered it in 2011 as part of our first-ever full season at the Hult Center, we had no idea if it would even work, catch on, 

or make sense,” she laughs. “We agonized over every song choice and with how to communicate the complex story—including the 

scene where Rosalind is a girl dressed up like a boy, pretending to be a girl!—to our audience. We left with a project we’re so proud of: 
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A traditional story with a twist, a total romantic comedy, and a hybrid work of all-original dance theater. It was such an honor to perform 

it in Italy, and we’re so excited to bring it back for the first time.” 

 

Ambitious, the project is: It includes not only all-original choreography, an original film, and one original musical composition (by 

Eugene-based composer Jeremy DeKyle Schropp), but the Bontragers also decided to render the character of Touchstone (made 

famous with the line “all the world’s a stage”) the ballet’s bard-narrator—twisting the genre of classical ballet by adding the spoken word 

to a ballet for the first time in Ballet Fantastique history. Donna has cast Eugene-based actor-dancer Jim Ballard (part of Ballet 

Fantastique since 2013) in the role for this fall’s production. 

 

“We decided that we couldn’t leave the Shakespeare out of our first Shakespeare ballet,” says Donna. For the project’s premiere, then, 

the Bontragers worked in partnership with two scholars from the University of Oregon, Lynn Freitas and Rachel Hanan, to transform 

Shakespearean verse into a spirited narration for the character of Touchstone. Line-by-line, they worked with Freitas and Hanan to 

remain true to Shakespeare’s concepts and characters—and to earn a few laughs. Lines include, “Oh, she doth teach the campfires to 

burn bright!” (a homage to “She doth teach the torches to burn bright,” of course, from Romeo and Juliet). 
 

As You Like It is Shakespeare’s pastoral comedy about two feuding brothers who have two lovable daughters who teach two other 

estranged brothers how to love. 

 

Why did the Bontragers choose a “wild west” setting?  

 

“Of course, there’s a challenge in telling As You Like It through dance and with a western setting—as far as we know, this is a 

completely unique creation in the world of ballet,” says Hannah. “But throughout history, the American West has been celebrated as a 

romantic place where anything is possible—where the individual literally has space to seek freedom, to discover him or herself, and to 

create his or her own identity,” says Hannah. 

 

The wild west setting is ideal for our ballet version of As You Like It,” adds Donna. “It sets the perfect context for themes like the 

transformative power of nature, the curative force of love, the malleability of human experience—and some of Shakespeare’s strongest 

female characters.” 

 

To bring us back to the west, Donna and Hannah set Act I not in a castle, but in a turn-of-the-century western saloon—the town 

gathering place; Act II takes place not in the Forest of Ardenne, but rather the Range of Ardenne. The sepia silent film that sets up the 

backstory of Duke Senior’s banishment at the hands of his conniving brother is filmed on-site at Eugene’s own Shelton McMurphy 

Johnson house. 

 

“In our choreography, you’ll see iconic features of the wild west, and you’ll hear the famous sounds of American composers like Hershy 

Kay, Aaron Copland, and George Gershwin,” says Donna. “Saloon girl legs can-can and cowboys spar. Later, out on the range, a 

winsome cowherd dances with his milkmaid, and prairie skirts whirl in a wild rodeo hoedown.” 

 

Live honkytonk saloon piano played by Eugene’s Nathalie Fortin as well as (recorded) hits from American composers including Kay, 

Copland, and Gershwin set the score; the Bontragers chose each of the ballet’s musical pieces and arrangements to communicate the 

drama, humor, or romance of the scene. 

   

“Our choreographic goal was to infuse the formality of classical ballet with the flavor, sentiment and candor of the informal American 

west,” says Donna, Ballet Fantastique’s Artistic Director. “To do this, I’m giving our classically-trained dancers a challenge by adding 

unexpected steps to their choreography. The footwork is fast and the combinations are very specific, but they also have to be danced 

with release and freedom.” 

  



Shakespeare scholars often praise Rosalind (“Rosie” in Ballet Fantastique’s version) as Shakespeare’s most fully-developed female 

character. Ballet Fantastique’s strong female artists fully embody each of their characters: Rosie (Rosalind in Shakespeare’s original), 

Celia, Audrey, Phebe, and La Belle (note the change from the masculine “Le Beau” in Shakespeare’s version), and two completely 

original characters for the ballet: Cupid (representing the powerful role of love in As You Like It), and Annie Oakley. 

  

“Annie Oakley is a fascinating female historical character,” says Ashley Bontrager, dancing the part. “She had a reputation for 

challenging expectations of what women could do, accomplish. She’s a hero, an icon. She also helps us add another female character 

to the ballet, and really gives it a western edge.” 

 

“One last theme that seems timely,” adds Hannah. “We like the idea of—in our contemporary American experience—looking back to 

the iconic, idealized history of the wild west and telling a story about a power-grabbing bully who, in spite of his best efforts to alienate 

and disempower, doesn’t succeed in the end. Sheriff Frederick’s menace gives way to hope, re-invention, poetry, and love.” 

 

“Love all, trust a few, do wrong to none.” 

—William Shakespeare 
 

Tickets are available in person at the Hult Center or online at www.balletfantastique.org.  
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For high-resolution images of the production, please email events@balletfantastique.org 


