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‘This writing has to do with some things I saw, felt, and was part of.’  
David Jones

The National Portrait Gallery in partnership with the English 
National Ballet, presents a site-specific dance performance 
inspired by David Jones’s seminal First World War poem,
'In Parenthesis'. 

Choreographed by acclaimed English National Ballet Associate 
Artist George Williamson and premiered, the work evokes Jones’s 
experience of life on the front during the First World War. 

The performances in each Gallery space are repeated every 15 
minutes from 18.00 – 20.40 so you can choose to experience 
one dance or have time to explore all five. Make your way to the 
Main Hall for the finale at 21.00 when the dancers descend the 
escalator and dance their final piece.

The evening responds to the Gallery’s free exhibition The Great 
War in Portraits. 1

Floor 0Performances take place concurrently from 
18.00 – 20.40 in rooms 5, 12, 16, 20, 22

Each performance lasts 3 mins.
and is repeated every 15 minutes.
Visit in any order.

The finale takes place in the Main Hall
at 21.00.

The bar is on Floor 1 outside room 32.

The documentary, In Search of David Jones: 
Artist, Soldier, Poet, will be screened at 
18.00, 19.00, 20.00 in the Ondaatje Wing 
Theatre. Directed by Derek Shiel, 2008. 
49mins.
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'In Parenthesis' was David Jones’s first literary publication – a rich, 
beautiful and complex book-length poem that took him 20 years 
to write. It was published by Faber and Faber in 1937 with an 
introduction by T.S. Eliot who called it a ‘work of genius’. 

A painter and poet, David Jones enlisted in the Royal Welch 
Fusiliers in 1915 serving as a private soldier until 1918. He was 
wounded in the Battle of the Somme. 

Stephen Spender commentated in his obituary of Jones that 
‘nearly all survivors who were at the Western Front for any length 
of time were, I should say, men apart, in some way dedicated to 
that tragedy, afflicted by an inner wound from which they never 
wholly recovered.’ 3

DAVID JONES



'In Parenthesis' has been an incredible journey of discovery. 
David Jones’s epic poem is not merely a first-hand account 
of one soldier’s experience in The Great War, but rather it is a 
far-reaching and complex portrait of human nature. It is a raw 
and ruthlessly sincere examination of our strengths and frailties 
as individuals, embracing life in all its colour, even in the face 
of desolation and destruction. Jones’s writing is intimate and 
reflective, combining various styles. He depicts war with a clinical 
realism, but also explores ideas through mythology and abstract 
expression. In trying to interpret his words through dance I 
wanted to portray this variety. I focused on certain sections of 
text, which I felt identified key themes, and explored ways of 
expressing the ideas and overall tone of the language through 
movement. Rather than seek to portray the entire scope of the 
poem, the intention of these pieces is to explore and react to
the passion and lyricism of Jones’s words and ideas by bringing 
to life essential moments within the work.

George Williamson, Choreographer.4

IN PARENTHESIS



Private John Ball, the protagonist of the poem, and his battalion 
assemble, march to Southampton, and sail at night across the 
channel. 

‘Men marched, they kept equal step...
Men marched they had been nurtured together.’

Pick those knees up.
Throw those chests out.
Hold those heads up.
Stop that talking.’

‘Some lean on their rifles as aged men do on sticks in stage plays. 
Some lean back with the muzzle of the rifle supporting the pack in 
the position of gentlewomen at field sports.’6 7

THE MANY MEN SO BEAUTIFUL
Room 20

CHAMBERS GO OFF, CORPORALS STAY
Room 22

They receive instruction and training and travel towards the front, 
where John Ball has the shattering experience of a long-range 
heavy shell exploding nearby.

‘He stood alone on the stones, his mess-tin spilled at his feet. Out 
of the vortex, rifling the air it came – bright, brass-shod, Pandoran; 
with all-filling screaming the howling crescendo’s up-piling snapt. 
The universal world, breath-held, one half second, a bludgeoned 
stillness. Then the pent violence released a consummation of 
all burstings out; all sudden up-rendings, and rivings-through-all 
taking-out of vents-all barrier-breaking, all unmaking. Pernitric 
begetting-the dissolving and splitting of solid things.’
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The woman is waiting.

‘But he’ll burn more than a sheep-cote this journey and founder 
more than a cock-boat with bad news for London Town; and 
where the Mother of Rivers bares her smooth bulk, where the little 
hills slip to wasted Gwaelod- where Sabrina rises, there Rachel's 
weeping by a whitened porch and for the young men and for Dai 
and for Einion and for Jac Pryse, Jac Pryse plaster’s son.’9

They fight through the day and into the night. John Ball is 
wounded. 

‘Marry it man! Marry it!
Cherish her, she’s your very own. 
Coax it man coax it-it’s delicately and ingeniously made—it’s an 
instrument of precision…
You’ve known her hot and cold. 
You would choose her from among many. 
You know her by her bias, and by her exact error at 300, and by the 
deep scar at the small…
but leave it under the oak.’
 
‘Its dark barrel, where you leave it under the oak, reflects the 
solemn star that rises urgently from Cliff Trench. 
It’s a beautiful doll for us,
it's the Last Reputable Arm. 
But leave it—under the oak.
Leave it for a Cook’s tourist to the Devastated Areas and crawl as 
far as you can and wait for the bearers.’

LEAVE IT UNDER THE OAK
Room 12

MRS CALLAHAN PRAYS FOR THE DEAD
Room 16



‘The geste says this and the man who was on the field… and 
who wrote the book… the man who does not know this has not 
understood anything.’11

John Ball, wounded and surrounded by the dead, invokes an 
illusion of the Queen of the Woods. She gives tokens to his 
friends, so that at least in his mind their actions are honoured and 
not forgotten. 

'Some she gives white berries
 some she gives brown
Emil has a curious crown it’s
 made of golden saxifrage.
Fatty wears sweet-briar, 
he will reign with her for a thousand years. 
For Balder she reaches high to fetch his.
Ulrich smiles for his myrtle wand. 
That swine Lillywhite has daises to his chain- you’d hardly credit it. 
She plaits torques of equal splendor for Mr. Jenikins and Billy 
Crower.'10

FINALE 
Ondaatje Wing Main Hall

THE SECRET PRINCES BETWEEN THE LEANING 
TREES HAVE DIADEMS GIVEN TO THEM
Room 5
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The Great War in Portraits
Until 15 June 2014
Admission Free
Spring Season 2014 sponsored by Herbert Smith Freehills
Part of the First World War Centenary Partnership, led by IWM

GEORGE WILLIAMSON
Associate Artist, English National Ballet 

Whilst at English National Ballet School, George won the 
Choreographic Competition for three consecutive years and 
the CTRL-ALT-SHIFT Award. Ballets created included, Round 
the Corner (2009) presented at the Peacock Theatre and the 
City of London Festival. In 2010 he created Ana-Chro-Po for 
English National Ballet School’s Summer performance. For 
Polish National Ballet he created Animus in 2011. For New 
English Ballet Theatre he created Threefold in 2012. Firebird was 
his first commission for English National Ballet which received 
its world premiere at the London Coliseum in March 2012. My 
First Cinderella, premiered at the Peacock Theatre on 27 March 
2013 presented by English National Ballet and English National 
Ballet School. In 2013 George received a nomination for the 
Benois de la Danse Award for his creation of Firebird and created 
Tempus for The Queen’s Coronation Festival in the Gardens of 
Buckingham Palace. For Dutch National Ballet’s Junior Company 
he created Dawn Dances and most recently with the New York 
Choreographic Institute creating Four On The Floor. Future 
projects include My First Ballet: Coppélia on a tour of the UK.

Excerpts: David Jones. 'In Parenthesis' © Faber and Faber

Drawings by David Jones, in order of appearance

Draft of the end of ‘In Parenthesis’
From Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru/ The National Library of Wales 
© The David Jones Literary Estate

Givenchy 1916, Boche Machine Gun, Sleeping figures
From The First World War Poetry Digital Archive, University of 
Oxford © The Royal Welch Fusiliers Museum / The David Jones 
Literary Estate

Photographs

David Jones by Mark Gerson
© Mark Gerson / National Portrait Gallery, London

David Jones by Unknown Photographer
From The First World War Poetry Digital Archive, University of 
Oxford © The Royal Welch Fusiliers Museum / The David Jones 
Literary Estate

George Williamson by Laurent Liotardo 
© Laurent Liotardo



National Portrait Gallery
St Martin’s Place
London WC2H 0HE

Free Admission

Open 10.00 – 18.00
Late Shift every Thursday and Friday 18.00 – 21.00
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