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PARTIAL MUSIC PLOT 
1.	 Preshow and opening: 

Christoph Willibald Gluck’s “Dance of the Blessed Spirits”

2.	 Interrupted dance with the prince of Saxony:
George Frideric Handel’s “Sarabande,” orchestral version 

3.	 Dance with Rickert, Prince of Saxony:
George Frideric Handel’s “Water Music,”
Suite in F major, Hornpipe 

4.	 Kathrin’s song to Rickert:
To the traditional music of “Frau Wirtin,” in ¾ time,
adapted from the 1809 text by Ludwig Uhland

5.	 Amalia’s interrupted dance with Gunter:
George Frideric Handel’s “Sarabande,” orchestral version 

6.	 Amalia’s and Gunter’s song:
Traditional English folksong, “Rose, Rose, Rose, Rose” 

7.	 Kathrin’s song to begin the ritual:
“Come Again, Sweet Love Doth Now Invite,” 
adapted from John Dowland

8.	 Music for the first princess dance in the underground castle, the 
“happy dance":

Johann Stamitz’s Symphony in D major, op. 3, no. 2,
orchestral version, first movement 

9.	 Music for the second princess dance in the underground castle, 
the “serious, romantic dance”:

George Frideric Handel’s “Sarabande,” orchestral version 

10.	Music for the third princess dance in the underground castle, the 
“wild dance”:

Christoph Willibald Gluck’s “Dance of the Furies”

11.	Kathrin’s song to her prince:
“Come Again, Sweet Love Doth Now Invite” 
adapted from John Dowland

12.	Music for the final dance with Amalia, Gunter and the princesses:
George Frideric Handel’s “Sarabande,” orchestral version 
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The Dancing Princesses
or

The Worn-Out Dancing Shoes

CHARACTERS
CLAUS: the king’s guard
SOPHIA: a servant
KING ALDRICH: the king
URSULA: the king’s nurse, an old woman
PRINCESSES

AMALIA: the oldest of the princesses
KATHRIN: the second oldest princess
GUDRUN: the third oldest princess
FREDA: the third youngest princess
ILSE: the second youngest princess
LENORE: the youngest princess

RICKERT: an older prince, of Saxony
FRANZ: a thief
GUNTER: a soldier
PRINCES (6): masked, nonspeaking dancers
LADIES-IN-WAITING
SERVANTS (3): masked, nonspeaking, in the underground castle.

TIME
Around 1812 

PLACE
Multiple locations in Hesse, Germany: 

The king’s castle
The deep forest
The underground castle courtyard
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The Dancing Princesses
or

The Worn-Out Dancing Shoes

SCENE 1

AT RISE: Preshow music carries into the opening—an or-
chestral version of Gluck’s “Dance of the Blessed Spir-
its”—and plays underneath the opening scene. We see the 
hall just outside the bedroom of the PRINCESSES, the door 
leading into the bedroom and the bedroom with six beds. 

It is early morning and the PRINCESSES are all asleep in 
their beds. The bedroom is strewn with clothes and shoes. 
These clothes are not their dancing clothes, but their every-
day princess clothes. CLAUS sleeps in a chair just outside 
the bedroom door, his sword on his lap, hand on the hilt. 
SOPHIA and the LADIES-IN-WAITING enter quickly.

SOPHIA (quietly). Claus. (Quietly, but urgently, shaking him.) 
Claus—

CLAUS (almost falls, catches himself and raises his sword). 
Stand there—do not move—

SOPHIA. Wake up!
CLAUS. Or by order of the king I—
SOPHIA. Quiet down! The king is coming!
CLAUS. What is it?
SOPHIA (moving to look down corridor for the king). Did 

they come out?
CLAUS. No one came out, no one entered, that I am sure. 

(Suddenly panics, runs into the PRINCESSES’ room and 
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counts them.) One-two-three-four-five-six … All there, 
(Relieved.) all asleep. 

SOPHIA. The king!

(CLAUS quickly sheathes his sword and assumes his guard 
post. KING ALDRICH enters with URSULA at his side. 
SOPHIA and the LADIES-IN-WAITING bow. KING walks 
with a discernible limp that obviously hurts him. URSULA 
will pay close attention to him.)

SOPHIA (cont’d). Your Highness.
CLAUS. My lord.
KING (to SOPHIA and LADIES-IN-WAITING). Enter quiet-

ly, and gather their dancing shoes. I will see their shoes 
before they awaken.

SOPHIA. Certainly, sire.

(SOPHIA quietly enters the bedroom and quickly moves 
about,  gathering the dancing shoes. The LADIES-IN-WAIT-
ING pick up the clothes. KING enters the bedroom and 
looks at his daughters.)

KING (quietly). Sleeping … innocent as angels … dream-
ing of … if only I could see their minds. What must these 
young ladies dream? Strange and fantastic imaginings … 

(SOPHIA shows him some shoes.)

KING (cont’d). Worn through … worn-out dancing shoes … 

(Music fades out. Quietly but intensely.) 

KING (cont’d). Were you awake the entire night?
CLAUS (quietly). Yes, sire.
KING. Did you hear music or laughter or footfalls—
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CLAUSE. No, sire.
KING. Or the sliding of shoes upon the floor?
CLAUS. No, sire.
KING. How do you explain this?
CLAUS. I … cannot.
KING. Sophia, how did these holes come into these shoes?
SOPHIA (quietly). Your daughters do not confide in me, sire. 
KING. Ursula, you are a woman and a nurse. Do you under-

stand what is happening here?
URSULA (quietly). Where can they dance? And to what mu-

sic? There is no other door out of this room.
KING (suddenly exploding, pounding his cane on the floor, 

startling all.) Rise! Awaken! It is morning! Out of bed! 
Amalia—Gudrun—Kathrin—Lenore! All of you! 

(GUDRUN falls out of bed to the floor. Startled and sleepy, 
the PRINCESSES sit up, not wanting to get out of bed.)

PRINCESSES (speaking at once, during KING’s above 
speech, although not in unison). Oh, oh no, no, not now. 
Good morning, Father. Father. Is it morning already? Why 
are you shouting? Good morning? It is the middle of the 
night. What is wrong? What is your will? etc.

KING. The illustrious prince of Saxony has arrived this 
morning and wishes an audience with just one of you. 

PRINCESSES (except AMALIA. Variously, as they rise). Ama-
lia. Let it be Amalia! Amalia will meet him. Yes, Amalia.

AMALIA. I will greet him, Father.
GUDRUN. And let the rest of us sleep.
KING. When asked to choose, he named Kathrin. 
KATHRIN. Why choose me?
AMALIA. Yes, Father, I am the oldest.
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KING. He chose her because the meaning of her name is “purity.”
KATHRIN. But I am to marry the prince of Sicily.
KING. Do you wish to marry the prince of Sicily? If so, tell 

me of those worn-out dancing shoes and you may choose 
who on this earth you will marry.

KATHRIN. I do not wish to marry the prince of Sicily for I 
have never met him, and I will have to live in Sicily, far 
from my sisters, among people who speak like this: (She 
does a crude imitation of a man speaking Italian.) Vivere 
in Italia mi farà male!

KING. Dress yourself, he will arrive shortly. 
KATHRIN. Yes, Father.
KING. Sophia, help her to dress, and to remain awake.
SOPHIA (curtsies). Sire.

(KATHRIN exits, followed by SOPHIA.)

KING (to CLAUS). When the prince of Saxony is ready, show 
him to this room.

CLAUS. Yes, my lord.

(CLAUS exits. The PRINCESSES all close their eyes and 
lean on one another, trying to remain standing.)

KING. Why has it again been brought to me that you—who 
apparently do not sleep at night—sleep during archery, 
during painting, during lawmaking? 

URSULA. Princesses, awaken, your father, the king, is ad-
dressing you.

KING. Freda?
FREDA. I am not as wise as you, Father, and would believe 

whatever you say, if I could just sleep another hour.
KING. Lenore?
LENORE. I sleep because … I cannot stay awake.
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KING. Amalia, my oldest, surely you will answer the question.
AMALIA. Perhaps I could, if I could remember what the 

question was.
KING. And the prince of Holstein has left our castle in the 

night, humiliated by you. You reject all worthy suitors as—
FREDA. Dull.
GUDRUN. Strutting.
ILSE. Peacocks.
AMALIA. Lacking the imagination of a goat.
KING. We are at war, as you know. I am wounded, as you 

also know. And I have learned—without your mother—
that the kingdom needs both a king and a queen. But you 
cannot stay awake during war councils. 

FREDA. Then perhaps you should make peace with Rhine-
land and end the war.

KING (exploding, startles the PRINCESSES apart). Where 
were you in the night? Do I need to stable you like horses, 
one to a stall, roped to a post?!

GUDRUN (laughing to herself. The others share her laughter.) 
Horses … 

URSULA (calming KING). Perhaps if you spoke to their gen-
tler spirits, in a gentler manner, (Turning to the PRINCESS-
ES, instructively.) they would answer you truly.

KING (much softer). Oh, you make me into a father I de-
spise. My ignorance in this matter is perfect … Does any-
one threaten you? … Are you bewitched? Or forced against 
your will? I will help you. (No answer.) Very well. Dress 
yourself, ladies, for you all have a busy day. And, since you 
love to dance in the night, you will all dance for the prince 
of Saxony this morning. 

GUDRUN. In the morning?
KING. That is his request, and you will honor it.
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(One by one, they kiss KING’s cheek and walk off. The LA-
DIES-IN-WAITING exit with clothes.)

FREDA. Rest today, Father, and heal your wound.
ILSE. Don’t despise yourself, Father. We love you.
GUDRUN. Thank you for taking such fine care of us, Father.
LENORE. Don’t let my sisters trouble you, Father. We all 

love you.
AMALIA. Do not worry so much. All is well, Father. 

(All PRINCESSES have exited with the LADIES-IN-WAITING.)

URSULA. Your Majesty, all is not well. But here is your 
lovely daughter.

(A sleepy KATHRIN enters, dressed, but in some disarray. 
SOPHIA enters with her, adjusting KATHRIN’s clothes.)

KATHRIN. I am ready, Father.
KING. How you’ve grown. (Fondly, holding out his hand, she 

takes it.) Remember that a marriage with Saxony would make 
us a stronger kingdom. They would join our side in the war.

KATHRIN. Yes, Father. (She kisses KING’s cheek, sits in a 
chair and closes her eyes.)

CLAUS (entering, announcing). Lord Rickert, Prince of Saxony.

(RICKERT enters, dressed in courtly garb.)

RICKERT (removing his hat, elegantly bowing to KING).King 
Aldrich, the fair, the just, the conqueror of lands and hearts.

KING. Prince Rickert, welcome.
RICKERT (elegantly bowing to KATHRIN, who is asleep. He 

remains bowed for a time, waiting for a response). Lady 
Kathrin, what a sincere pleasure to meet you. (As he gets 
no response, he bows again.) Princess Kathrin, whose 
name means “purity,” what an honor to meet you.
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(KATHRIN snores. RICKERT, still in his bow, at a loss, 
looks to the KING.)

KING. Kathrin … 
KATHRIN (asleep and dreaming, caressing SOPHIA’s hand).

Oh, my prince, my beautiful prince—
KING. Kathrin.
KATHRIN. How I long to dance with you forever.
SOPHIA. Princess! 
KATHRIN (jolts awake). What?—Where? … 
SOPHIA (indicating RICKERT). The prince of Saxony is 

here to—
KATHRIN (sees RICKERT; a small startled scream of fear).

Aahh!
RICKERT (once again bowing to KATHRIN). Princess Kath-

rin who, I am sure, is as pure as her name, what a sincere 
pleasure to finally meet you.

KATHRIN (struggling to stand) Prince Ri— (She falls back into 
her chair, then jumps up, gracefully curtsies.) Prince Rickert.

URSULA. Come, sire, she is finally awake.
KING. Ah, yes.

(KING slips out the door with URSULA. As he does, he sig-
nals KATHRIN to smile and remain awake.)

RICKERT. You are … pleasing to the eye, madam. Young, 
healthy. Good teeth, sturdy on your feet.

KATHRIN. Are you speaking of me? Or of some horse you 
are buying.

RICKERT. Why, of you, my dear, of course. (He laughs.)
KATHRIN. You are as old as the rocks, aren’t you, Rickert.
RICKERT. My father, the king, has lived on and on and on 

… and on … 
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KATHRIN. How inconsiderate. That he doesn’t die and make 
you king.

RICKERT (removing his hat and cape, giving them to SO-
PHIA). Princess, your father has let it be known throughout 
the land, that if any person could discover the secret of 
your worn-out dancing shoes, he should have the daughter 
he liked best for his wife. And, oho, he should be king after 
your father’s death.

KATHRIN (to SOPHIA). My father has said this?
SOPHIA. Yes, my lady.
RICKERT (removing his gloves, giving them to SOPHIA). If 

I were to learn your secret, I would then be king of both 
Saxony and Hesse. I would think you would find that a 
sensible arrangement for a marriage.

KATHRIN. I am to marry the prince of Sicily.
RICKERT. Your father will break that bond. 
KATHRIN (to CLAUS). Has he said this?
CLAUS. Yes, my lady.
RICKERT. You would not have to live in Sicily—with Ital-

ians—but here in your own castle.
SOPHIA. The king has also proclaimed that, whosoever tries 

and does not succeed in learning your secret, will be put to 
death by having his head chopped off by the executioner.

KATHRIN (shocked). Executioner?
RICKERT. So you see, I risk all to be wedded to you.
KATHRIN. Then I pity you, Prince Rickert. For you have made 

a foolish mistake. I urge you to leave this castle immediately, 
while your head remains attached to your shoulders.

RICKERT. But we have not danced. I hear you love to dance.
KATHRIN. I do.

(The PRINCESSES all enter, dressed to dance.)
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KATHRIN (cont’d). My sisters.
RICKERT. Oho, ladies. (Bowing.) I am pleased to meet you all.

(They curtsy. He stays down, the PRINCESSES all come up, 
then go back to their curtsy; because he stays down so long, 
they vacillate between standing and curtsying.) 

PRINCESSES (variously). Prince. Prince Rickert. Welcome, 
prince of Saxony. Welcome to our castle.

RICKERT (after evaluating the sisters). But I see my choice 
of Kathrin was a wise one. (To KATHRIN.) Perhaps when 
you see me dance, you will change your opinion of me.

KATHRIN. Then allow me to chose the music. Music befit-
ting the beheading of a prince.

RICKERT. With your help, I will keep my head upon my 
shoulders.

(KATHRIN nods towards offstage. Handel’s “Sarabande,” 
the orchestral version, plays somberly but loudly. [Orches-
trated in similar fashion to the version used in Barry Lyndon.]
The PRINCESSES appear shocked by the music choice.)

GUDRUN. Kathrin!
FREDA. Why did you … ?
ILSE. Amalia, what is she … ?

(KATHRIN begins to dance slowly, gracefully, but not in 
Baroque style. This seems to be a dance of her own design. 
The PRINCESSES look at each other, not knowing what to 
think. RICKERT also stands in confusion.

After a short time, KATHRIN motions for the others to join 
her. They hesitate, look to AMALIA. KATHRIN motions 
again. After considering, AMALIA decides to join KATH-
RIN, and is followed by the other PRINCESSES. They all 
dance slowly, in similar fashion to KATHRIN.
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RICKERT stands confused by the music and the dancing. 
This is not a typical Baroque style dance, but dance of 
their own invention. It is slow, earthy, dreamy, roman-
tic, free-flowing, and dramatic. A short time after all the 
PRINCESSES begin dancing, just a couple of measures, 
RICKERT speaks.)

RICKERT. What dance is this? … I do not know it, and I am 
familiar with all the court dances … And this music … 
Something for a funeral procession? … Oh, no, no, no. This 
music is all wrong. The dancing is all wrong. We need court-
ly music. Joyous music! Marriage music! Stop, please!

(The music stops, dancing ends.)

KATHRIN. I thank you, prince, for revealing your under-
standing of music and dance.

RICKERT. Perhaps another choice, something for a celebration!
KATHRIN. Of course.

(KATHRIN nods, music plays: Handel’s “Water Music,” 
Suite in F major, Hornpipe.)

RICKERT. Aha, excellent choice. Here we go.

(They all take position and dance. This is traditional Ba-
roque dancing. We see the dance as it is supposed to occur. 

After a time, the PRINCESSES take turns breaking the steps 
and movement, causing awkward moments for RICKERT. 

After more time, RICKERT breaks away from the ladies and 
begins to dance on his own. The PRINCESSES stop dancing, 
gather behind him, point, imitate him and swallow their laugh-
ter. RICKERT’s dancing is traditional Baroque dance: light, 
courtly, ultra-refined; he executes the precise, standard move-
ments well. RICKERT continues, unaware of their derision.
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As the music ends, he concludes his dance with elegance 
and pride. The PRINCESSES applaud. He bows.)

KATHRIN. You dance the old dance well, Prince Rickert. 
And would charm many a princess.

RICKERT. Aha, I see you are pleased. I shall inform your 
father that I will learn the secret of your worn-out dancing 
shoes tonight.

KATHRIN. Do as you need, as we will.
RICKERT. Ladies.

(He bows, exits. As soon as he exits the PRINCESSES plop 
down on beds, laughing. KATHRIN, however, stands look-
ing after him, lost in thought.)

ILSE. What a strutting goose.
GUDRUN (as RICKERT). “I shall inform your father that I will 

learn the secret of your worn-out shoes. Because I am a MAN.”

(Laughter.)

LENORE. He’s an old goose. 
GUDRUN. I think he colors his mustache with boot polish. 
AMALIA. What did he mean, Kathrin, he would learn our 

secret tonight?
KATHRIN. Our father has made it known that if any man can 

discover our secret, that person should have the one of us 
he likes in marriage. 

LENORE. This Rickert? Oh, no, Kathrin—
KATHRIN. If he cannot, then the executioner will chop off 

his head.
PRINCESSES. Oh … 

(The PRINCESSES are stunned.) 
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