
Advanced Ballet History 

Definition: (From History of the Dance in Art and 

Education by Richard Kraus and Sarah Chapman) 

“The term ‘ballet’ came to mean a form of theatrical 

storytelling through dance. The Encyclopedia of Diderot, 

published in France about 1772 says, ‘Ballet is action 

explained by a dance…specifically theatrical, spectacular, 

and done to be seen…” 

Characteristics of ballet include rotation or turnout, a 

lifted, high center of gravity, and little floor work, if any. 

Brief History:  

Ballet is the oldest form of western dance art that exists today. The strict rules and 

movement patterns of ballet are derived from the Italian court dances of the 15th and 

16th centuries.  Training in dance was viewed as indispensable to the education of a 

nobleman. Where brute strength and endurance were once considered noble qualities, 

now intelligence and alertness counted for more, “clothes became lighter, manners 

daintier, dueling more expert, and dancing more skilled”.  The courts of Europe were 

swept with the creation of new musical forms. The creation of the new music insured 

new forms of entertainment beyond the traditional court dances, thus the rise of ballet 

in France.  Historians credit the “Ballet Comique de la Reine” as the first ballet 

performed in 1581.  It was an elaborate production in celebration of the marriage 

between the mother queen, Catherine de Medici, and Henry II of France. Original 

music, poetry and songs were composed by professionals. Elaborate sets and scenes 

were constructed. It is said that over 10,000 spectators witnessed the spectacle, and it 

lasted from ten in the evening to four in the morning. Although long, it was created on 

a single dramatic theme which gave birth to the storytelling of ballet.  

In 1661, because of his tremendous love for dance, King Louis XIV, affectionately 

known as “The Sun King,” asked his ballet master Pierre Beauchamps, to establish 

rules for the study of ballet.  At age 13, he danced in public for the first time. He became 

a leading performer and dance in 26 ballets. Up until this time, dancing was an amateur 

art and done in ballrooms with the king sitting at one end, and spectators on the other 

three sides. King Louis XIV chartered began the Academie Royale de Danse (The 

Royal Academy of Music and Dance) as the first formal ballet school in one of the 

rooms of the Louvre. The school became a vehicle for the serious study of ballet, and 

still exist today. Much of what we recognize in our time as the positions of the feet and 

arms, as well as other movement patterns, are a result of those rules codified by 

Beauchamps. He is also credited to have devised the first dance notation. 

 

In the 18th century, the Opera Ballet was organized to provide a place for singers and 

dancers to display their talents. Theaters were constructed to put the audience at one 

end and performers on the other. Plot became less important and in the ballets, abstract 

and decorative movements derived from the artists. Women began to be seen in starring 

roles. Their glamour and brilliant technique revolutionized ballet. Marie Anne de 

Camargo of France was reputed for her range of versatile styles. She performed a range 

of qualities from light and soft to strong vigorous contrasting dynamics. She added 

expression to dance and gave it a vehicle for artistic interpretation. Georges Noverre 
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sculpted the ballet to another stage. He reinstituted the idea of a plot for the full evening 

works, which included scenery and costuming more appropriate for physical demands 

of ballet. Music was written to enhance more understandable pantomimic gestures. He 

wanted the audience to be moved with emotion through the dramatic brilliance of what 

was on stage.  

 

The 19th century brought more codified in instruction of ballet study by the Italians 

such as Carlos Blasis. He developed a comprehensive system for the teaching of ballet 

which included barre work. This era of ballet was influenced by the Romanticism 

evolving in art. It represented an escape of reality. It provided fantasy in the bitter 

reality of life. The ballerinas such as Marie Taglioni were raised to a new height of 

glamour. Gravity was being defied when they soared through the air and danced on 

pointe. Men’s roles became that of support for the ballerina, which added to the sense 

of etherealism when she was lifted off the ground. Solo parts were only for the women 

as the men were diminished to the background. In time however, there was a decline 

of great ballerinas, and without the great male dancers, the interest in ballet declined in 

Italy, France and England. Russia was the only country to retain its popularity and 

prestige due to unprecedented support for Czars. Dancers and dance masters who 

established a name in the other countries were employed in Russia. Marie Taglioni and 

Enrico Cecchetti were among them. Taglioni was considered the greatest dancer of the 

19th century Romantic era. She was the first to dance en pointes. Cecchetti from Italy, 

formed a major ballet company that was the first to tour in the United States. He later 

became the ballet master of the Imperial Theater in Russia where he trained many of 

the great dancers of the 20th century such as Anna Pavlova and Vaslav Nijinsky. The 

most influential foreign artist that came to Russia was Marius Petipa of France, whom 

is considered to be the “father of the classical ballet”. He was a great performer himself, 

but was best known for his choreography and direction of the St. Petersburg Ballet. 

In the 20th century two Russians made radical reforms to ballet.  Michel Fokine 

although a brilliant dancer, was better known for his innovative choreography that is 

still performed by major ballet companies today; Daphnis and Chloe, Les Sylphides, 

Firebird, Le Spectre de la Rose, and Petrouchka. Serge Diaghileff whose background 

was in law and music became interested in dance and was given a supervisory position 

to the Imperial Ballet in Russia. His independence and skill to collaborate with many 

great Russian artists of the time, prompted him to gain his own company. He was 

commissioned to make it the official ballet company of Monte Carlo, its names became 

Les Ballets Russes de Monte Carlo. Vaslav Nijinsky was the most notable male dancer 

in the company. His virtuoso physical skill and breath taking emotional artistic ability 

to express himself, won him his fame. Anna Pavlova was the first great ballerina of the 

20th century, and the first Russian ballerina to perform outside her county. She was also 

known for her “grace, airiness, and absence of visible effort”. Her partnership with 

Nijinsky in the Ballet Russe was famous. She was also noted for taking what began as 

an aristocratic, imperial art form and exposing ballet to small towns and villages of 

America. The man who had the greatest influence on ballet in America was without a 

doubt, George Balanchine. When Nijinsky left the Ballet Russe, Balanchine replaced 

him as a performer and the ballet master, setting works on company members. When 

Diaghileff died in 1929 the company dissolved leaving Balanchine to work with several 

ballet companies before landing in America in 1933. He was asked to start a company, 

but his famous words were “first the school”. The school of American Ballet was born, 

and out of it came the American Ballet. Due to political conflicts, he left and eventually 

formed the New York City Ballet which achieved the reputation of being one of the 

most outstanding ballet companies in the world.  



There are three schools or methods of ballet: French, Russian, and Cecchetti.  We study 

mainly the French school of ballet, though there are some parts of the Cecchetti method 

that we will also cover.  The French school was known for its elegance and soft, 

graceful movements, rather than technical virtuosity. Its influence spread throughout 

Europe and is the basis of all ballet training. 

Some notable ballet choreographers and dancers include:  

Carlos Blasis-was an Italian dancer, choreographer and dance theoretician. He is well known 

for his very rigorous dance classes, sometimes lasting four hours long. He also developed a 

comprehensive system for the teaching of ballet which included barre work. 

Enrico Cecchetti-considered the link between the past and the present, contributing to the birth 

of modern classical ballet. Worked with the Imperial Ballet and trained many dancers. 

Serge Diaghilev- Born on March 31, 1872, in Perm, Russia, Sergei Diaghilev became an art 

critic and connoisseur who founded Ballets Russes, a trailblazing dance company that defied 

classicism and relied on innovative music and visual art as part of its aesthetic. Diaghilev was 

known for collaborations with artists and composers like Pablo Picasso, Erik Satie and Claude 

Debussy. He died in Italy on August 19, 1929. 

Michel Fokine- Sometimes known as the father of twentieth-century ballet, Russian 

choreographer Michel Fokine (1880–1942) revived the art of dance, bringing 

new expressiveness, dramatic impact, and unity to an art form dominated by entrenched 

classical ideas. Fokine's work served as a bridge between the great ballets of Russian tradition 

and the innovative, often shocking world of modern dance. Working closely with musicians 

and stage designers, Fokine provided the choreography for several of Russian composer Igor 

Stravinsky's important early works. 

 

Margot Fonteyn-an iconic figure in British ballet, her dancing was distinguished by its perfect 

line and exquisite lyricism. Her dance partnership with Rudolf Nureyev towards the end of 

her career won them both worldwide fame.  

 

Peter Martins- Martins began his dance training at the Royal Danish Ballet School in 1953, 

became a corps de ballet member in 1965, and was made a soloist two years later. George 

Balanchine, artistic director of the New York City Ballet (NYCB), arranged several guest 

appearances for him with the NYCB, and in 1969 Martins left Denmark to become a 

principal dancer in Balanchine’s company. Martins had several roles in dances created for 

him, among which are Jerome Robbins’ Goldberg Variations (1971) and In G Major (1975) 

and Balanchine’s Violin Concerto (1972) and Duo Concertante(1972). In 1977 Martins made 

his debut as a choreographer, creating Calcium Light Night for the NYCB. He subsequently 

created several other works, including L’Histoire du soldat (1981). In 1982 his 

autobiography, Far from Denmark, was published. In 1983, shortly before the death of 

Balanchine, Martins was named director of daily operations and, with Jerome Robbins ballet 

master in chief of the NYCB. In January 1990, upon Robbins’ resignation, Martins became 

sole director of the New York City Ballet. 

 

Kevin McKenzie- He was a leading dancer with both the National Ballet of Washington and 

The Joffrey Ballet before joining American Ballet Theatre as a Soloist in March 1979. Mr. 

McKenzie was appointed a Principal Dancer the following December and danced with the 

Company until 1991. During his performing career, Mr. McKenzie performed as a guest artist 

in cities throughout the world. In September 1989, Mr. McKenzie was appointed a permanent 

guest artist with The Washington Ballet, and, in 1991, assumed the position of Artistic 

Associate of that company. He has also acted as Associate Artistic Director of, and a 

choreographer with, Martine van Hamel's New Amsterdam Ballet. Mr. McKenzie was 

appointed Artistic Director of American Ballet Theatre in October 1992. His choreographic 

credits include Groupo Zamboria (1984) and Liszt Études, now called Transcendental 



Études, (1991), both for Martine van Hamel's New Amsterdam Ballet, Lucy and the 

Count (1992) for The Washington Ballet, and the full-length classic The 

Nutcracker (1993), Don Quixote (1995), in collaboration with Susan Jones, a new production 

of Swan Lake (2000) and a new production of The Sleeping Beauty(2007), with Gelsey 

Kirkland and Michael Chernov, all for American Ballet Theatre. 

  

Rudolf Nureyev-was a soloist with the Kirov Ballet. His primary partnership with Margot 

Fonteyn was legendary. He ended his career as the ballet director for the Paris Opera. 

 

Vaslav Nijinsky-was a Russian ballet dancer and choreographer of Polish descent. Nijinsky 

was one of the most gifted male dancers in history.  His ability to perform seemingly gravity-

defying leaps was legendary. 

 

Anna Pavlova- was a famous Russian prima ballerina and choreographer. The company she 

founded in 1911 was the first to tour ballet around the world. The Dying Swan was her signature 

role. 

 

Marie Taglioni- was the first to make gravity-defying pointe work popular among performers 

and audiences alike. However it was her artistry, particularly in her signature role in La 

Sylphide, that inspired a devoted following and forever changed the artform of ballet. 

 

Marius Petipa-known as the "father of classical ballet.” Marius Petipa is considered one of the 

greatest choreographers of all time. He researched the subject matter of the ballets he staged, 

making careful and detailed preparations for each production, and then worked closely with 

the designer and composer. He elevated the Russian ballet to international fame and laid the 

cornerstone for 20th Century ballet. His classicism integrated the purity of the French school 

with Italian virtuosity. 

 

Ashley Wheater- has dedicated his life to dance. He was born in Scotland and trained at the 

Royal Ballet School in England. In 1982 he joined the Australian Ballet where he continued 

dancing principal roles in both classical and contemporary work, especially in the John 

Cranko full length ballets. In 1985, at the invitation of Gerald Arpino, Mr. Wheater joined 

The Joffrey Ballet. For the next four years, he performed various works by American 

choreographers including William Forsythe, Gerald Arpino, Mark Morris, Paul Taylor, and 

Laura Dean, as well as repertoire by Ashton and Cranko. Joining the San Francisco Ballet in 

1989, he continued his creative career working under Helgi Tomasson, and with 

choreographers James Kudelka, David Bintley and many more. In 1997 he retired from 

dancing and was appointed Ballet Master and, later, Assistant to the Artistic Director at the 

San Francisco Ballet. Since his appointment in 2007 as artistic director of The Joffrey Ballet, 

his passion and commitment to the Joffrey have been evident in the quality that he has 

brought to the dancing and to the repertoire. He has invited world-renowned choreographers, 

as well as fresh young talent, to create new work for the company.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Contemporary Ballet: (from Wikipedia.com) 

Contemporary ballet is a form of dance, which incorporates elements of 

both classical ballet and modern dance. It takes its technique and use of 

pointe work from classical ballet, although it permits a greater range of 

movement that may not adhere to the strict body lines set forth by schools 

of ballet technique. Many of its concepts come from the ideas and 

innovations of 20th century modern dance, including floor work, balletic 

movements and turn-in of the legs. 

 

 

The Five Positions of the Arms and Feet 
There are five basic positions of the feet… 

* Start in first.  Première is the French word for first, but we just call 1st position 

“First”. The heels are comfortably together, with the toes comfortably turned-out. 

* Then slowly slide one foot out to the side, apart from first where the heels are 

together until the feet are as wide as your shoulders. This is second position, à 

la seconde. 

* Slide the heel of the right foot slowly back in toward the left foot. Keep sliding the 

heel of the right foot back in slowly until the heel is in line with the middle of the 

left foot that is not moving.  This is third, Troisiéme.  You may also practice this, 

and the next two positions, with the left foot in front of the right. 

* Fourth position, or Quatrième, is like fifth, with the front foot out in front of the 

back foot.  Be sure to keep the hips in line by turning out the front foot as far as 

possible first, then the back foot, and keeping your belly button facing forward. 

* Fifth, Cinquiéme, is like third except that the front foot  crosses completely over 

the toe joint of the of the back foot. 
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The Five Positions of the Arms and Feet 
Preparatory Position (En Bas)          First Position 

(Première) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Second Position (Seconde)          Third Position 

(Troisième) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fourth Position (Quatrième)           Fifth Position 

(Cinquième) 

More at: http://dance.about.com 
 

http://www.abt.org/education/dictionary/terms/numbers.html#fifth
http://dance.about.com/


First arabesque à terre 

pictured to the right; en 

l’air below. 

1st Arabesque: 

Done with the the arm on 

the supporting side 

extended in front of its 

shoulder so that the hand 

is eye height, and the arm 

of the working leg is 

extended to the side half 

way between demi-

seconde and 2nd position 

and taken slightly back. 

2nd Arabesque (à terre): 
Done with the arm on the supporting side 

extended to the side slightly lower than the 

shoulder, and the arm of the working leg is 

extended in front of and fractionally above its 

shoulder.  

3rd Arabesque (à terre): 
Done with the downstage side extended in front of 

and fractionally above its shoulder, and the arm on 

the upstage side is extended at eye height in front of 

its shoulder.  

More at: http://danceonline.xanga.com/716994169/1st-2nd--3rd-arabesque/  

 

The Three Arabesque Positions 
What's an Arabesque? 
It is a position in which a dancer stands on one leg with the other extended derriere. An 

arabesque may be taken à terre or en l'air in a number of body alignments and a variety 

of arm lines to make up the 1st, 2nd or 3rd arabesques. In general, arabesque arm lines are 

elongated with the palms facing downward and the hands and fingers extended to 

complement the long line created through the working leg, torso, and head. Note the line 

of the body, placement of arms and shoulders in order to get an accurate alignment of these 

positions. The eye line for all arabesque positions should be over and beyond centre finger 

of higher arm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Advanced Ballet Body Positions and Orientations 
   A la Quatrième Devant 

(to the fourth front) 
Croise Devant 

(crossed over to front) 

 

Croise Derrière 
(crossed over to back) 

Efface Devant 
(shaded or open front) 

A la Quatrième Derriere 
(to the fourth back) 

Efface Derrière 
(shaded or open back) 

Ecarte Devant 
(separated to the front) 

A la Seconde 
(to the second) 

Ecarte Derrière 
(separated to the back) 

For more, see http://www.balletterms.net/body-positions 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Elements of Proper Ballet Alignment/Posture  

1. Spine lengthened (all the way up behind the nose) 

2. Chin and eyes level, not lowered  

3. Shoulders down and relaxed and centered over the hips 

4. Sternum lifted, but ribs not flared  

5. Arms rounded and forward of the body, supported from the back 

6. Abdominals lifted, not “sucked in” 

7. Pelvis is neutral, neither tucked nor swayed 

8. Legs turned out at hip sockets only as far as the rotation can be maintained without 

disturbing the rest of the alignment 

9. Knee caps in line with toes, knees straight but not locked 

10. Ankles are straight, no pronation or supination   

11. Ankles in line with knees and the weight slightly forward on the balls of the feet.  

12. Toes relaxed on floor—no gripping 
 

 

 



Advanced Ballet Vocabulary 
Combinations  

Adagio 

 

 

Petit Allegro 

 

 

Port De Bras 

 

 

Allegro 

 

 

Jumping 

Movements 

 

Saute 

 

 

Changement 

 

 

Chasse 

 

 

Grand Jete 

 

 

Soubresaut 

 

 

Echappe 

 

 

Pas De Chat 

 

 

Assemble 

 

 

Temps Leve 

 

 

Saut De Chat 

 

 

Turning 

Movements 

 

Chaine 

 

 

Pirouette 

 

 

En Dehors 

 

 

En Dedans  

Pique 

Soutenu 

 

 



Detournee 

 

 

Directions  

Devant 

 

 

A La Seconde  

Derriere 

 

 

En Croix 

 

 

Croise 

 

 

Level Change  

Plie 

 

 

Demi 

 

 

Eleve 

 

 

Releve 

 

 

Fondu 

 

 

Cambre 

 

 

A Terre 

 

 

En L’Air 

 

 

Penche 

 

 

Leg Action  

Attitude  

Tendu 

 

 

Degage 

 

 

Grand Battement 

 

 

Pas De Bouree 

 

 

Glissade 

 

 



Balance 

 

 

Developpe 

 

 

Sous Sous  

Retire  

Enveloppe  

Tour Jete  

Rond de Jambe  

Petit Battement  

Passe  

Arabesque  

Tombe  

Fouette  

Foot Action  

Coupe  

Frappe  

Pas de Cheval  

Miscellaneous  

Barre  

Ballerina 

 

 

Ballerino 

 

 

 
 


