
INTERMEZZO 

B
Y

 M
E

G
A

N
 G

E
R

M
A

N
 A

N
D

 M
A

R
IA

 C
A

R
V

A
JA

L

A BALLET ADAPTATION
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A
dapting Interm

ezzo (2024) by Sally R
ooney into a ballet production required us to study the author’s w

ork
as translators. T

he language of dance form
s as an alternative approach to rew

riting in w
ays that none of her

novels have been developed into before. D
espite the popularity of N

orm
al People (2018) and its num

erous
translations, a prevalent art form

 such as contem
porary ballet offers an innovative structure to reinvent

R
ooney’s prose, relying solely on physical m

ovem
ent.

T
he Literature and Publishing since 1820 m

odule introduced us to the political concept of ‘soft pow
er’, used

to prom
ote a country’s culture internationally, to leave a positive im

pression that w
ould encourage diplom

acy
w

ith other nations. In an era w
here m

edia and m
arketing industries play an essential role in literary publishing,

the idea of creating a project w
here these tw

o concepts m
erged seem

ed interesting, considering the best-seller
status of Sally R

ooney’s novels, and the online popularity that Ireland as a country has gained in recent years.
T

his latter trend m
ight be connected to the social response tow

ards the official w
ithdraw

al of the U
nited

K
ingdom

 from
 the European U

nion in 2020, w
hich forced Ireland to adjust its place in Europe after losing its

prim
ary econom

ic ally.

W
ith this idea in m

ind, w
e gathered a collection of old R

oyal O
pera H

ouse program
m

es to study and replicate
the form

at for this production. T
he program

m
e for Interm

ezzo is an am
algam

ation of late 1990s program
m

es
from

 the com
pany, as w

ell as the program
m

e from
 the 2024 ballet adaptation of M

A
D

D
A

D
D

A
M

 (2013) by
M

argaret A
tw

ood. For this reason, the form
atting of this project focuses on using the m

ission statem
ents of

the R
oyal O

pera H
ouse to prom

ote diplom
acy betw

een the U
nited K

ingdom
 and Ireland, m

im
icking the

opening page on the 1997/98 season production of the opera Elisabetta. T
hroughout the research project, w

e
becam

e aw
are that the founder of T

he R
oyal Ballet, N

inette de Valois, w
as a prom

inent Irish ballerina born in
C

ounty W
icklow. W

e decided to dedicate the production to her, to stress the influence of Ireland in the
heritage of the R

oyal O
pera H

ouse. O
ther elem

ents of the project that w
ere created w

ith the concept of soft
pow

er in m
ind include the addition of C

ulture Ireland and the philanthropic netw
ork T

he Ireland Funds as
patrons of the ballet production. In addition, the ballet becam

e a co-production betw
een T

he R
oyal Ballet and

Ballet Ireland, bringing Irish perform
ers into the stage of T

he R
oyal O

pera H
ouse. 

T
he ‘W

hy an A
daptation’ section begins w

ith a fictional quote by M
ax R

ichter that initiated our
interpretation of these real-life people’s potential engagem

ents on this conceptual project. O
ur prim

ary aim
  

w
as to focus on the outreach to young audiences, as this m

irrors a constant initiative ought out by R
oyal Ballet and

O
pera. T

his contem
porary lens offers a new

 w
ay to express reim

aginings for young audiences in hopes of prom
oting

future patronage. W
e believe that contem

porary ballet is w
hat w

ill draw
 in these audiences, because of its

experim
ental and unruly nature. Follow

ing Professor A
ndrew

 K
ing's recom

m
endation to draw

 from
 M

ax R
ichter

and W
ayne M

cG
regor, our research for the entire production took a clear direction. O

ur initial character concepts
involved each character taking on their ow

n unique style of dance. H
ow

ever, this posed the risk of cultural
appropriation and oversim

plification. T
his w

as resolved by researching the history of dance, as w
ell as an adoration

for old H
ollyw

ood m
usicals through their elegance and theatricality. 

C
onsidering the readership of R

ooney is prim
arily structured by m

illennials and gen Z, m
ost advertisem

ents w
e

created are m
eant to be targeted to these audiences, although w

e kept past advertisers on the program
m

es such as the
brand R

olex, due to their recurrent sponsorship of the ballet seasons. Sim
ilarly, Young R

BO
 is a m

arketing tactic
that m

any university students join, this is im
portant to highlight in a project trying to influence younger generations

into becom
ing patrons of the arts. Furtherm

ore, our selection to have a D
uolingo advertisem

ent prom
oting learning

Irish em
pow

ers those to return to the lost language, reclaim
ing the national identity R

ooney represents.

A
ll of the inform

ation of the creative team
 is taken from

 the crew
’s real biographies. T

hey are not copied w
ord for

w
ord, rather w

e focused on selecting just the m
ost relevant details. T

his w
as a unique exercise in rew

ording facts that
have already been w

ritten to be brief and blunt. T
he interview

 betw
een R

ooney and M
cG

regor w
as one of the m

ain
w

riting pieces focused on for this project. W
e listened to and read m

ultiple articles and interview
s on R

ooney and
M

cG
regor individually, using these sources, w

e built a structure based on real interview
 flow, com

bining authentic
quotes w

ith im
agined responses relevant to this fictional ballet. T

he result equates to proper tonalities and little
quirks of the artists. T

his is exem
plified in R

ooney’s longer sentence structures, and inclination to personal
anecdotes. Further helping both perspectives to be understood, as w

ell as opened room
 for further interpretations

across this adaptation. Sim
ilarly, M

ax R
itcher’s statem

ent w
as adaptated from

 his interview
 in the 2024/25

program
m

e of M
A

D
D

A
D

D
A

M
, integrating direct quotes into our vision for the ochestration of the ballet, digitally

editing the scanned sheet m
usic on this section, due to our lim

ited know
ledge on com

position.

T
he im

ages that are not credited in the Bibliography section are m
ade w

ith the help of C
anva A

I M
agic-M

edia
im

aging, as w
ell as basic photoshop know

ledge. T
he process involved having to learn w

hat to w
rite in the prom

pt
boxes to produce the im

ages, follow
ed by m

uch trial and error.
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A
t T

he R
oyal O

pera H
ouse w

e are w
orking to honour our history as w

e
keep on building our heritage. T

he aim
 of our tw

o com
panies – T

he
R

oyal Ballet and T
he R

oyal O
pera – is to offer the public a space w

here
innovation and tradition converge. O

ur com
m

itm
ent is to support our

artists, staff and those w
ho have enriched the nation's artistic and

cultural life throughout history.

Chief Executive A
lex Beard

T
he R

oyal Ballet 
in a collaboration with 

Ballet Ireland

T
he activities of T

he R
oyal Ballet and T

he R
oyal O

pera are substantially
supported by grants from

 the A
rts C

ouncil of England

Ballet Ireland is generously supported by C
ulture Ireland



In 1905, young Edris Stannus m
oved to England from

 C
ounty W

icklow,
Ireland. A

t thirteen years old she started her professional dance training at the
Lila Field A

cadem
y for C

hildren, debuting a year later at the Lyceum
 T

heatre
under the nam

e N
inette de Valois. In 1926, N

inette founded her ow
n school

of ballet, and five years later her ow
n ballet C

om
pany, w

hich w
ould undergo

several transform
ations until becom

ing the resident ballet com
pany at T

he
R

oyal O
pera H

ouse, now
 know

n by the public as T
he R

oyal Ballet. Today,
D

am
e N

inette de Valois legacy rem
ains alive, rem

em
bered as one of the m

any
Irish artists w

hose w
ork and vision transform

ed England’s cultural heritage
and changed the trajectory of T

he R
oyal O

pera H
ouse. 

In 2024, C
ulture Ireland and T

he Irish Baroque O
rchestra partnered w

ith
T

he R
oyal O

pera H
ouse for a production of V

ivaldi’s extraordinary opera
L’O

lim
piade. A

fter its success, w
e have proudly collaborated w

ith C
ulture

Ireland once m
ore in the 2025/26 season, bringing Ballet Ireland and T

he
R

oyal Ballet together on stage in the first ever adaptation of Sally R
ooney’s

Interm
ezzo. 

U
nder the direction of W

ayne M
cG

regor, R
ooney’s sensual prose is

reinvented in this contem
porary production that draw

s from
 the legacy of

Valois ballet Checkm
ate (1937), in w

hich  the m
elancholic landscapes of

m
odern Ireland are brought into life w

hile w
e experience the com

plexities of
grief, loss, lust and love through the K

oubek brothers.

Ireland at The R
oyal O

pera H
ouse
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W

hen the opportunity for Interm
ezzo to be adapted into a ballet arose, it m

ade both so m
uch sense

and none at all.
~M

ax R
ichter, on com

posing Interm
ezzo

Interm
ezzo is a story about com

m
unication.

It 
follow

s 
conversations 

w
hich 

are
m

istranslated by those w
ho speak the sam

e
language w

e have alw
ays know

n, due to our
ow

n predispositions. W
ith the m

om
entous

popularity 
of 

Conversations 
with 

Friends
(2017) and N

orm
al People (2018), as w

ell as
their television adaptations, it w

as tim
e to sit

back and question w
hat w

e, as readers, and
consum

ers of art, take aw
ay from

 R
ooney.

T
he realisation w

as that som
ething fresh w

as
needed 

out 
of 

w
hatever 

adaptation 
of

R
ooney’s w

as next to com
e. 

A
 ballet adaptation opens opportunity to

w
itness our everyday rom

antic relationships  
explored 

through 
intim

ate 
physicality 

on
stage. O

ften in the w
orks of Sally R

ooney, the
characters 

are 
lost 

in 
the 

ability 
to

com
m

unicate w
ith each other through w

ords,
often finding their best understandings of
each other and them

selves through bodily
intim

acy. W
hen w

ords fail, bodies becom
e

understood. 

W
ith the popularity of the best-selling author rising am

ong G
eneration Z and M

illenials increasing
w

ith each publication, this ballet adaptation serves as an im
perative stance on how

 the younger
generations can support the live arts going forw

ard. 

A
t the R

oyal O
pera H

ouse w
e strive to curate an environm

ent accessible for all, w
hich is w

hy w
e

decided it's tim
e to show

 how
 w

e support the voice of the younger generations. W
e w

ant to show
the rising generations' ability to consum

e, create, and critique art in a w
ay that show

s their
predecessors just how

 capable they are of changing the w
orld w

ith a nuanced, w
ell researched

perspective. 

T
here are aspects of R

ooney in each of her characters, as m
uch as there are in all of us. W

e m
ay not

be law
yers like Peter, professors like Sylvia, or chess prodigies like Ivan, but w

e are all hum
ans w

ith
the desire to be loved and understood. W

hat R
ooney, and this production, grasp at is the concepts

w
e use to cope w

ith our everyday lives; questioning the reasons behind w
hy w

e have yet to properly
put into w

ords w
hat grief, som

ething so universal yet isolating, feels like. 

T
his production reaches out to new

 audiences through its daring nature. W
e aim

 to explore sexual
expression through dance. A

lthough this is not a new
 concept in ballet, w

hat m
akes this production

different is the ability to translate the m
undane intim

acies of everyday life to the stage. N
o tw

o
relationships are alike. Ivan’s approach to dating is quite different to Peter’s. N

o tw
o rom

antic
partners are alike. N

aom
i’s interactions w

ith Peter are disparate to Sylvia’s. Even sibling relationships
becom

e a unique centre point that sets up the foils of brothers displaced in different generations. 

M
odern society being connected to those they are closest w

ith com
es at a cost in this day and age.

Texting and social m
edia conversation disconnect the vital hum

an-to-hum
an interactions that fulfil

our needs. Som
ething so sim

ple as a hug, staring into som
eone’s eyes,  to hear a genuine laugh is

often lost. H
ow

ever, it is artists like-m
inded to R

ooney w
ho rem

ind us of these im
portant actions

that evolved the hum
an condition.



D
iscover w

hat really m
akes us Irish at Europe’s

leading tourist attraction.

W
H

Y
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RA
RY

 BA
LLET?

T
here is quite a significant contrast betw

een classical ballet and
contem

porary ballet. W
hile there has yet to be a definitive

definition of contem
porary ballet, it is relatively agreed upon

w
ithin the dance com

m
unity that it is an am

algam
ation of classical

ballet w
ith contem

porary dance. So w
hat are these distinct

differences? 

C
lassical has a long history of being “black and w

hite”. It leaves
little room

 for personal interpretation, w
ith m

ovem
ents executed

precisely as they’ve been taught for generations, typically aligned
w

ith m
usic that drives a clear narrative. C

lassical ballerinas are cold
and calculating in their technique, strengthening the m

uscles in the
body that elongates the lim

bs. T
his style of dance requires very

strict discipline in a person.

C
ontem

porary dance, by contrast, is rooted in innovation and
em

otional 
expression. 

It 
invites 

dancers 
to 

explore 
diverse

perspectives and often defies traditional structure. M
ovem

ent can
shift unexpectedly, m

aking use of different levels and directions
that subvert expectations. O

ne hallm
ark of contem

porary dance is
the 

use 
of 

breath, 
understanding 

how
 

to 
breathe 

through
m

ovem
ent not only enhances stam

ina but also deepens em
otional

im
m

ersion.

Both of these styles are very im
portant in a dancer’s training. A

s
choreographer M

ichael W
ise often says, the style of dance has to

speak to the dancer. D
ance is ultim

ately an expression of self,
existing on a spectrum

 betw
een rigid form

ality and uninhibited
freedom

. C
ontem

porary ballet m
erges these opposites, blending

classical discipline w
ith fluidity of m

ovem
ent. Its unique pow

er lies
in its expressiveness, particularly in the upper body, creating a
balance betw

een structure and softness, betw
een control and

release. 
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M
A

D
D

A
D

D
A

M
 (dir. M

cG
regor; com

p. R
ichter): T

his adaptation of A
tw

ood’s dystopian w
orld is lifted

from
 the page in collaboration w

ith T
he N

ational Ballet of C
anada. T

he behind the scenes production is
m

ost adm
ired  and hom

aged in this adaptation of Interm
ezzo. T

he m
eer am

bition of M
cG

regor to adapt a
trilogy seem

ingly effortlessly sets the standard for the production’s conceptualization.

W
oolf W

orks is another adaptation adm
ired and

researched for this production. T
he ability to

translate the stream
 of consciousness and its

desires, as w
ell as com

plex relationships betw
een

the 
self 

and 
others, 

are 
supported 

through
depictions of sensuality and m

ental health. W
olf

W
orks vastly different styles across three acts

portraying a different novel per act, becom
ing an

inspiration 
as 

to 
w

hy 
each 

character 
in

Interm
ezzo 

perform
s 

w
ith 

their 
ow

n 
genre-

specific flair.

It is im
possible to acknowledge Interm

ezzo without nodding to those who have
helped transcend the genre and influence the world of dance we know today. 



Blanche D
uBois is one of the m

ost fam
ous m

ain characters in stage history. T
his production is

effervescent in am
biguous sensuality and becom

es an abyss incapable of separating illusion
from

 reality. A
s relationships are pressurized by the surrounding opinions of others, Streetcar

deals w
ith them

es of death, love, and violence and reaches into sim
ilar territory of Interm

ezzo.
For the m

eans of this production, the depiction of intercourse defies the boundaries of how
ballet has been depicted thus far.

a
 streetc

a
r n

a
m

ed
 d

esire

T
he relationship betw

een Frankenstein and the C
reature is one that is very interesting to com

pare
to Peter and Ivan. T

here is heavy tension in this scientific fiction of a dance, overthinking to the
point of im

aginability, fear of not living up to standards, and a desire to be loved are all aspects that
seem

ingly different narratives share. T
he attem

pt to control an unreliable narrator’s perspective also
com

es into play, as Interm
ezzo rem

inds audiences not to necessarily take everything w
e w

itness on
stage as fact.

Fra
n

k
en

stein



w
u

th
erin

g
 h

eig
h

ts

T
he desire that leaks from

 N
orthern Ballet’s adaptation of W

uthering H
eights is one that is so

com
pelling in its portrayal of lust on stage, as w

ell as its ability to translate this V
ictorian G

othic to
m

odern audiences. W
hile the text itself is a beloved classic, this visualization of tragedy and lost

com
m

unication w
ithout w

ords is quite pow
erful. T

his style w
orks for Interm

ezzo as the book nods to
R

ealist G
eorge Eliot, and an adaptation of this ballet is an adaptation from

 another R
ealist novel

published at the sam
e tim

e.

P
L
A
Y
 T

H
E
 C

IT
Y
 

U
nique chess sets for unique players.

skylinechess.com



Peter
Iva

n
Inspired by T

he C
reature in Frankenstien (2016)

Inspired by Basilio in D
on Q

uixote (1869)

T
he C

reature is one of the m
ost tragic characters in literature, and it is easy to com

pare to Ivan
as both think them

self unw
orthy at tim

es. Peter’s reference to “Ivan the T
errible” w

ithin the
first few

 pages of the novel, exem
plifies this level of disgust for oneself w

ithin the novel. T
he

C
reatures dance is a blend of contem

porary and classical ballet; staying technically perfect,
w

ith an addition of frequent stum
bles as both characters are portrayed learning to navigate in

the realities they are forced into.

Basilio is a natural charm
er and the stereotypical rom

antic lover. H
is flirtatious nature

resem
bles Peter's bravado. Both seem

 to be deeply in love w
ith a w

om
an they have planned to

m
arry, but that does not stop them

 from
 flirting around tow

n. W
hile charm

ing on the page (or
the stage), they both are flaw

ed characters w
ith often unpredictable actions w

hen they do not
get their w

ay. T
his dancer m

ust be rigorously technical w
ith ankles the strength as their pointe

counterparts. T
his reflects Peter's strict law

yer background as w
ell as failure to understand and

contrast his brother.

ba
llet-

fu
sio

n
 In

spiratio
n

Contem
porary Ballet is a broad um

brella term
 that allows for m

any genres of dance to fuse with
Classical Ballet. The goal of adapting a Contem

porary N
ovel into a ballet gives an opportunity for

further boundaries and borders to be pushed and crossed. For this production we aim
ed to blend old

and new, both in style and influence for each character. The dancer com
parisons further define the

unique personalities that we have seen throughout history.



R
enow

ned in 1930s H
ollyw

ood for her charm
 and

w
ry hum

our, it is G
inger R

oger’s vibrant m
ovem

ents
alongside her sass that curate a very sophisticated
perform

ance, especially w
hen dancing a duet. W

hile
talented 

in 
tap 

and 
m

usical-styled 
dancing, 

she
m

esm
erizes audiences w

ith her w
altz abilities easily

stealing the spotlight from
 anyone on screen w

ith her,
including 

A
staire. 

T
his 

characterization 
fits

M
argaret’s character as she is enigm

atic and classic,
but is not afraid to be independent. H

er divorce and
relationship w

ith a younger m
an have m

ade her
consider herself to be transgressive in existence. T

he
contrast of this ‘new

 w
om

an’ ideal of the 30s being
outdated but reim

agined also fits into M
argaret’s

fears of being an ‘expired w
om

an’ past her prim
e, as

that is w
hat society has taught her to believe. She is

vintage and classic, but w
ith m

uch m
ore talent than

spectators give her credit for. She is the icon.

Inspired by G
inger R

ogers 
ballroom

,  jazz, and tap dance

M
a
rg

a
ret

T
he Last W

altz, The Story of V
ernon

and Irene Castle 
(1939)

Sm
oke G

ets In Your Eyes,
R

oberta (1935)

M
artha G

raham
 is a fiercely independent and expressive personality. Praised

for her com
m

unication-styled dance, this style com
plim

ents Sylvia due to their
ability to gain respect and overcom

e obstacles despite physical lim
itations.

G
raham

’s stark, angular m
ovem

ents contrast w
ell against a classical pointe

dance, to em
phasize the chronic pain Sylvia endures after her accident.

Inspired by M
artha G

raham
m

odern fused with ballet

Sy
lv

ia

N
a
o

m
i

V
era-Ellen w

as the H
ollyw

ood it-girl of her day. W
hile effortlessly graceful w

ith panache, her ability to hold com
plete

sensuality and a childlike spryness m
akes her replicable of N

aom
i. In Interm

ezzo, N
aom

i is the G
en-Z interpretation of the

‘m
odern w

om
an’, trying to navigate her place as a young w

om
an in a patriarchal society. Like V

era, she is able to transform
herself for the m

ale gaze in order to profit off w
hat has been m

eant to oppress. She feeds into the system
 to benefit herself.

Inspired by V
era Ellen 

ballet, tap, m
odern, Broadway

C
om

e O
n Papa, Three Little W

ords (1950)

“Letter to the W
orld” 

(also called “The K
ick”), 1940.

A
 D

ay in N
ew

 York, O
n The Town (1949)

N
ight Journey (1947)

Ba
llet-

Fu
sio

n

In
spiratio

n
s

For the portrayal of Peter and Ivan, we chose to give them
 a character study of  a highly specific  skill set, with not m

uch room
 for

genre-altering interpretation per dancer. To contrast this, we chose specific dancers/choreographers to refer them
 to rather than

characters. This helps each of the wom
en to create a new archetype that has yet to be explored in ballet. In the novel, R

ooney
purposely challenges the way wom

en are perceived through the m
asculine lens, adding a layer of m

isinterpretation and exploitative
nature. W

e felt the wom
en’s m

asculine-gazed com
plexities told through the brothers’ perspectives would be m

istranslated on stage,
as it is hard to depict an unreliable, slightly patronising, narration to an audience, without acknowledging its inherent sexism

, thus
counter-pointing with an alternative fem

inist perspective through these wom
en.



C
O

STU
M

E 
Costum

e and set designer M
oritz Junge has previously worked at The R

oyal O
pera H

ouse in the productions of
Infra (2008), Lim

en (2009), Les Troyens (2012) and W
oolf W

orks (2017).  In this section, his sketches for the
Interm

ezzo ballet  are accom
panied by Junge’s interpretation of the characters’ essence, explaning how he translated

their identities into his final costum
e designs.

peter

sy
lv

ia

N
a

o
m

i

D
raw

ing from
 the dynam

ic yet
sim

ple designs of contem
porary

ballet 
attire, 

Peter 
K

oubek’s
m

ain costum
e consists of a grey

full body suit w
ith flow

y lines.
T

he design includes loose pieces
of fabrics that connect Peter’s
w

rists to his torso, subjecting
the dancer’s m

oves to the fabric
in the sam

e w
ay that a king

chess 
piece 

is 
subjected 

to
lim

ited 
m

oving 
patterns, 

in
w

hich the piece can only m
ove

one square at a tim
e in any

direction.

Sylvia’s gow
n pays tribute to traditional

ballet 
attire 

w
hile 

em
bodying 

the
silhouette of a w

hite queen chess piece.
T

he costum
e consists of a corsetted bodice

on the front, w
hile the back depicts a

hum
an 

vertebrae 
alluding 

to 
the

vulnerability 
of 

her 
body 

after 
the

accident. T
he tutu is m

ade out of tw
o

layers, the w
hite one that m

atches the rest
of 

the 
gow

n 
and 

the 
reddish 

ones
underneath, that sym

bolise her pain and
inability 

to 
engage 

in 
intim

ate 
sexual

relations.

N
aom

i’s attire transform
s the figure of

the black queen chess piece into a
m

odern 
design 

that 
alludes 

to
G

eneration Z streetw
ear. T

he styling is
less conventional and m

ore loyal to the
book character m

aking use of untied
hair, a nose piercing and a black choker
necklace.



iv
a
n

m
a
rg

a
ret

a
lexei

Ivan K
oubek’s m

ain costum
e consists of a sim

ple tw
o piece suit in a dark

blue shade. T
he shorts aim

 to evoke a m
ore youthful figure, w

hile the
stylistic choice of using rope for the forearm

s and w
rists represent the

pressure he is under, also alluding to the m
oving patterns of the king

chess piece.

M
argaret’s costum

e consists of a
tw

o-piece 
design 

that 
draw

s
attention to the baggy trousers,
denoting 

elegance 
despite 

its
sim

plicity. T
he attire draw

s aw
ay

from
 the traditional ballet attire, as

the character does in the book by
getting 

involved 
in 

a 
rom

antic
relationship 

w
ith 

som
eone

considerably younger than her. 

Played by a young dancer, the
representation of the dog A

lexei
w

as approached in a m
inim

alistic
w

ay, m
aking use of m

ake up and
hairstyling to achieve the playful,
innocent look of the pet w

ithout
losing its elegance. T

he blue shade
of the leotard m

atches that one of
Ivan’s, but the brighter colour
represents a childish trait of him
that 

only 
m

anifests 
w

hen 
he

reutines w
ith his beloved dog.
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A
ct I: T

he O
pening

Tw
o brothers grow

 up through the progression of building a chessboard. W
ith a ten-year age gap, one

eventually m
oves to the city, the other takes care of their term

inally-ill father and dog, A
lexei. Follow

ing his
passing, the tw

o brothers, Ivan and Peter, struggle to reconcile their fragile relationship w
hilst dealing w

ith
their grief. In D

ublin, Peter, a 32-year-old barrister, turns to the com
fort of his ex-partner Sylvia, a college

professor w
ho struggles w

ith chronic pain, and N
aom

i, a college student w
ho financially supports herself

through the selling of explicit online photos. 

M
eanw

hile, Ivan, a 22-year-old chess prodigy, m
eets M

argaret, a 36-year-old divorcee, at a chess exhibition in
C

logherkeen. T
he tw

o continue to see each other, despite the controversy surrounding their age-gapped
relationship. T

hings take a turn for the w
orse w

hen Peter and Ivan m
eet up for the first tim

e after the
funeral and a fight breaks out betw

een the brothers, cutting off all com
m

unication betw
een them

.

A
ct II: T

he M
iddlegam

e

W
ith tensions at an all-tim

e peak, the brothers rem
ain avoiding each other. M

argaret and Ivan’s relationship
flourishes, w

ith M
argaret opening up about the intricacies of her divorce, and Ivan explains his feelings of

resentm
ent tow

ards his older brother. Sylvia and Peter attem
pt to be intim

ate but are unable to due to
Sylvia’s condition. T

his leads her to call out Peter for hiding him
self in his relationships. D

isliking w
hat she

said, he turns to Sylvia for com
fort, but all is abashed as the pair break up, and N

aom
i travels to the brothers’

father's house to retreat.

A
ct II: T

he Endgam
e

Ivan retrieves A
lexei from

 his m
other’s house, in w

hich another fam
ily feud is advanced. Ivan returns to his

father’s house, w
here he m

eets N
aom

i. T
hey discuss their relationships w

ith Peter, but w
hen he arrives at

the house, a confrontation betw
een him

 and Ivan escalates into a physical altercation leaving the younger
brother bloodied. Ivan returns to M

argaret w
here their relationship is actualized, despite M

argret’s early
fears. W

hen Peter returns to D
ublin, he is m

et w
ith both Sylvia and N

aom
i w

ho have team
ed up to

confront him
. T

he three reconcile in an unusual relationship, discovering a new
 w

ay of navigating love.

In the finale, Peter w
atches Ivan play a chess tournam

ent, the first in a w
hile. T

here, he m
eets M

argaret and
acknow

ledges her place in his brother’s life. In a final scene, the brothers play a m
atch of chess, Ivan beats

Peter, but not in the brutal w
ay Peter once did. T

hey deconstruct the board in a m
anner resem

bling their
childhood, starting a new

 gam
e of reconciliation.

Sy
n
o

psis

C
H
A
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C
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Iva
n
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lv
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N
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M
a
rg

a
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A
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W
riter/ Production Consultant

D
irector/Choreographer

Com
poser

Costum
e D

esigner

D
ram

aturgy

Intim
acy Consultant

Sir W
ayne M

cG
regor is a cutting-edge m

ulti-aw
ard-w

inning choreographer, director, and trailblazer. H
e founded

R
andom

 D
ance (now

 C
om

pany W
ayne M

cG
regor) in 1992, em

phasizing precise degrees of articulation through
his concept of thinking through the body. In 2006, M

cG
regor w

as nam
ed R

esident C
horeographer at the R

oyal
Ballet, the first from

 a contem
porary backgrounds in dance. O

n top of his m
any honourary doctorates, M

cG
regor

has travelled the w
orld w

orking in Venice, N
ew

 York, C
anada, and Paris.

A
nisa Tejpar is an aw

ard-w
inning C

anadian dancer, choreographer, and creative contributor. H
aving w

orked in
collaboration w

ith T
he N

ational Ballet C
anada, she can be found teaching C

onsent and Boundaries classes for
dancers, assisting in the creation of dance into the im

m
ersion of total intim

acy and com
fortability betw

een partners
perform

ing on stage. W
hen not instructing or consulting, Tejpar serves on the Board of D

irectors for C
anada’s

N
ational Ballet School in Toronto.

M
ax R

ichter is a w
orld-renow

ned British com
poser and pianist. H

is m
erging of classical and electronic technology

being a trailblazer of the 21st century. D
raw

ing from
 poets such as W

ordsw
orth and R

edgrove, R
ichter likes to

explore them
es of hope, activism

, and environm
ent in his m

usic. M
aking his R

oyal Ballet in 2008, if w
as not long

until he w
orked synonym

ously w
ith M

cG
regor. H

e has w
orked in London, Zurich, N

ew
 York, Edingburgh, and

ow
ns a studio in O

xfordshire w
ith his w

ife and dogs.

M
oritz Junge is a G

erm
an-born international costum

e and set designer. H
e debuted his costum

e design at the
R

oyal O
pera H

ouse in 2004 for T
on A

des’: The Tem
pest. Since then, he has w

orked across London, A
ustralia,

G
erm

any, and the U
.S.

U
zm

a H
am

eed has w
orked on m

ultiple previous productions w
ith the R

oyal Ballet, including W
oolf W

orks,
O

bsidian T
ear, and M

ultiverse. First trained in C
am

bridge in M
odern and M

edieval Language, she w
ent on to

train in classical Indian dance. She founded Big Picture C
om

pany in 1997, com
bining contem

porary w
riting w

ith
film

 and dance. A
dditionally, H

am
eed w

rites review
s and features in m

ultiple perform
ance-based journals.

SA
LLY R

O
O

N
EY

Sally R
ooney is an Irish novelist. She graduated from

 Trinity C
ollege D

ublin, com
pleting a m

asters
degree in A

m
erican Literature in 2013. H

er first published novel Conversations with Friends (2017),
w

as nom
inated for m

ultiple aw
ards. H

er second novel N
orm

al People (2018) gained her even m
ore

popularity after the 2020 BBC
 T

hree adaptation. She has published tw
o novels since then, Beautiful

W
orld, W

here Are You (2021) and Interm
ezzo (2024). She continues w

riting novels, short stories
and essays w

hen not engaged in politics.
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D

E
courtesy of Culture Ireland

T
he 

m
ost 

enticing 
character 

in
Interm

ezzo, and perhaps the m
ost

im
portant 

one, 
lingers 

in 
the

background of each scene like an
om

niscient presence that m
anifests

differently in the m
inds of R

ooney’s
narrators, w

ho throughout the novel
are surprised by unexpected events
that challenge their preestablished
perspectives 

of 
life. 

Avid 
chess

players or aficionados recognise this
concept from

 a m
ove that forces an

im
m

ediate 
response 

from
 

the
opponent, 

changing 
the 

gam
e

drastically, an ‘interm
ezzo.’

T
he novel begins in K

ildare, w
here

Peter and Ivan K
oubek bury their

father, and w
here their childhood

hom
e still stands em

pty after his
passing, like an unconquered land
that grief has m

ade inhospitable. 

In 
Skerries, 

their 
m

other’s 
hom

e
stands invulnerable to their loss – as
the 

Q
ueen’s 

piece 
does 

on 
a

chessboard, forcing Peter and Ivan to
search for a new

 hom
e beyond the

restricting borders of nostalgia.

For Ivan, Leitrim
 is w

here he frees
him

self from
 the w

eight of loss. T
his

C
ounty in the north of Ireland is

w
here he m

eets M
argaret at a chess

tournam
ent, and w

here he visits her
every w

eekend, taking readers w
ith

him
 

through 
his 

bus 
journey

betw
een D

ublin and Sligo. Ivan and
M

argaret drive to the coast and dive
in its grey w

aters, w
here she feels

‘im
m

ensely heavy and ancient’, and
later stop at an old country hotel in
K

nocknagarry, w
here som

ething as
subtle as the touch of Ivan’s hand
prom

pts 
her 

to 
‘perceive 

the
m

iraculous beauty of life  itself.’

Peter, how
ever, seem

s to keep him
self

w
ithin 

the 
structured 

borders 
of

D
ublin city, w

here he w
orks as a

barrister 
at 

Four 
C

ourts 
C

ourt
H

ouse. 
A

s 
the 

w
eeks 

pass, 
Peter

guides readers through Jam
es Street,

gets drunk in M
ulligan’s, w

alks w
ith

Sylvia through the cam
pus of Trinity

C
ollege, and ‘betw

een the exhaust
fum

es and the street lighting, they
laugh.’  

Still, Peter cannot hide him
self from

the city that w
itnesses his grief as he

visits N
aom

i in W
alting Street, picks

her from
 the police station in K

evin
Street, and takes her back to his flat in
H

erbert Street after she is evicted. A
s

‘som
ething understood betw

een them
that can’t be expressed’ bloom

s, Peter
drags 

him
self 

into 
a 

love 
triangle

doom
ed 

by 
his 

ow
n 

inertia, 
his

inability to m
ake a m

ove.

In R
ooney’s novel, Ireland acts as a

chessboard 
in 

w
hich 

tw
o

generations face an endless num
ber

of 
possible 

m
oves, 

and 
yet 

the
ultim

ate 
strategy 

is 
the 

overdue
dialogue betw

een Ivan and Peter, the
‘interm

ezzo’ – in m
usic theory, that

brief com
position betw

een acts –
that delays their reconciliation. 

T
he production you are about see

has 
been 

supported 
by 

C
ulture

Ireland. W
e believe contem

porary
Irish 

arts 
are 

deserving 
of 

a
w

orldw
ide audience, and that by

creating 
and 

supporting
opportunities, 

Ireland’s 
cultural

excellence 
can 

be 
enjoyed 

by
international audiences. 
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H
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G

 

th
e 

sta
g

e

W
hen deciding how

 w
e w

anted to create a set and lighting to help propel the
narrative, w

e had back-and-forth before eventually deciding on new
 set styles for

each act, appropriately suiting the sym
bolic nature of the characters' journey.

A
ct I is that of a contem

porary design in w
hich lighting is naturally dark across the

stage; contrastingly use of neon lasers further indicates rigidity in the dancers,
causing restriction of the character and the audience. T

he ultim
ate goal of this effect

is to highlight w
hat is at the centre of these people's pain and desires. T

he dance
betw

een the lasers not only sensationalises the fit and upright feel, unable to break a
straight edge but also captures the physical nature of R

ooney in w
hich the

R
om

antic lighting indulges us.

A
ct II is contrasting to its predecessor, curating a m

ore naturalistic depiction of the
stage. T

his is not the naturalism
 one m

ay think of, how
ever, a blend of R

om
antic set

designs of the past w
ith realistic photos of specific environm

ents intensified through
dram

atic lighting. T
his serves as an effective tool for portraying this act as, like chess,

the m
iddle gam

e is w
here rom

antic relationships explore their full potential. T
here

are m
inim

um
 dram

atic plot points, w
hich opens the opportunity to explore the

fears and playfulness of each type of relationship.

A
ct III has a sem

i-sim
ilar set to the first. Except it uses bright colours w

ith heavy
shadow

ing. T
he brothers are in a stage of their grief w

here they resum
e their daily

lives, and now
 m

ust carry the burden of their isolating lifestyles. O
m

inous lighting
and sm

oke further im
plicate ghosts of the past (or brothers of the present) that m

ay
com

e back and haunt, requiring unrequited vulnerability. A
ctions becom

e m
uch

m
ore sym

bolic, as the end gam
e takes up its final battle betw

een the tw
o kings. T

his
contem

porary set design becom
es abstract and nearly avante-guard w

ith its
checkered pattern usages. C

olours are the brightest they have been seen so far,
sym

bolizing the eruptuous jum
p into reality grief can pull us in and out of. 
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I love the b
allet.

an b
ailé.

Established in 1998 by G
unther Falusy and A

nne M
aher, Ballet Ireland w

as founded years after the
dissolution of the Irish N

ational Ballet in 1989, created w
ith the conviction that there w

as a future for
ballet in Ireland. 
 Today, Ballet Ireland acts as the pioneer of classical and experim

ental ballet in Ireland, w
ith the m

ission to
create accessible productions that m

eet the highest standard of international excellence w
hile

collaborating in innovative projects that unlock the endless potential of dance. 
 Ballet Ireland is proud to take part in the 2025/26 ballet season at T

he R
oyal O

pera H
ouse for the

production of Sally R
ooney’s Interm

ezzo, honouring the legacy of our culturally diverse dancers w
hile

representing m
odern Ireland on the stage.

ba
llet irela

n
d

 at th
e ro

ya
l o

pera
 h

o
u

se
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ERSATIO
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S W
ITH

 A
RTISTS

An Interview between Sally R
ooney and W

ayne M
cG

regor

SR
: You’ve been draw

n to w
orks that m

any w
ouldn’t

im
m

ediately think could be interpreted through
m

ovem
ent—

O
rlando, The D

ivine Com
edy. A

re you
seeking out com

plexity? W
hat does a book need to

have for you to believe it can live through dance?

W
M

: I need to feel it in all m
y senses. N

ot just
intellectually, 

but 
em

otionally, 
physically…

C
om

plexity doesn’t scare m
e. In fact, I often find

that w
ithin so-called difficult w

orks, there’s a very
sim

ple, essential core. You just have to find it, like
cracking a code. People som

etim
es say, “T

his dance is
hard to understand,” but it’s about accessing the
piece on a sensory level, not trying to decode it like a
thesis.

SR
: So you’re not trying to translate the text in a

literal w
ay.

W
M

: N
o, not at all. It’s m

ore about w
hat the book

aw
akens in m

e. W
hen I choreographed around

Ivan’s and Peter’s m
ovem

ents—
yeah, it w

as about
trusting w

hat w
as already there. T

here are no rules.
W

hen 
you’re 

w
orking 

w
ith 

extraordinary
perform

ers, it becom
es effortless in a w

ay. Technique
of classical ballet can often be a trap, boxing dancers
in, 

m
ake 

them
 

prioritize 
form

 
over 

curiosity.
Som

etim
es their idea of physical beauty gets in the

w
ay of real exploration. I don’t think there’s any

point in m
aking art now

 if it’s just going to repeat
the past. It should set a precedent of the tim

es w
e live

in now. G
round us as hum

ans, as w
e contem

plate
how

 to get through the everyday of dem
anding

m
odernity.

SR
: T

here’s som
ething about that approach that gave

m
e a new

 w
ay of thinking about language w

hile
w

riting Interm
ezzo, too. T

hat it’s relational. O
ften,

language 
only 

has 
m

eaning 
if 

there’s 
som

eone
receiving 

it, 
but 

at 
the 

sam
e 

tim
e 

can 
never

com
m

unicate the exact intensity w
e w

ant to get
across…

 A
 novel is the sam

e. A
 character is nothing

w
ithout their relation to others, and those relations

shift over tim
e…

 Still they struggle to com
m

unicate
w

ith each other.

W
M

: T
hat really resonates. I feel the sam

e about
m

ovem
ent. A

 gesture is em
pty unless it’s directed

tow
ard som

ething (or som
eone). I believe dance is an

expression that w
ords cannot alw

ays do, som
ething I

believe w
ill be heightened w

ith your characters, w
ho

very often struggle to com
m

unicate w
ith each other…

Som
ething w

e struggle w
ith in a post-C

O
V

ID
 w

orld.
For exam

ple, during the pandem
ic, even non-dancers

becam
e hyper-aw

are of the body. Suddenly, w
e w

ere
conscious of every touch, every proxim

ity. W
e pulled

aw
ay from

 one another instinctively. W
e had to re-

learn som
ething w

e used to do unconsciously. I think
that’s m

ade everyone m
ore aw

are of form
—

not just
w

hat 
m

ovem
ent 

is, 
but 

how
 

it's 
perceived 

and
received. T

he choreography of daily life changed.

SR
: T

hat idea of form
 feels central to the novel. W

e
often forget the novel has form

—
 people just ask w

hat
it’s about. M

y friend Tom
 M

orris, a brilliant short
story w

riter, alw
ays jokes that short-story w

riters get
questions about structure, w

hile novelists just get
asked for the plot. But the novel is a form

al space…
 it

holds tension.

W
M

: A
nd in both dance and fiction, the real pow

er
com

es from
 relation: how

 people m
ove in relation to

one another, not just how
 they m

ove alone.

SR
: Exactly. It’s not about isolated expression. It’s

about energy exchange. T
hat’s w

hy, w
hen I read

A
lexandra 

Schw
artz’s 

review
 

of 
m

y 
first 

novel
Conversations with Friends in The N

ew Yorker, it stuck
w

ith m
e. She com

pared capitalism
 in contem

porary
Ireland to the role C

atholicism
 played in Joyce’s

tim
e…

 T
hat oppressive structure, I believe, young

people are trying to navigate. W
e think w

e’ve m
oved

forw
ard 

by 
shedding 

religion, 
but 

som
etim

es 
I

w
onder: did w

e just replace it w
ith another system

that’s equally invasive, equally ideological?

W
M

: A
bsolutely. T

he arts aren’t im
m

une to that.
C

apitalism
 

has 
a 

w
ay 

of 
inserting 

itself 
into

everything, especially in the U
K

 post-Brexit. W
ith 

funding cuts and conservative institutions, there’s so
little room

 for risk. It’s sucking the oxygen out of w
hat

dance could becom
e. A

rtists need space and support
to im

agine, otherw
ise it’s just survival. 

SR
: I think I agree w

ith you there. A
nd I think that

com
es across as one of the biggest problem

s these
people, these characters face. T

hey are just trying to
survive, to get through the day. N

aom
i and Ivan both

struggle w
ith stable incom

e but seem
 too preoccupied

w
ith life-interferences to m

ake earning their m
ain

priority. Peter seem
s to be a character that lives to w

ork
rather than w

ork to live, often using his intense job as
an escape, if not w

ork, drugs, if not drugs, w
om

en.
Every one of these characters is hiding a part of
them

selves from
 them

selves, w
hich ultim

ately affects
how

 they live w
ith the people w

ho look at a different
im

age of them
. See them

 m
ore optim

istically. 



W
M

: I noticed that the brothers see the version of each
other that they w

ant them
 to be. Peter holds unrealistic

expectations 
for 

Ivan, 
Ivan 

thinks 
Peter 

to 
be

condescending. 
T

he 
biggest 

m
iscom

m
unication 

is
betw

een the brothers, and in turn they rely on the
w

om
en 

in 
their 

lives 
to 

avoid 
their 

unrealistic
perceptions.

SR
: It’s interesting that you say that. W

ith lovers, there’s
an expectation of m

iscom
m

unication, but w
ith siblings

there’s an expectation of know
ledge, because you had a

childhood together. I think people often have fixed roles
w

ithin fam
ily dynam

ics. I don’t m
ean that people

becom
e entrapped. It’s not necessarily a negative thing.

But, the younger sibling w
ill alw

ays be the younger
sibling. For m

e, it w
as interesting to think about how

those dynam
ics change w

hen the younger sibling, w
ho

has alw
ays been the baby, and is indeed ten years younger

than his only, elder sibling, is now
 an adult him

self.
H

ow
 can he conceive of him

self as an adult w
ithin their

fam
ily unit?

W
M

: A
nd that’s definitely a question that can never be

fully answ
ered, isn’t it? (Laughs). T

his has been a
w

onderful discussion w
ith you, but there w

as one last
aspect of the show

 I w
anted to talk about. W

hen
conceptualizing, you m

ade the w
onderful suggestion of

casting A
lexei as a child. W

hat w
as your thinking behind

that?

SR
: In the novel, the dog becom

es a beacon of pure
honesty, w

hich isn’t alw
ays pure kindness. Som

etim
es

your dog w
anders aw

ay w
hen you need com

fort the
m

ost. D
ogs don’t just provide love and care—

there’s
som

ething else, anim
ated by an inability to be dishonest.

I think I suggested a child to perform
 due to kids’

natural ability to see the BS in adults. T
hey have a

w
onder about the w

orld in a w
ay that is raw

 and
authentic, and felt the only correct w

ay to portray a dog
w

ho is alw
ays honest. It creates an interesting presence

on 
the 

page 
com

pared 
to 

m
y 

dishonest 
hum

an
characters dealing w

ith adult topics.



The Irish wom
an behind our ballet Com

panies

REM
EM

BERIN
G

 N
IN

ETTE D
E VA

LO
IS

D
am

e 
N

inette 
de 

Valois 
w

as 
a 

dancer, 
teacher,

choreographer and director of classical ballet. C
onsidered

one of the pioneers of Irish and English ballet, de Valois
founded T

he R
oyal Ballet, T

he Birm
ingham

 R
oyal Ballet

and T
he R

oyal Ballet School. H
er contributions to British

ballet have established her as one of the m
ost celebrated and

honoured figures at T
he R

oyal O
pera H

ouse, and one of
the m

ost prom
inent ballet icons in the w

orld. 

By the age of tw
enty-one, de Valois becam

e principal dancer
w

ith the Beecham
 O

pera at T
he R

oyal O
pera H

ouse in
C

ovent 
G

arden, 
studying 

under 
the 

m
entorship 

of
Edouard Espinosa, Enrico C

ecchetti and N
icholas Legat.

C
ontinuing their legacy, she founded her ow

n ballet
schools: the A

bbey T
heatre School of Ballet in Ireland

(1927), and the A
cadem

y of C
horeographic A

rt in London
(1926), joining the then director of the O

ld V
ic Lilian

Baylis in productions of Shakespeare and various operas.

In 1931, de Valois m
oved her school to the Sadler’s W

ells T
heatre after its reopening by Baylis, founding her first

ballet C
om

pany as a lead dancer and choreographer. D
raw

ing from
 the legacy of R

ussian ballet, she m
ounted a

variety of classical production w
ith the vision of training dancers in a unique British style of ballet. She also created

and choreographed her ow
n pieces, producing rem

arkable w
orks such as Job (1931), The R

ake’s Progress (1935) and
Checkm

ate (1937).

A
fter touring through England during the W

orld W
ar II, the Sadler’s W

ell Ballet becam
e the resident ballet

com
pany at T

he R
oyal O

pera H
ouse in C

ovent G
arden, eventually becom

ing T
he R

oyal Ballet, w
hile her second

C
om

pany established in the Sadler’s W
ell T

heatre w
ould com

e to be T
he Birm

ingham
 Ballet. 

In line w
ith our m

ission to celebrate our history, T
he R

oyal O
pera H

ouse rem
em

bers D
am

e N
inette de Valois and

honour her m
em

ory in this production of Interm
ezzo. H

er invaluable contributions to British ballet have enriched
the nation’s culture, inspiring generations of artists and audiences alike to be part of our legacy.

‘For life is a kind of chess, in w
hich w

e have often points to gain, and com
petitors or adversaries to contend w

ith,
and in w

hich there is a vast variety of good and ill events, that are, in som
e degree, the effect of prudence, or the

w
ant of it.’ 

– Benjam
in Franklin, The M

orals of Chess.

FRO
M

 C
H

EC
K

M
ATE TO

 IN
TERM

EZ
Z

O

C
hess has been used as a m

etaphor probably since its birth in
India, being a successor of the ancient gam

e charutanga. A
short Pahlavi treatise dated around the sixth century relates its
origins w

hile describing it as a ‘gam
e of w

ar’, an idea that
cam

e to be associated w
ith the gam

e as it spread throughout
the M

iddle East into Europe, and it is still quite prevalent
today.

T
he core elem

ents of the gam
e such as strategy, loss and the

different roles of its pieces are w
hat prom

pts us to think
about chess as a w

ar gam
e, yet the possibilities of w

hat can
occur on the checkered board are w

hat m
otivates audiences to

w
atch players sit dow

n for hours in deep thought. T
his

fascination is perhaps stim
ulated by one of m

ost overlooked
characteristics of chess: the acknow

ledgem
ent of the board as

a 
stage 

in 
w

hich 
every 

m
ove, 

although 
subjected 

to
preestablished rules, is open to endless interpretations. T

his
perform

ance executed by the players is w
hat really attracts

m
asses to chess, in w

hich each m
atch holds, put into w

ords by
Sociologist A

lan Fine and H
istorian H

arvey Young, ‘the
ability to stand for som

ething beyond itself.’

U
ndoubtedly, there is endless sym

bolic potential in the com
ponents of chess, from

 its checkered board of sixty-four
squares in w

hich only one piece can stand per square, to each piece’s unique m
oving pattern, as w

ell as the duality
represented by the tw

o colours. In Checkm
ate, a life-sized gam

e of chess unfolds on stage, in w
hich Love and D

eath
oppose each other through the affair betw

een the Black Q
ueen and the R

ed K
ing. W

hen a duel betw
een the tw

o occurs,
the R

ed K
ing cannot deal w

ith the idea of killing the Black Q
ueen because of his love for her, and so she seizes the

opportunity to fatally attack the R
ed K

night, leaving the K
ing unprotected until she stabs him

 in a final ‘checkm
ate’. 

M
argaret Barbieri as the Black Q

ueen in the Sadler’s W
ells R

oyal
Ballet’s 1982 production of Checkm

ate.
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T
he tensions of love and betrayal take over the stage of

Interm
ezzo in a com

pletely different sense. T
he ballet is divided

in three acts that m
im

ic the anatom
y of a traditional chess

m
atch: T

he O
pening, referring to the starting m

ove, follow
ed

by T
he M

iddlegam
e, w

here m
ost strategic m

ovem
ents take

place, until T
he Endgam

e, w
here few

 pieces are left on the
board, leading to the gam

e’s end. 
 T

he production also took careful consideration of the pieces
m

ovem
ents and how

 they could be translated on stage, w
ith the

characters of N
aom

i and M
argaret executing m

ore dynam
ic

choreographies around the stage, sim
ilar to the m

ovem
ents that

a Q
ueen on the board can execute, m

oving any num
ber of

spaces along any direction. Sylvia, on the other hand, em
bodies

the m
ore uncertain destiny that a fallen Q

ueen could face,
having been replaced on the board by a different piece, w

ith a
choreography that alludes to the m

ore precise techniques of
classical ballet. 
 In contrast, the tensions betw

een the K
oubek brothers are

em
bodied by their respective dancers through a choreography

inspired on the lim
ited m

ovem
ents of a K

ing, w
ith m

ore
purposeful dance m

oves that at tim
es feel static, but rem

ain
graceful. T

he slow
ness of their solo scenes is m

eant to evoke the
cautiousness em

ployed by chess players in the process of
plotting their strategies, m

aking audiences rem
ain patient and

attentive to the next m
ove.

 Even though chess deals w
ith the art of attack and defeat, this

adaptation of Interm
ezzo seeks to portray the gam

e as a
discipline in w

hich understanding the opponent leads players
closer to victory, stressing the beauty of Peter and Ivan’s unique
abstract strategy through dancing and interpretation.



sta
g

in
g

 

‘Th
e v

o
ic

e o
f a

 g
en

eratio
n

’

T
here 

m
ust 

be 
som

ething 
about 

Sally 
R

ooney’s 
prose 

that
encapsulates the m

illennial experience in w
ays that surpass culture and

language, as her m
ost successful novel N

orm
al People has been

translated into forty-seven languages since its publication in 2018. H
er

w
ork, notoriously m

inim
alistic in style, focuses on the inner lives of

characters that coexist w
ith the om

nipresence of the internet w
hile

navigating the m
oral, social and econom

ic struggles of late capitalism
.

Yet these distinctions are insufficient for a label that rem
ains vague in

the literary w
orld, for it is not clear w

hat the true m
eaning of

‘m
illennial’ is, apart from

 being the dem
ographic born betw

een 1981
and 1996, or how

 it echoes into its successor the ‘generation Z’, born
betw

een 1997 and 2010. 

T
he foundation of this idea m

ight be in the relatability
of R

ooney’s characters, the w
ay they ‘read’ the internet

rather than surf it in Conversations with Friends or stop
in the m

iddle of their stream
s of consciousness to reflect

on ‘the absolute cringe’ in Interm
ezzo. In her article

‘H
ow Should a M

illennial Be?’ M
adeleine Schw

artz
com

m
ents that R

ooney’s characters ‘love to announce
w

here they fall on the m
atrix of taste and social

aw
areness. T

hey read Patricia Lockw
ood and w

atch
G

reta G
erw

ig m
ovies; they read Tw

itter for jokes’ w
hich

m
ight signal a different approach to culture from

 our
predecessors, the alienated ‘G

en X
’ and ‘Boom

ers’. Still,
this m

ight be the m
ost superficial lens to read her

characters through, w
hich do navigate the strange ever-

changing 
w

orld 
w

e 
currently 

live 
in, 

but 
their

revelations m
ight not be that distant from

 w
hat has

been explored in literature before. 

‘W
e c

o
u

ld
 n

ev
er h

av
e lo

v
ed

 th
e ea

rth
 so

 w
ell if w

e h
a

d
 h

a
d

 n
o

 c
h

ild
h

o
o

d

in
 it, if it w

ere n
o

t th
e ea

rth
 w

h
ere th

e sa
m

e flo
w

ers c
o

m
e u

p a
g

a
in

 ev
ery

sprin
g

 th
at w

e u
sed

 to
 g

ath
er w

ith
 o

u
r tin

y
 fin

g
ers. W

h
at n

o
v

elty
 is w

o
rth

th
at sw

eet m
o

n
o

to
n

y
 w

h
ere ev

ery
th

in
g

 is k
n

o
w

n
 a

n
d

 lo
v

ed
 bec

a
u

se it is

k
n

o
w

n
?’

–
 G

eo
rg

e Elio
t, Th

e M
ill o

n
 th

e Flo
ss

T
hey m

ost certainly w
ould have, not just because of their affinity for literature, but because R

ooney’s characters
navigate life in V

ictorian sentim
entality. M

aybe w
e all do, as the quote stirs a kind of m

elancholy, evoking a
childhood in w

hich clim
ate aw

areness w
as prioritised in education, of activities on Earth D

ay, school projects
about recycling. N

ow
 our adulthood is filled w

ith anxiety around the clim
ate crisis, w

e w
onder if it is ethical at

all to have children, w
e read about ecofem

inism
, and yet w

e see ourselves as pow
erless in our ow

n political
fram

es, thinking that everything is perform
ative.

T
his am

biguity increases the com
plications of defining w

hat ‘the m
illennial novel’ is, but literature is not an exact

science, and neither are generational cutoff points, subjected to the influences that m
anifest differently depending on

individual circum
stances. A

 person born w
ithin the m

illennial range m
ight have younger siblings and lean m

ore
tow

ards the generation Z, w
hile those w

ho grew
 up as only children or w

ith older siblings m
ight self-identify solely as

m
illennials. W

hat w
e know

 is that both dem
ographics have been affected to different extents by an early exposure to

the internet, w
itnessing its evolution throughout an econom

ic recession. T
hese elem

ents are not only present in
R

ooney’s novels, but they also construct the structure of her characters’ identities, subjected to a hierarchy w
here,

‘m
illennial is greater than Irish, but post-recessionary m

ay be greater than m
illennial’, as Lauren C

ollins observed in
The N

ew Yorker in 2018.

For readers of the m
illennial and Z generations, this label m

ight be the result of a set of m
oral values that w

e believe
differ us from

 our parents, although the current political clim
ate rooted in division m

ight suggest otherw
ise. Perhaps

‘the voice’ is a certain set of aesthetics that express our generational apprehensions so accurately that it m
ust lose its

individuality and turn into a choir to earn the label. Yet this contradictory concept suggests the repression of w
hat

m
akes the voice unique, bringing questions about w

hat parts of it m
ust be quietened dow

n to earn the title of praise,
the privilege of representing the generation. 

If R
ooney’s characters w

atched G
erw

ig’s film
s, then they w

ould have encountered one of the m
ost rem

arkable
lines from

 G
eorge Elliot’s The M

ill on the Floss in the 2019 adaptation of Little W
om

en:

G
eorge Eliot by Sir Frederic W

illiam
 Burton chalk (1865)



T
he author herself adm

itted the influence of these novels in her w
ork, ‘A

 lot of critics have noticed that m
y books

are basically 19th-century novels dressed up in contem
porary clothing’, she told C

ollins in 2018. It is not so
difficult to see w

hy, as the characters of G
eorge Eliot, Elizabeth G

askell, and C
harles D

ickes navigated the
pressures of the Industrial R

evolution in sim
ilar w

ays that R
ooney’s characters live in the w

orld today in
Interm

ezzo. N
aom

i resorts to sell explicit pictures of herself to afford books for college, Ivan states that profit is a
kind of inefficiency, stating that ‘if w

e organise everything in view
 of profit, w

e get things happening in econom
y

that m
ake no sense’, and Peter in his ow

n bubble of isolation reflects on this m
atter too:

‘It c
a

n
 be explo

itativ
e to

 g
iv

e m
o

n
ey

; a
lso

 to
 ta

k
e it.’

T
here is a sensation that the w

orld should be different,
but an uncertainty in how. T

hat is perhaps the result of
our 

generation’s 
particular 

circum
stances, 

w
e 

have
inherited a prom

ising w
orld, but w

e have also inherited
its chaos. T

hose w
ho have grow

n up w
ith divorced

parents understand love’s potential briefness, w
hile those

w
ho have not, face social structures in w

hich their
parents’ m

arriage m
ight not be attainable anym

ore, w
ith

connections reduced to dating apps w
here successful

courting is the result of self-advertising. Yet, w
e all keep

try to navigate the uncertainty of our odd, shifting
approaches 

to 
em

otional 
intim

acy. 
W

e 
believe 

in
evolution, yet w

hat com
es after it m

ight be m
ore

frightening that stagnation. 

W
hen 

N
aom

i 
tells 

Peter 
that 

she 
understands 

the
com

plexities of his relationship w
ith Sylvia, and she does

not m
ind her presence in his life, he resists it an

unflexible m
anner, ‘T

hat’s not real life. T
hat kind of

thing, w
hat you’re talking about, life doesn’t w

ork like
that’, but it does already. Perhaps if w

e look back at the
predecessors of R

ooney, w
e m

ight discover it alw
ays has,

releasing 
our 

generation 
from

 
the 

pressure 
of

pigeonholing our voice so early in our history.
EN

 PO
IN

TE.



M
ax R

ichter on com
posing 

in
term

ez
z
o

Com
poser M

ax R
itcher holds a longstanding career in a wide range of art form

s including theatre, opera, ballet and cinem
a

scores. H
is power to produce atm

ospheric and em
otionally charged pieces has turned him

 into a praised collaborator of renowned
choreographers like Sir W

ayne M
cG

regor. The duo has created several sucessful productions at The R
oyal O

pera H
ouse, including

Infra (2008), W
oolf W

orks (2017), and M
A

D
D

A
D

D
A

M
 (2022). H

ere, the com
poser talks about the process of developing the

ballet score for Interm
ezzo. 

T
he process of adapting a book into a ballet

requires 
vast 

research, 
and 

a 
novel 

like
Interm

ezzo, 
w

ith 
a 

variety 
of 

voices 
and

im
m

ersive narrative approaches, dem
ands to get

deeply into the text. R
ooney’s w

riting is very rich,
w

ith psychological and sensory m
aterial, so I

spent a lot of tim
e reading and rereading, trying

to discover the kind of atm
osphere I w

anted to
evoke for the overall tone of the book, but also
how

 I w
anted the essence of each character to

sound like. 
 W

hen thinking about the project, I w
as looking

at how
 the book operates in several levels. You

have the m
icro scale: the inner lives of these

characters and their loneliness, Peter, N
aom

i,
Sylvia on one side and Ivan and M

argaret on the
other, and of course the relationship betw

een the
brothers that ties everything. But then there is
also the broader societal dim

ension, the clash
betw

een generations, the surge of unconventional
relationships so love can survive, the need for a
dialogue that cannot be delayed. T

hat suggested
to m

e that I needed m
ultiple m

usical languages to
speak to that synergy. 

T
here are m

ultiple languages created in term
s of the various use of instrum

entation, scale, em
otional register and m

usical
gram

m
ar to m

atch the different voices in the novel. Peter and Sylvia com
e from

 a traditional relationship that w
as fatally

affected by her accident, w
hile M

argaret carries the w
eight of her divorce. T

hese voices are heavy w
ith the pain of

experience, w
hile Ivan and N

aom
i belong to a new

 generation w
here nonconform

ity is m
uch m

ore accepted, but despite
this shared trait they are com

pletely different. T
hese com

plexities forced m
e to create a very diverse repertoire: there are

tunes inspired by abstract electronica and techno, pieces influenced by Irish folk m
usic and a spine of orchestral m

aterial.
T

his orchestral m
usic is very contrapuntal. T

he individual m
elodic lines intertw

ine constantly, interacting w
ith one

another as they develop and echo each other, evoking a sense of nostalgia that I believe haunts all the characters in the
novel.



T
here is an exciting experim

ental elem
ent in trying to

translate strong em
otions into m

usic, like the grief that
Peter and Ivan feel after the passing of their father, or how
Peter and Sylvia m

iss w
hat existed betw

een them
 and is no

longer possible. For this reason, it w
as very im

portant for
m

e to go back to study classical pieces that w
ould evoke

this m
elancholy.

 W
hen I w

as reading the novel for the first tim
e, I w

as also
attracted to the sense of fear for w

hat w
ill com

e and w
hat

can be. T
he them

e of desire that all these characters feel
but express in their ow

n w
ays w

as som
ething that I

intended to translate w
ith deeper sounds that felt m

ore
determ

ined and sharper. T
hese them

es em
ploy a m

usical
geom

etry that encapsulates a sense of uncertainty that the
tw

o generations face in different w
ays. T

his w
as perhaps

the m
ost dem

anding part of com
posing Interm

ezzo, to
translate the w

ay in w
hich intim

acy as w
e know

 it is
evolving. 

T
here 

is 
a 

m
ysterious 

m
agnetism

 
betw

een
N

aom
i and Peter in the novel that I attem

pted to recreate
w

ith the fusion of the classical and the electronic, w
hile

the nature of Ivan and M
argaret’s relationship is rooted in

transform
ation. T

his required pieces that started in a
m

ore m
inim

alistic arrangem
ent, building up gradually. 

Because these are not conventional relationships, I found
m

yself trying to analyse w
here Sylvia w

ould fit betw
een all

these com
positions. I think that is som

ething that readers
w

onder as the novel advances, the possibility that love and
lust m

ight not be com
patible, if it has ever been. T

his is
w

hy there are drastic changes of pace in her pieces that
com

e unannounced, w
ith an underlying sad leitm

otif that
follow

s her throughout the w
ork until she finds herself

facing this new
 form

 of eroticism
 that is im

possible to
share but still belongs to her.

W
hen the opportunity for Interm

ezzo to be adapted into a ballet arose, it m
ade both so m

uch sense and none at all. T
he book had

been published just a few
 m

onths before w
hen the idea w

as proposed to m
e, w

riting any com
position is partly about discovering w

hat
sort of gram

m
ar and vocabulary em

anates from
 the w

orld of that piece – discovering its natural language, and Sally’s language is not
only com

plex, but charged w
ith a lot of em

otional energy. T
here had to be a balance betw

een her voice, W
ayne’s vision and m

y ow
n

creative process, a sort of collaging or assem
bling of parts together, w

hich is ironically how
 the novel w

orks. T
he final product reflects

a m
ultidim

ensional expressive object of individual atom
s, full of different languages, colliding w

ith one another and exploding into
different relationships. 

ACT 1

ACT 3
ACT 2

i. the
funeral

ii. naomiiv.  sylvia iii. kildare

i. alexeiii. letting go
iii. back to the

old house i. naomi and
ivan

ii. margaetiii. the matchiv. endgame

Scan of M
ax R

itcher’s
score, w

ith thanks to
Studio R

itcher M
ahr and

U
niversal M

usic
Publishing G

roup
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