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INTRODUCTION
There are a multitude of reasons that lead people to participate in dance as a dance student, performer or patron.  Dance students experience the satisfaction of finally conquering a difficult combination, performers live for the thrill of stepping out into the bright lights and exciting an eager audience and, dance patrons enjoy the expression of beautiful music through movement.  Dance itself is found in the roots of every culture and classical ballet is no exception.

The following pages will provide general information about ballet.  We will begin by briefly describing the evolution of ballet, from the early court dances to the precise performance art form that exists today.  Next will be a section describing the study of classical ballet and the intense training that is essential to become a professional dancer.  We will then venture into the studio and describe a typical day in the life of a dancer.  Finally, we will conclude with the last minute adjustments and excitement of production week-- when the dancers head into the theater and prepare for performance.
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Additional material by: 
Michelle Martin, Associate Artistic Director

HISTORY OF BALLET
Early Court Dances

Mankind has been expressing thoughts and emotions through movement long before the development of speech.  However, for our purpose, we will begin at the point where dance was relied upon as a form of entertainment.  The origins of ballet can be traced back to the Renaissance period and the early court dances in France and Italy.  Any celebratory occasion, such as the birth of an heir or an influential marriage would call for social court dancing. All ladies and gentlemen of the court learned these rather intricate dances as part of their grooming for society.  
Ballet Masters and Choreographers

Around the 1400s, as the court dances became more detailed and complicated, it became necessary to formally codify these dances to maintain consistency.  Special dance instructors or “Ballet Masters” began to appear.  These men were highly revered and considered to be the finest dance teachers. They also served as dance makers or choreographers, creating dances that were used throughout Europe.  King Louis XIV had a profound influence on the progression of ballet.  Not only was he an avid supporter of dance, he was also a beloved performer.  In fact, King Louis XIV is commonly referred to as the Sun King: a name he received after appearing ornately adorned in gold, as Apollo, god of the sun, in Le Ballet de la Nuit. 
First Ballet School
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King Louis, in 1661, established the world’s first ballet school: the Academie Royale de Danse.  Pierre Beauchamps, a Ballet Master at the school, is credited with developing the five basic foot positions of ballet. These positions are still the basis for all classical ballet steps. Another prominent dancer of this time was Jean Baptiste Lully, responsible for starting what is today known as the Paris Opera Ballet.  Lully not only began distinguishing professional dancers from courtiers, he also included women. Previously, ballet was almost exclusively performed by males. 
Pre-Romantic Period

As the Pre-Romantic period began, much of the dance vocabulary (codified steps and positions) used today was already in place and women’s skirts had been shortened to unheard of lengths (just above the ankle). 
The Pre-Romantic period is most noted as the origin of pointe work.  At the age of eighteen, the Italian, Marie Taglioni, is generally considered to be the first to dance en pointe, balancing and moving on the ends of her toes.
Romantic Period

The period from 1830-1870 is the Romantic Period of classical ballet. Romantic is now used to refer to a specific style of movement that was popular during that era. Ballets from this period utilize a very specific, soft line of the body and arms. Marie Taglioni performed in the Romantic Ballet La Sylphide, choreographed by her father, wearing a fitted bodice with a bell shaped dress-- a predecessor of the tutu yet to come. As women’s pointe work reached new levels, the Romantic period marked a shift in gender roles, as women stole the spotlight.  

The Russian Classics
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Following the Romantic Period, Russian ballet took off in St. Petersburg with the outstanding choreography of Marius Petipa and his associate, Lev Ivanov. As the technical abilities of the dancers increased, Mr. Petipa created very challenging, full-length classic ballets for them to dance. These classic ballets always included a pas de deux (dance for two) for the male and female lead dancers followed by a difficult solo for each one of them and a coda (short, quick finale). Women’s costumes became shorter and the classical tutu (short, stiff skirt) became popular. This allowed the dancers to move more easily and also enabled the audience to see their legs and feet as they executed the difficult steps. Many of his ballets, including Swan Lake, The Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker, and Raymonda, are still performed today and are some of the most beloved and highly revered ballets of all time. 
The Ballet Russes

In 1909, an empressario named Sergei Diaghilev created the Ballets Russes.  This influential company had both strong Russian and French influences and was responsible for introducing such choreographers such as Vaslav Nijinsky, Enrico Checchetti, and Georgi Balanchivadze (or George Balanchine-- who eventually put American ballet in the spotlight).This mobile ensemble of dancers traveled throughout Europe bringing with them innovative new choreography as well as costumes and scenery designed by master artists.  

Ballet in Europe

In 1926, the Royal Ballet opened in Britain, with Sir Frederick Ashton as the choreographer.  This was home to one of the most famous ballerinas of all time, Dame Margot Fonteyn (recognized by Queen Elizabeth II).  In the 1930’s, Agrippina Vaganova began the Kirov Ballet.  After graduating from the Kirov Academy, Russian Rudolf Nureyev began partnering Margot Fonteyn with companies around the world.

Ballet in America

Ballet in America began in New York City with the formation of the Ballet Theatre (presently the American Ballet Theatre) and the New York City Ballet.  Anthony Tudor choreographed many great works for the Ballet Theatre, whose repertoire included a mix of classical and contemporary (more modern) ballets.  Adored dancers, such as Eric Bruhn and Rudolph Nureyev often performed with the Ballet Theatre boosting ticket sales.  Simultaneously, the partnership of Lincoln Kirstein and George Balanchine was revolutionizing ballet with innovative choreography and nonrestrictive rehearsal costumes for the New York City Ballet.  Today, local and regional ballet companies are found in most major cities offering an array of opportunities for eager participants.                

TRAINING TO BE A DANCER
When to start
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It is generally agreed that ballet training should begin around the age of nine, allowing females to build basic technical skills before beginning pointe work around age twelve.  Many young dancers begin well before this age, participating in Creative Movement and Pre-Ballet classes. These classes are fun and creative offering the young students an opportunity to move to music and tell stories with their bodies. The students also begin to learn about balance, isolation of different body parts, posture, rhythm and following directions.  It is an entirely different case for the men and it is not uncommon for male dancers to begin ballet at the age of eighteen or older. 

Where to start

In most cities there are usually several different dance studios that offer ballet training. It is important to choose a knowledgeable instructor who has had good training him or herself. Most studios will allow parents and/or students to watch a class before they enroll. Instructors should always treat all students with respect.  Personal correction is an important part of classical ballet training but this correction should always be in the form of constructive criticism with an equal amount of encouragement.
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What you’ll wear

Many ballet schools will ask students to wear a uniform. For female students this will usually consist of a leotard in specified color and pink tights. Male students will usually wear black tights and a white T-shirt or leotard. These uniforms allow the students to move freely and also allow the teacher to see the student’s movements and positions clearly. The ballet uniform is part of the tradition of this training and is a sign of respect for the etiquette of the art form itself.

What you’ll learn

Classical ballet training is a long process. All classical ballet steps and positions are derived from the 5 basic foot positions. Dancers and students alike return to these basic positions during every class.  These positions are all executed with the legs turned-out or rotated with toes pointing away from the body. This turn-out allows the dancer to maintain balance and move efficiently. It also gives the dancer’s legs and feet a pleasing shape. The shapes that a dancer’s body makes are called lines.  Dancers are constantly striving to create a beautiful line from the ends of their fingers to the ends of their toes. As young dancers are training it is important that they not only learn new steps but repeat the same movements over and over again. This builds strength and “muscle memory”, eventually allowing the student to concentrate on remembering sequences of steps, trusting that his or her body will pass through the proper positions each time. 

How you’ll learn

All dancers, including professionals, attend classes to strengthen, stretch and practice technique. Each class follows the same format. Class begins at the barre with the dancers holding onto a wooden barre (like a pole) that is mounted horizontally on the wall. The barre gives the dancers extra balance as they execute the basic warm-up. The teacher will demonstrate and explain each exercise or combination and the dancers will repeat it, accompanied by music.  Barre exercises start slowly with the dancer standing on both legs and, as the barre progresses, the movements become faster and the dancer must balance on one leg while moving the other. The dancers lift their legs higher as they near the end of the barre. All exercises at the barre are repeated with the left hand holding the barre and then with the right hand holding so that the dancer’s leg muscles get equal work.  The class then moves to the center of the room where they practice turns and jumps.  First year students will generally spend 1 hour in class, two times per week.   As a dance student improves and develops a stronger body, the number of classes required per week will increase. 

How far can you go?
There are many paths a student can take, but if he or she is considering pursuing a career in dance, a certain focus and unwavering dedication is required. A more advanced professional-track student will need to take a minimum of 10 classes per week with additional hours spent conditioning (sit-ups, weights), stretching and cross-training. Students who want to study dance purely for enjoyment and exercise will want to choose a more flexible, recreational course of study that will require fewer hours in the class.

Advanced training options

Students who are considering a professional career in dance enroll in pre-professional school for the arts. This is usually around high school and often means leaving the comfort of friends and family, moving into a dormitory residence, and withstanding a rigorous schedule of thirteen or fourteen hour days.  This type of schedule is extremely arduous and requires the students to abandon many outside interests and sacrifice a lot of free-time; however, dancers agree that the additional skills acquired, such as time management, dedication, and discipline, coupled with close friendships, make this a very unique and rewarding experience.

What about college?

After high school, dancers who are still inspired and would like to take their interest to a higher level can attend a university with an emphasis on dance where they will learn about all aspects of the performance: teaching, choreographing, technical theater, etc. Some colleges with well-respected dance programs are Butler University and Indiana University in Indiana, Southern Methodist University and Texas Christian University in Texas, and the University of Utah in Salt Lake City, Utah.  

Joining a professional company

Upon graduation from high school or college, dancers will begin auditioning for professional companies.  It takes years to become a professional dancer and it is not a long, reliable career. A common first step for students who have recently graduated from high school is to accept a trainee position with a professional company.  A trainee is usually an unpaid position and may or may not be considered part of an academy.  Having trainees is beneficial for a company because it provides eager dancers ready to be molded stylistically to best fit the company, while allowing more time to bridge the gap between student and professional.

The next position in the progression to full company member is an apprentice.  An apprentice is almost always a paid position.  Apprentices generally make up the corps de ballets (group dancers) in main stage productions and understudy other dancers in case of injury.  Understudies learn the parts of other dancers and must be prepared to jump in at any moment; they must be “on their toes”, literally, at all times.  It is usually apprentices that venture out into the community to provide educational and outreach opportunities.  Apprentices take class and rehearse with the company during the day.  
A few lucky apprentices will later become members of the corps de ballet in the company.  After working well at this level for a while, a dancer may be promoted to a soloist position and, if their talent is exceptional, they may be promoted to the highest rank of principal dancer. This is both an honor and a huge responsibility, as they perform the leading roles. 

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A PROFESSIONAL DANCER
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Between 8:30 and 9:30 in the morning, dancers begin arriving at the ballet studio to start warming up for class.  Adorned in ballet sweaters and leg warmers, the dancers begin an individual sequence of stretches and sit-ups to condition their bodies for a long day of dance.  At 9:30, the instructor (commonly the Ballet Master or Artistic Director) enters and class begins with everyone ready at the barre.  Female dancers will often change from ballet to pointe shoes for centre work.  These shoes with tips composed of layers of burlap and resin require more strength and control.  In centre, the instructor provides combinations focusing on balance, control, swiftness, turns, and jumps.  The dancers are warm now, so these exercises are more complicated and designed to build strength.  The instructor will often incorporate challenging elements, which will be required in the rehearsals later to come. 

[image: image8.jpg]


The period from 11:00 until 5:00 is reserved for rehearsal. The rehearsal process is imperative for teaching the dancers new material, allowing them to benefit from the repetition of difficult elements, and helping the dancers become accustomed to working with each other.  The Artistic Director and the Choreographer (who are sometimes synonymous) compile an efficient rehearsal schedule providing one to two hour increments for each section of the upcoming ballet.  The rehearsal process is tedious and very time consuming; dancers will repeat choreography hundreds of times striving for perfection, while receiving corrections from the artistic staff.     

The artistic staff includes the Artistic Director, The Ballet Master or Mistress, and the Choreographer.  The Artistic Director has an onerous job dealing with all aspects of the ballet company.  One key aspect of this job is to plan the programs for the season.  This must be done far in advance to allow time for others to book the theater, design the costumes and sets, and begin choreographing.  The Artistic Director must be careful to select ballets that best promote the dancers and suit the demands of the paying public.  He or she must also remain within the budget that the board has allocated.
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The Ballet Master plays a very visible role throughout the day.  He often teaches company class and runs rehearsals.  However, the key role of the Ballet Master is to take notes and record all steps and changes for the Choreographer.  When a ballet is not performed for a couple of years and then reinstated, the Ballet Master is held accountable for reviving the ballet from his notes.                                  

The Choreographer is responsible for what the audience views on stage at the performance.  He designs movements that illustrate the accompanying music.  Ballets can either tell a story, such as The Nutcracker or Swan Lake, or simply set a mood.  Before a Choreographer sets a piece, he must cast it.  Casting a ballet involves selecting dancers for the piece and assigning them to different sections.  Occasionally, the Artistic Director will aid the Choreographer in his decisions.  The Choreographer also works with the Wardrobe Master or Mistress, who relies on measurements and fittings to make suitable costumes.

IN THE THEATER
Scenery

Now that the dancers have been adequately rehearsed, it is time to head to the theater.  Dancers usually start rehearsing in the theater about four days before a performance.  The first rehearsal is predominately used for spacing.  The dancers must adjust the work they have done in the studio to suit the dimensions of the stage and scenery.  Dancers must also decide which wings work best for entering and exiting the stage. Hanging panels of cloth scenery wings at the sides of the stage. The cloths themselves are called legs and the spaces between the legs are called wings.  These wings protect the dancers from being seen by the audience before they step onto the stage. Other scenery hangs across the back of the stage. These backdrops are made from canvas which is often painted to suggest a specific location. All of the legs and backdrops are tied onto long, metal pipes that are then suspended from the high ceiling by ropes. Often during a full-length ballet there will be many different scenes. Pulling the ropes and drawing the scenery up towards the ceiling where it hangs out of sight of the audience can change the scenery. New scenery is lowered down to replace it. This high ceiling area is called fly-space.

Lights

Lights surround the stage. Lights hang from pipes above the stage and from the ceiling above the audience in front of the stage. There are also poles or light trees placed in the wings on either side of the stage. Head-high and low lights are attached to these poles. All of these lights are pointed or focused towards the stage and each light is covered with a colored plastic panel called a gel.  It is the job of the Lighting Designer to decide how best to use these lights and gels to create the most suitable mood for each section of the ballet.  The second and third stage rehearsals generally incorporate the use of lights and costumes.  Without the lights, the audience would not be able to see the dancers well but they do create a special challenge as the bright lights often make the dancers feel off-balance.  

Dress Rehearsal

The final rehearsal is considered a dress rehearsal. The orchestra accompanies the dancers for a full run through of the performance. The dancers must listen closely to the music as sometimes the tempo of the live orchestral music will not match precisely the recorded tapes used in rehearsal.  The dress rehearsal also allows the dancers to practice all of their quick costume changes. The dancers will also wear their elaborate stage make-up, just as if it is a real performance. The stage make-up accentuates the dancers’ faces, particularly their eyes and mouth. This allows the audience to get the full effect of their acting ability and performance “energy”.
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Performance

At last performance day has arrived.  The dancers arrive at the theater early for a quick warm-up class on stage.  Next everyone heads to the dressing room where the dancers meticulously fix their hair and make-up.  There is a call for places, and the dancers wish each other good luck.  Nerves run wild as the orchestra passionately begins playing.  The lights come up and the moment finally approaches.  As the dancers step onto stage, all tension is melted and replaced by sheer joy.  Everything falls into place and the dancers and the audience enjoys a magical evening.      

The Audience

Dancers love to perform and there is a special connection between the dancers and their audience. Watching a live performance is very different than watching a dancer on television or on a video. There is a unique energy that seems to cross between the dancers and the audience; an energy that inspires the dancers to find new energy and strength; an energy that pulls the audience into the production, almost as if each patron was participating in the performance themselves.

From the dancer’s perspective, the audience looks like a sea of darkness. The performers rely on the sound of the audience’s applause and laughter to know that their efforts are appreciated. 
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