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Florentina Holzinger in Campo: 
Pussy Riot meets the Power Rangers 

'Apollon Musagète' is a wild clash between ballet 
and feminism 

08-10-17, 12.20 pm - Evelyne Coussens 

Apollon Musagète is a trite revue featuring vulgar nudes. Or: Apollon 
Musagète is an electrifying ensemble performance with uninhibited 
female bodies. You get the idea: Florentina Holzinger’s new 
performance sends our thoughts scattering in all manner of different 
directions.  

Holzinger comes to the front of the stage stark naked, but it is her gaze that 

challenges the audience. In her hands, nails carefully painted, she holds a long tack 

and a small hammer. 

Slowly, she slides the tack into one of her nostrils and with a tap of the hammer, 

overcomes the resistance of the mucus membrane. Tenderly, Holzinger touches her 

face, tracing the course of the tack to where it must be pricking against her skull – at 

least, that’s what the trembling audience imagines to be the case. "Real pain. Real 

blood. Real sweat." Holzinger smiles. "Real entertainment." 

And we’re off. For a freak show, for the kitsch revue featuring the kind of spectacle 

that we have come to expect from the Austrian choreographer Florentina Holzinger – 

at least, if we want to put it simplistically. In that case we only need describe a few 

scenes: those with strap-on dildos, for example; or those in which one of the six 

performers defecates on stage. Holzinger has a reputation: dating right back to her 

first creation, the controversial Kein Applaus für Scheisse (2010), she has been 

known as someone who ‘provokes’ – insofar as this marketing term still means 

anything. 

But perhaps we should take a look at what Holzinger is actually trying to do in the 

ballet Apollon Musagète by choreographer George Balanchine (1928). Holzinger 

chose it because of the content – the markedly macho plot in which the god Apollo 

selects his favourite muse – but also because it is Balanchine’s first attempt to update 

the romantic ballet tradition into a more neoclassical form. Both motivations can be 

detected in her creation.   

Mechanical bull 



To begin with, there is this posse of six women, like a cross between Pussy Riot and 

the Power Rangers, who throw their naked bodies into the battle for self-

determination. You might suspect exploitation in their nakedness, but nope: it is they 

who are running the show. Take the performer who is piercing herself with tacks: no 

one is more the master of that body than she is herself. The best feminist scene is the 

dismantling of the mechanical bull at the centre of the stage, which represents Apollo 

(or rather the Zeus of Europe). The women wield circular saws and hammers to 

topple the hated rapist from his (stage) perch, and subsequently one of them gets a 

ticket to ride on the moving base – her pleasure-racked body swinging triumphantly 

back and forth, a captivating image. 

At the same time, there is a formal shock hidden behind the juxtaposition of the 

illusionless reality of pain (alluding to the 1970s ‘happening’ tradition) with the 

dream world conjured up by the charming ballerinas dancing on tiptoe. The point is 

that we derive so much enjoyment from both: from the shudder of pleasure 

occasioned by the sight of real blood flowing, but also from the aesthetic refinement 

of elegantly lifted bodies. Holzinger has the women shed their skins, transforming 

themselves from muses and ballerinas into rockers, freaks, fighters, dominatrices and 

bourgeois tarts… and also, in less successful parodies, into Darth Vader, because she 

has always wanted to position herself as a cultural omnivore who questions the 

boundaries between art and entertainment. 

The fact is that in the course of ninety minutes, she throws into the mix both a history 

of ballet and a feminist and culturally critical tradition. This forces us time and time 

again to participate, to shift our gaze onto that female body. Yes, we have paid for 

this, but it is they who are pulling the strings. And this gives them freedom, more 

freedom than I have almost ever seen women have on stage.   

Florentina Holzinger, Apollon Musagète. Seen at Campo, Ghent. 13 & 
14/10 in theBeursschouwburg, Brussels. 29 & 30/11 in STUK, Leuven.  
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