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With a global closet at our fingertips, getting dressed 
can be a daily act of performance art. Appearance 
silently communicates truths, half-truths, and fantasy. 
This creative freedom, new to the twentieth century, 

had its first rumblings in historic masquerade culture, where the 
liberation of identity politics through dress came with liabilities. The 
film Un Ballo in Maschera (“A Masked Ball”) by artist Yinka Shonibare 
reveals the pleasures and perils of historical and contemporary mas-
querade. When life is a stage, picking the part—or parts—is a risky 
personal endeavor.

Yinka Shonibare is himself an emblem of cultural dualism. As 
a Nigerian-born British MBE (Member, Order of the British Em-
pire) and an artist, Shonibare is inspired to tackle identity issues 
by examining the lines that divide very rich and very poor in Nigeria 
and the multitude of classes that co-exist in England. In turn, he 
straddles two worlds as an insider and outsider.1 Shonibare’s trade-
mark medium is “Dutch wax” fabric, a material that is also a cultural 
clash; the flamboyantly patterned resist-dye fabric associated with 
West Africa originates from Javanese-inspired fabric manufactured 
in the Netherlands since the nineteenth century. Finding a ready 
audience for the fabric as they crossed trade routes from Java, the 
Dutch quickly began producing copies for direct sale. The African 
appeal of the fabric, with its vibrant color combinations and repeats 
of large-scale designs, is now worn as native cloth by indigenous 
populations.2 Like Shonibare, Dutch wax represents both Black and 
White; the developing and developed world; indigenous and con-
structed identity. The majority of Shonibare’s work uses Dutch wax 
in seventeenth- through nineteenth-century costume recreations 
displayed on headless mannequins in subversive historical situations 
that blur the identity lines of race, class, gender and time.3 Always 
provocative and humorous, Shonibare says, “What I do is create a 
kind of mongrel. In reality most people’s cultures have evolved out of 
this mongrelization, but people don’t acknowledge that.”4 

Un Ballo in Maschera is a historical and fantastical realization 
of the danger of playing with the mongrel within. Displaying the 
transgressive costume and social chaos of the eighteenth-century 
masquerade ball, Shonibare’s cinematic interpretation serves his-
tory well. The film’s Dutch wax wardrobe epitomizes the ambiguous 
identity inherent in his body of art, the masquerade paradigm, and 
personal dress itself. Moreover, his choice to recreate a historical 
assassination framed as a silent costume drama speaks to the 
enduring silent power—and danger—of playing dress-up.

Masquerade balls, popular since the sixteenth century, peaked 
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in the first half of the eighteenth century, coinciding with the on-
set of mass movements that became the social revolutions of 
the nineteenth century. They often provided the only outlet 
for eighteenth-century people to act out their identity crises. 
Catherine Craft-Fairchild states, “The questions addressed by 
psychoanalytic theories—those of representation, subjectivity, 
spectatorship, and gender identity—are the same questions raised 
by masquerade.”5 The human impetus to appear as someone else 
(or someone you think you are) naturally leads to acting as 
someone else (or someone you think you are), often salaciously 
so. A plethora of moral and satirical literature from the first half 
of the eighteenth century brand masquerades as illicit cesspools 
where anything goes. In 1724, a war of the written word raged in 
England between masquerade participants and protesters; both 
sides published articles and pamphlets before, after, and in-
between seemingly every masquerade ball held in London that 
year.6 Whether welcome or shunned, the visual ambiguity and 
moral vulnerability of the masquerade was considered an open 
door to social chaos. A neutral 1724 essayist describes masquerade 
as, “entering into a League with the World, the Flesh, and the 
Devil, Nature, Passion, and Art, against Reason and Religion.”7 
The backdrop of the late eighteenth century masquerade was 
thus ideal for Shonibare’s Dutch wax costumes to come alive. Un 
Ballo in Maschera, a 2004 co-production of Swedish television 
and Moderna Museet in Stockholm, recreates the assassination 
of King Gustav III of Sweden at his own masquerade on March 
16, 1792. Following the 1859 Giueseppe Verdi opera of the same 
name, the film exemplifies Shonibare’s trademark play on mongrel 
identity through dress. An “enlightened despot,” Gustav III was 
both a staunch patron of the arts and absolute monarchy. His 
hypocritical nature was exacerbated in his personal life; a ru-
mored homosexual, he fancied himself a playwright, actor and 
costume designer, and modeled his court after France, speaking 
only French whenever possible.8 With theatre his greatest artistic 
pursuit, Gustav had the Royal Swedish Opera House in Stockholm 
built in 1782—the ironic place of his theatrical death. 

Literally and figuratively, Gustav’s conflicting persona was his 
ultimate downfall. The king enacted the Act of Union and Security 
in 1789 to reinstate Sweden’s absolute monarchy, with himself as 
autocrat, unfavorably reclaiming power from parliament and the 
noble classes. On the fateful eve, Gustav received and ignored an 
anonymous death threat; at midnight, he arrived at the masquer-
ade. He was immediately surrounded by rebel military officer Jacob 

Johan Anckarström and two noble conspirators, all donning black 
masks, who accosted him in French: “Bonjour, beau masque” 
(Good-day, fine mask). Although also in mask, the king was 
spotted by the Royal Order of the Seraphim star on his chest.9 
Anckarström shot the king in the back, mortally wounding him. 
He died of infection on March 29.10 In a costume that only partially 
hid his royal identity, Gustav III answered to the dual nature of 
his life and politics in the space deemed most free—and therefore 
dangerous—in eighteenth-century society: the masquerade.

The most threatening moral loosening at masquerade balls was 
the transgressive costume displays, and consequent interplay, of 
gender and sexuality. Purposefully theatrical and titillating, outra-
geous costumes led to outrageous behavior, as a 1724 poem entitled 
The Masquerade explains: “here Nuns confess to Harlequin;/ A 
Goddess and a Mezetin/ Are no ill-matched a Pair; A Satyr’s Charms 
don’t always fail,/ A Shepherdess now strokes his Tail,/ Now quits him 
for a Bear.”11 This phantasmagorical scene emphasizes the lascivious, 
and even bestial, nature of the masquerade ball. Along with orgiastic 
decadence, masquerade was blamed for encouraging prostitution, 
both in fantasy and reality, as noble women often dressed as whores 
and vice-versa. You couldn’t tell what type of lady you were engag-
ing with—or if it was a lady at all. After prostitution, the common 
sexual critique of masquerade was the allowance of cross-dressing 
and homosexual activity. True to this salacious masquerade spirit and 
Gustav’s questioned sexuality, Un Ballo’s two leading men—the king 
and his killer—are played by women, while the king is flanked by 
two men at all times, arguably representing his rumored intimate 
relationships with male courtiers.12 A paradoxical safe-zone, the 
masquerade offered both the freedoms and liabilities of subversive 
sexuality. Moreover, upper-class men suffered the greatest loss of 
security at masquerades, where the costumed mingling of indistinct 
sex and class debased their privilege.13 In Un Ballo in Maschera, such 
immersion in subversion ultimately makes Gustav vulnerable to 
danger. As the “Prude” tells the “Coquet” in a 1724 play about the 
perils of masquerade liberties, “O!—let not these delusions thus 
prevail,/ Or at the Devil’s market let yourself to sale.”14 

Although many eighteenth-century masqueraders wore 
costumes that played with gender, culture, social class, and even 
humanity, many attendees simply wore masks with ambiguous 
dominoes (a hooded, black cape) or “fancy dress.” It was a 
veritable tongue-in-cheek display of courtly excess.15 Shonibare’s 
use of Dutch wax fabric, a naturally “fancy” textile in its flashiness 
and cultural co-optation, enhances the theatricality and ambiguity 
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of Un Ballo’s wardrobe. Dutch wax connects the past to a timeless 
statement about the innate “mongrel” nature of identity. Shonibare 
costumes his entire cast in fancy dress, using this uniformity as a 
leveling disguise. The uniform aspect of the costume denotes equal-
ity amongst the cast, representing the unified body of the Swedish 
population in 1792. The attendees are essentially powerless under 
Gustav and their uniform appearance. The exception is the king and 
his killer: his fancy hat and her wigless head separates his regality 
and her rebellion. Moreover, her wigless head is a direct challenge 
to Gustav’s historically imposed court-dress regulations.16 While the 
other ball-goers symbolize Gustav’s immobile yet supportive masses, 
his assassin is aggressive in appearance and action, undermining the 
falseness of their appearance and apathy.

According to masquerade scholar Terry Castle, the social level-
ing effect of masquerade costume caused a temporary “feminocracy” 
within the ballroom, supporting the presence of a female assas-
sin in the film.17 Although women are historically linked with evil 
due to their threatening tie to nature in reproductive capability and 
tempting fleshly beauty, they are often portrayed as passive conjurers 
of trouble, unlike Gustav’s killer. Aggressively defying patriarchy, she 
reflects the empowered feminine dynamics of eighteenth-century 
masquerade:

With the anonymity of the mask, however, the eighteenth-
century woman made an abrupt exit from the system of sexual 
domination. For a brief, charged moment, the masquerade 
suspended the archaic pattern of Western gender relations. In 
the exquisite round of an assembly room, a woman was free to 
circulate—not as a commodity placed in circulation by men, 
but according to her own pleasure. Those critics who claimed 
the masquerade engendered an “Amazonian race,” a society 
based on female sovereignty, had a point: the masquerade was 
indeed a microcosm in which the external forms of sexual 
subordination had ceased to exist. The masquerade symbol-
ized a realm of women unmarked by patriarchy, unmarked by 
the signs of exchange and domination, and independent of 
the prevailing sexual economy of eighteenth-century culture.18

Allowed to freely approach and closely encircle the king, despite 
the inherent subversive danger of doing so, the film’s assassin 
embodies the eighteenth-century masquerade’s Amazon woman.

While Un Ballo in Maschera is a historical reenactment, it is 
essentially a choreography of cloth. Void of sound, save the perform-
ers’ breath and movements, Shonibare sees his film as a “constant, 

dreamlike movement between reality and depiction of fantasy.”19 
Without dialogue, or even much sound, the focus of the life-force is 
revealed: the clothing. The opening and final scenes contain the 
same physical ritual of attendees getting dressed for the ball in 
forward and reverse sequencing. The film loops repeat the same 
dance numbers, dazing the audience and mimicking the visual 
disorientation of masquerade itself. Gustav also dies three times, 
after three preceding presentations of his assassin, thereby 
reflecting his awareness of the death threat and the delay of his 
actual death several days later. Similarly, the repetitive non-verbal 
exchange between the king and his killer involves body language 
and eye contact pregnant with sexual intrigue and desire—emotions 
considered scandalous in the eighteenth century. To further 
illustrate Shonibare’s message, Gustav’s repeated indulgence in 
masquerade behavior—while knowing the risks—ultimately leads 
to his death. Yet the death is only partially clothed in fantasy —
only partially protected by clothing. It is Shonibare’s film that 
demonstrates the essence of masquerade. 

Masquerade is about costume and what it silently communicates. 
As Shonibare says, “The use of excess, seduction, and pleasure in my 
work always remains political but without preaching politics, which 
is a different thing. I’m never moralistic. Instead it’s a question of 
working through political issues as well as being seduced by the 
actual form.”20 Drawn into the pure aesthetic of the masquerade ball, 
the viewer is seduced by the cornucopia of dress and is required to 
indulge in its excess. In the art of dress and masquerade, the partici-
pant, or viewer, completes the piece. Such theatricality sets a natural 
stage for humans to assume different personas. As infamous 
masquerade host John James Heidegger claimed, in 1724, “The 
World itself, excuse the Phrase, is/ A Ball; where, mimick Shapes and 
faces,/ the Judgment of our Senses cheat,/ And fashion favours the 
Deceit.”22 Dress is the immediate silent interlocutor between us and 
the world. We relate to one another through constructs of real and 
imagined appearance. “Playing dress-up” is the first action we take to 
express ourselves, and our creative choices reflect this inside and out. 
Both in the historical event and Shonibare’s piece, the real threat of 
engaging in masquerade lies in losing—and finding—oneself there.
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