
Chapter 1

Curtain Up! Welcome to the Ballet
In This Chapter
� Ballet beginnings

� What you need to get started

� Dancing like a pro — for fun and enjoyment

Welcome to world of ballet — a universe of beauty and grace, aerial
pyrotechnics, heroes, villains, and a fairy or two. Where the sound of

tapping toes melds with the luscious strains of a full orchestra. Where true love
always triumphs, evil is destroyed, and everybody has great legs.

This is the world of ballet. And by the way — don’t be put off by the fact that
all the guys are wearing tights. It’s art, man, art!

Ballet for Life
Whether you want to participate in ballet or just watch it, the ballet experience
can excite and inspire you. Ballet is one of the most beautiful forms of expres-
sion ever devised: an exquisite mix of sight and sound, stunning aesthetics,
and awesome technique. 

Though the professional ballet world may or may not be for you, the practice
of ballet certainly can be. Ballet can give you more strength and flexibility,
better alignment, and infinite grace — for life. It can counteract the aging
effects of gravity, reduce stress, and prevent injury. And until you’ve tried
moving your body to some of the most beautiful music ever written, you’ve
missed one of the greatest joys life has to offer. 

Imagine waking up after 100 years of sleep, released from a curse, and finding
your true love. You may feel inspired to attempt such superhuman feats as
the one depicted in Figure 1-1 (after a good stretch, of course). In fact, you
may even be exuberant enough to do it three times, like Princess Aurora and
Prince Desiré in Sleeping Beauty. That’s what we love most about ballet —
above all, it can bring ecstasy into your life.
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In the Beginning . . .
The ballet moves in this book have a long tradition — longer than most
things on earth. In ballet, an understanding of that tradition is extremely
important. In this section, we acquaint you with the winding road that led to
the beautiful art form you can experience today. 

Just like music, dance has existed since prehistoric times. Rhythmic chanting —
usually meant to appease the gods or to while away the time between woolly
mammoth sightings — soon became accompanied by body movement. After
all, what’s more natural than swaying to the beat?

Some of the earliest organized dances took place in ancient Greek dramas,
which sometimes incorporated a dancing chorus. Even then, it paid to know
how to move your feet. The tradition made its way to Italy, where theatrical
dancing became enhanced by manual gestures, or mime. (You can read more
about mime in Chapter 16.) This tradition was kept alive for centuries by min-
strels who sang, tumbled, juggled, and reveled their way through the Dark Ages.

Court dancing for fun and profit
It was during the High Renaissance in northern Italy that court ballroom
dancing was born. (The words “ballet” and “ball” are both derived from the
Italian word ballare, meaning “to dance”.) Performed by the nobility, court
dances became all the rage. They spread to France — where they reached
their height at the court of King Louis XIV.

Figure 1-1:
The

exuberance
of ballet:

Evelyn
Cisneros

and
Anthony

Randazzo in
Sleeping

Beauty.

10 Part I: Ballet Dancing from the Top 
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