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         Introduction

         
            Ooooooh. Well done!

         With enormous strength, passion, and finesse, you’ve made a flying leap into the world of dance. Notice how deftly you hoisted this book; how stylishly you soared over the Table of Contents; how gracefully you flipped to this page. 

         Take that a step further, and you’ve got ballet
             — where women in tutus and men in tights leap across the stage, doing some very unusual things to their own bodies. 

         Ballet is a form of dance, and you’ve experienced it all your life: on TV, in the movies, at your junior high school prom. (Okay, maybe you skipped the prom.) If you’ve ever heard 
            the names Fred Astaire, Paula Abdul, or Mikhail Baryshnikov, you know more than enough to get started. 

         Whether you want to dance
             ballet or just find out all about it, your ballet experience can remain as powerful and elegant as it began. All you have to do is take it one step at a time. 

         
            About This Book

            To get one thing straight right off the bat: We take for granted that you’re a highly intelligent person. After all, you’ve chosen this book from among a whole shelf 
               of ballet books. 

            But in today’s world, you’re expected to be fully conversant with millions 
               of different subjects. Clearly, even the greatest genius can’t know everything.
                It happens that you, O Reader, are still in the first stages of ballet mastery. 

            That’s why we’ve written Ballet For Dummies
               . Without presupposing any prior experience, this book gives you a thorough understanding of the basics of classical ballet. It broadens and deepens your appreciation for the art form. It helps you explore the steps yourself (if you want), within your own comfort level. It puts you at ease discussing ballet in any situation. And although this book is not a suitable alternative to a graduate degree in ballet, it’s much more fun and costs about $90,000 less.

         

         
            Conventions Used in This Book

            As you leaf through this book, you may notice that we use French terms to refer to ballet steps. Ballet began in France, and you can’t get very far in ballet without tackling a couple of these terms. But not to fear — we provide pronunciations for each term throughout each chapter. You can find a detailed list of the French terms, and others, in the glossary at the back of the book. 

            We also use letter-and-number combinations, such as D-1, D-2, or D-3, to refer to different directions in a room. These combinations help guide you as you do the steps, allowing you to face the right direction at the right time. Turn  to Chapter 9 for more information about this room layout. You also find it printed on the Cheat Sheet at the front of this book, just in case you get lost along the way.

         

         
            Foolish Assumptions

            We don’t make any assumptions about you, O Reader. For example, we don’t assume that you have any previous experience with ballet — although if you do, you can still find plenty in this book to keep you busy. We explain everything from the beginning, so that you can go farther, faster, in your exploration of this great dance form.

            However, some people do make some unfortunate assumptions about ballet before they know much about it. In the following list, we can help you ward off a few ballet misconceptions that are quite common — especially in America.

            
               	[image: bullet]	You need to be rich to enjoy ballet. Not at all! As we show you throughout this book, you can discover the joys of ballet with nothing more than this book, a sturdy piece of furniture, and your own two feet. 

               	[image: bullet]	You need to be skinny to dance. Not true — unless you plan to audition for a huge ballet company like the Bolshoi tomorrow. Whether you’re shaped like an hourglass or a clock, you can begin to explore the steps in this book. 

               	[image: bullet]	You need to start young. Again, if you want to be a world-famous professional dancer, it helps to start dancing as a kid. But if your goal is to master the steps and enjoy the art, you can start at almost any age. You should see what Grandpa did yesterday. 

               	[image: bullet]	Ballet is just for girls. Yes, it is for women and girls. But it’s also very much for guys. Ballet as we know it was invented by a king, and at first, only men were allowed to dance it. Professional ballet dancers are just as fit as Olympic athletes — and in many countries, male dancers are revered as macho national heroes.

            

            People of all ages, genders, colors, shapes, and sizes are discovering ballet — and having a blast doing it. Starting today, you can, too.

         

         
            How This Book Is Organized

            We divided this book into five different parts, for your reading pleasure.

            
               Part I: Ballet Dancing from the Top 

               In this part, we ease you into the world of ballet. We show you what ballet is and how it started. We introduce you to the most popular kinds of ballet attire. We let you in on the warm-ups that the pros use. And we present the basics of ballet technique — things you can do right here, right now, without any prior training. 

               One of our favorite chapters tells you all about music. Besides being an incredibly rich art form in its own right, music is the inspiration for most ballet. We show you how to listen to music, count it out, and coordinate your steps with it.

            

            
               Part II: Belly Up to the Barre 

               In Part II, we introduce you to the barre — 
                  that long, horizontal, wooden pole that ballet dancers use to start every single day of their lives.

               In the three chapters of this part, we demonstrate just about everything a person can do at the barre — and even how to get along without one. Some of these steps are extremely simple to grasp — such as the plié
                   (“plee-AY”), or knee bend. Others (in later chapters) are successively more advanced. 

            

            
               Part III: Center Floor, Anyone? 

               This part shows you the awesome steps that you can try out on the ballet floor — or in your living room. We start with the first tentative steps away from the barre and end with amazing pirouettes
                   (spins) and thrilling jumps across the floor.

               We even explain some very advanced steps that you often see the pros do — like the whip turn known as the fouetté 
                  (“foo-et-TAY”) 
                  and the stunningly impressive double tour, 
                  or double turn in the air. 

            

            
               Part IV: Living the Ballet Life

            

            
               Part V: The Part of Tens

               Part V contains our picks for the Top Ten of ballet — everything from the most common steps to the best-loved ballets; from the most useful ballet  terminology to the ten strangest (but truest) facts about those sleek and graceful animals known as professional ballet dancers. 

            

         

         
            Icons Used in This Book

            Throughout Ballet For Dummies
               , we use several icons to point out important features worth noting.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	This icon clues you in on a handy shortcut, technique, or suggestion that can help you get more out of your ballet experience. 

            

            
               [image: Remember]
            

            	This icon reminds you of an important point — something that appears  elsewhere in the book, or something you should always remember as you practice ballet.

            

            
               [image: TechnicalStuff]
            

            	For especially complicated moves, or their descriptions, let this icon be your guide.

            

            
               [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
            

            	This icon marks an opportunity for you to get up and dance.

            

            
               [image: InjuryAlert(Ballet)]
            

            	Sometimes you just gotta be really 
               careful. We use this icon when we want to show you how to do a step without hurting yourself.

            

            
               [image: BalletBackstage]
            

            	This icon lets you into the backstage world of ballet. It also signals great  stories worth repeating. 

         

         
            Where to Go from Here

            We designed this book so that you can start reading
                anywhere. Use the Table of Contents or the index as a starting point, if you want. Or, if you’re in a romantic mood, put on a CD of Swan Lake
               , skip right to the chapter on partnering (Chapter 14) and discover what you’ll be able to do in the not-too-distant future. 

            But if you want to actually try 
               what you’ve read, we strongly recommend that you start at the beginning. In ballet, each exercise gives you the skills you need to try the next. As ballet dancers are always saying, “You gotta plié
                before you can double tour
               .” (Oh yeah — there’s a glossary at the back too.)

            The reason that ballet becomes an obsession for so many people, including us, is that it has incredible power. If you’re attuned to it and are within its sphere of influence, you simply cannot remain unchanged.

            We hope that this book helps you to tune into the life-affirming force of ballet. We hope that you want to experience more. And we hope that this incredible art continues to move you and change you as long as you live.

         

      

      

   
      
         Part I

         Ballet Dancing from the Top

         
            [image: ]
         

         In this part . . .

         
            You’ve seen ballet before. You’ve marveled at its beauty and grace. You’ve wondered what on earth was going on. Now you’re about to watch it through different eyes — and maybe even prepare to do it yourself.

         In this part, we ease you into this strange art form. We show you what ballet is, and even give you a little history. We tell you what you need to look good — both in the studio and onstage. And we tell you about music, ballet’s great inspiration. 

         This is the part where you don’t even have to sweat. (Well, except for the part about abs.) No nitty. No gritty. Just fun.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 1

         Curtain Up! Welcome to the Ballet

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Ballet beginnings

            [image: bullet]	What you need to get started

            [image: bullet]	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 expression 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.

            
               
                  
                     
                        	
                           
                              Figure 1-1: The exuberance of ballet: Evelyn Cisneros and Anthony Randazzo in Sleeping Beauty.
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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 minstrels 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.

               King Louis, the Sun King (or “Twinkle Toes,” as he was almost certainly not known), was an accomplished dancer himself, as you can see in Figure 1-2. He established the first official school of ballet, known today as the Paris Opera Ballet. That’s why, to this day, all ballet vocabulary is in French. 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 1-2: King Louis XIV, the Sun King, in a ballet pose of his time.
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               Whereas the first performers were kings, noblemen, and other slackers dancing for their own enjoyment, ballet eventually became much more structured and elaborate, demanding strong legs, great balance, and increasingly virtuosic technique. Professional ballet was born.

               If you were to suddenly wake up at a dance performance in the year 1680, two things would strike you: The dancers, as they accidentally slammed into your suddenly materialized body, and the fact that everyone onstage was a guy. Ballet was for athletes; it was unbecoming (so people thought) for women to participate in such bold and daring moves. 

               The first women didn’t appear professionally until 1681 — and when they did, they wore big hoop skirts, high heels, and wigs. Eventually, someone got the idea that a ballerina could be much more effective with her legs visible. So beginning in the early 1700s, women began dancing in shorter and shorter skirts, and without hoops, heels, or wigs.

            

            
               The Paris Opera and pointe work

               The more of their bodies they revealed, the more popular ballerinas became. But in order to truly win the favor of the audience, one more element was needed. Something so strange, so masochistic, that you would never believe it in a million years. We’re talking, of course, of dancing on the tips of their toes — en pointe.
                  

               The thought behind this bizarre concept was this: If a woman could point her feet unnaturally down at a 90-degree angle and stand really 
                  high off the ground, balancing on the very tips of two or three toes, she would appear to be floating. 

               And that was a good thing — this was the Romantic era, and most ballets of the time involved spirits, fairies, and supernatural creatures, like women whose day job involved being dead. Floating above the surface of the stage just seemed the right thing to do. 

               This feat of the feet was possible with the help of special shoes, known today as pointe 
                  shoes. And the first ballerina who pulled if off was Marie Taglioni (see Figure 1-3) — daughter of a famous choreographer at the Paris Opera. 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 1-3: Marie Taglioni,  the first ballerina  to dance  en pointe.
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               Dancing en pointe 
                  did the trick — thereafter, women not only became the equals
                   of the men onstage, but actually dominated
                   ballet for well over a century. 

               As time passed, pointe
                   shoes became stronger and more supportive, allowing ballerinas to stay up longer and dance more complicated steps. Today pointe
                   work is a substantial area of any ballerina’s training; she must be able to balance on the points of her toes, strong and secure, for longer than it took you to read this sentence. 

               

               
                  [image: BalletBackstage]
               

               	After all these years, the Paris Opera remains one of the best ballet companies in the world, boasting some phenomenal dancers. If you ever visit Paris, make sure to stop by the Opera Garnier — where the first pointe
                   shoes of Marie Taglioni are still on display.

            

            
               Russia and America 

               After 1850, the center of the ballet world shifted from Paris to St. Petersburg, Russia. There the master choreographer Marius Petipa, working with the music of the great composer Peter Tchaikovsky, was beginning to draw the attention of the world. Their creations, such as Swan Lake, Sleeping Beauty, 
                  and The Nutcracker
                  , remain immortal masterpieces of ballet.

               Over time, the technical demands of Russian ballets continued to increase, and by the early 1900s, the Imperial Russian Ballet School was training the greatest dancers in the world. On a recent trip to Russia for the purposes of researching this book (at least that’s what we told the IRS), we confirmed that it is still possible to see superb dancing in Russia.

               But it wasn’t long before some Russian dancers began to crave more artistic freedom, and a quiet exodus from Russia began. The so-called Ballets Russes, made up of some of Russia’s greatest dancers, toured Europe and America in the early 1900s, reviving interest in classical ballet. The brilliant Russian ballerina named Anna Pavlova formed her own company and toured all over the world, bringing ballet to thousands who had never seen it before.

               Several Russian dancers found a new home in America. One was George Balanchine, who established a major ballet school in the 1930s, which eventually supported the New York City Ballet. America’s enthusiastic support  of ballet continues to draw some of the best dancers and choreographers in the world.

            

            
               Today’s stage

               Today you can find a ballet company, with magnificent dancers, in almost every major city on earth. Many companies have their own ballet schools — some for training future professionals, and others for interested amateurs.

               After two hundred years of female domination, male dancers have regained ballet superstardom. Leading the movement were such geniuses as Rudolf Nureyev and Mikhail Baryshnikov — masters of clean lines, high jumps, and Olympian athleticism.

               The technical demands on dancers still continue to increase. Dancers must excel in classical technique in order to master the old warhorses; yet they must also be ready to throw themselves — literally — into some of the newest choreography (see Figure 1-4). Ballet continues to be more and more diverse, fun to watch, and even more fun to do.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 1-4: Evelyn Cisneros and Anthony Randazzo in Rubies (choreo-graphed by George Balanchine), a contem-porary  ballet that showcases the amazing possibilities of modern choreo-graphy.
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            Watching Great Choreography  for Inspiration

            As you fine-tune your classical ballet technique — or even if you just like to read 
               about it — you become better equipped to understand and fully enjoy the things that make choreography great. In this book, we hope to turn you on to many different styles of ballet. We take you from the classics of Marius Petipa and company to the more contemporary styles of George Balanchine, Jerome Robbins, Jiri Kylian, and Mark Morris — to name just a few. 

            Naturally, some styles of ballet are easier to understand than others. Some ballets immediately seem to sparkle like exquisite jewels, while others, at first glance, resemble a flurry of headless chickens. We’re not here to torture you; we want to help you find out you what we love. 

            Does one style appeal to you more than all the others? If so, you can continue your exploration of ballet by delving into other works in that style or by that choreographer. Or if you like them all, fantastic! Our job just got a lot easier.

         

         
            Gathering Your Ballet Materials

            What equipment do you need to begin exploring ballet? To begin, not much. For example, any old workout clothes will do; if you want to get fancy, we suggest some special ballet clothing in Chapter 2. 

            Shoes are probably the most important and personal item you need (with the exception of the men’s dance belt), and we point you in the direction of the right ballet slippers for you. 

            As for other equipment, you can do an impressive array of things with nothing more than a good-sized room and a solid piece of furniture. But there’s plenty of optional equipment to choose from in Chapter 2. 

         

         
            Staying Healthy and Avoiding Injury

            In ballet, you occasionally ask your body to do extraordinary things. Your body is your high-performance instrument — and it’s essential to protect your body from injury any way you can. A healthy diet, good warm-ups, and adequate rest are essential. In Chapters 2 and 3 we show you some of the ways to keep your body healthy. And later, in Chapter 22, we show you how lifestyle can affect your performance. 

            We can’t emphasize enough that ballet is progressive. 
               Each exercise gives you the strength, balance, and confidence to prepare you for the next. And so, one of the best ways to avoid injury is to try the steps in the order that we present them. Do a good warm-up first (we show you how in Chapter 3); then go through the barre exercises in Part II, and the center floor exercises in Part III. 

            

            
               [image: InjuryAlert(Ballet)]
            

            	If you’ve exercised in the past, you know how important it is not to over-stretch or strain your body. Note to self: Don’t attempt anything in this book that feels painful or too difficult. There is a fine line between just enough and too much, and only you know where that line is. 

            Listen to your body: Nobody else can hear it. If they can, something is definitely wrong.

         

         
            Getting Started: It’s Easier  Than You Think

            As art forms go, ballet can get pretty intricate. Some of the most advanced moves in this book may take weeks or even months of practice. But you can do certain things right now, with almost no practice at all. Just to prove it to you, give this a try:

            

            
               [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
            

            
               	
                  	1.	Stand with your feet close together. Keeping your heels touching, turn your legs outward so that your toes point away from each other.

               
                   	2.	With a table or chair for support, rise up on your feet so that you are supporting yourself on the balls of your feet. 

               
                  	3.	Now come back down and bend your knees, leaving your heels on the ground. 

            

            Check it out — here you are, only a few paragraphs into Chapter 1, and you have already conquered first position, the relevé,
                and the demi-plié!
                You should be proud. (See Chapters 4 and 6 for more detailed information on these moves.)

         

         
            Why Being a Ballet Novice  Helps You Enjoy Ballet 

            You may not believe this, but it’s true: You, O Novice, have a surprising advantage over many of the world’s ballet fanatics. You cross the threshold of this astonishing creative realm unfettered by preconditioning or ballet prejudice. You’re a veritable open book. A clean slate. An empty canvas on which the great choreographers can paint their visual landscapes. We can’t wait 
               to get started with you.

            And that’s what many “balletomanes” often forget: Ballet is not a purely  intellectual pursuit. More than many other arts, ballet is about free, unencumbered expression. 

            In this book, we help you master that expression — and unlock your capacity to experience one of life’s greatest highs. 

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 2 

         Stocking the Tools of the Trade

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Choosing the best practice space and equipment

            [image: bullet]	Wearing the right shoes and clothes

            [image: bullet]	Looking the part

         

         
            Ready to jump into the world of ballet? In this chapter we tell you everything you need to begin — the room, the floor, the barre, the outfit,  the shoes, and more.

         
            Finding the Right Practice Space

            The right place to practice ballet is a place where you feel comfortable.  And in order to feel comfortable, you need two different things — space and privacy. 

            When trying something foreign, like ballet, you need to feel totally at ease, with zero intimidation factor. So send away any snickering significant others, and consider locking out the dog as well. 

            
               Determining how much space you need

               Regarding space: At first, you don’t need much. If you can lie on the floor with your limbs outstretched, and then stand upright, arms above your head, without hitting the ceiling, you’ve got it made. 

               But later, as you attempt the turns and leaps of the so-called center floor 
                  work, the demands of the space increase. You need more unobstructed room around you in all directions. A 10-x-12-foot room can keep you happy for a little while; after you graduate to more advanced movements, you may want to rent a dance studio by the hour, join a beginner ballet class, or remodel your home. 

               

               
                  [image: BalletBackstage]
               

               	At one time or another, all dancers deal with small spaces, even in the professional world. The backstage area of the City Center Theater in New York City is so small that the wings on the left side of the stage end literally a couple of feet from a brick wall. There is barely enough room for two skinny dancers to move around in the wings during a performance. 

            

            
               Other considerations

               As you’re looking for a place to practice, consider more than just the space of the room. The space you choose should also be warm, with no drafts. Your muscles need to get warm and stay
                   warm, even as you strip off your outer layers of clothes. 

               Ideally, you should also have a mirror in the room. Ballet dancers are constantly checking their technique, adjusting their alignment, and admiring their great legs. With a mirror, you can compare your own work with the  figures in this book. 

               Also, you definitely need a music system. The control (or remote control) should be close at hand, so you can start and stop the music as needed. You also need speakers good enough so that you hear the music, not the sound of your own heavy breathing. 

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	For a “silent” art form, ballet sure makes a lot of noise. Your feet make swishing sounds as you brush them in straight lines or half-circles, rapping sounds as you tap the floor, or smacking sounds after a leap through the air. If you have downstairs neighbors, try to be considerate of their lives. See if you can practice while they’re away. Better yet, tell them what you are up to, so they don’t have you investigated for suspicious behavior. Who knows — they may get so inspired by your ballet quest that they’ll want to come up and join you.

            

         

         
            Practicing on a Ballet-Friendly Floor  (or the Next-Best Thing)

            Besides your shoes (see “Choosing Ballet Slippers,” later in this chapter), the floor is the most important element that allows you to do your best. In ballet, you ask your body to do moves that stretch your boundaries a bit. A good floor helps you to be as kind to your body as possible.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Try to work on a wooden floor, or one which has wood under the surface layer. Wood gives your body a base that is solid, yet not rock-hard. Cement is very hard on your legs and back, and it’s pretty unforgiving if you fall. Ballet is hard enough as it is — go for wood. Ideally, we recommend a “sprung floor.” That means that the support beams beneath the floor are far enough apart to allow the surface to give and spring back, helping to ease the impact of jumping. 

            As a last resort, you can find portable floors online. These boast a foam backing to give you a soft surface, even if the portable floor lies over cement. 

            Besides the material, the surface of the floor is also all-important. The ideal floor surface is smooth, even, and a little springy, but not slippery. Uneven tiles are not a good choice. Neither is a shag carpet. On the other hand, kitchen floor linoleum can be quite good. (Just make sure you haven’t waxed the linoleum too recently — you don’t want to fly headfirst into the dishwasher.) A hardwood floor also works well. For some exercises, you can even work on a short pile carpet or large area rug, as long as the carpet or rug isn’t likely to become suddenly mobile.

            Of course, a dance linoleum — created specifically for ballet — is best. But you can improvise, especially in the first stages of your development.

         

         
            The Barre Essentials 

            As you can find out in Chapter 6, the barre
                is the long horizontal cylinder that ballet dancers use every day of their lives. No matter how many years you study the art of classical ballet, you always start at the barre. 

            Barres can be either permanent or portable. A permanent barre, which is usually made of wood, is attached to a wall of a ballet studio. The cross- section is either circular (measuring 2 inches in diameter) or oblong, with a variety of heights to accommodate different ages and body types. 

            The ideal barre is somewhere between your waist and hip height. While holding on with one hand, you should be able to bend forward comfortably without having to let go. 

            If you don’t have access to a ballet studio, a portable barre may be just the ticket. Today’s portable barres may be covered aluminum (valued for its light weight), or covered steel (durable and preferred by professional ballet dancers for its solidity and stability).

            
               Purchasing your own barre

               If you’re serious about buying your own barre, you can find permanent or portable barres at several Web sites online. Be warned, though — a barre is not cheap. At the very least, you’re likely to pay $200 for the simplest barre. 

               The best Web site we have found belongs to Stagestep (www.stagestep.com
                  ). Their Modular Ballet Barres are available in various lengths. At this writing, Stagestep offers a “Dance Studio at Home” package, which includes a 4-x-6-foot mirror (not glass), their 4-foot long portable barre, and a 6-x-8-foot portable dance floor (with a foam backing designed to make even cement danceable), all at a big savings off the individual prices.

               Another impressive Web site we found belongs to En pointe 
                  (www.enpointe.com/balletbarre.html). There you can find a 4 1/2-foot portable barre made of covered aluminum of various colors, complete with a carrying case. 

               Finally, we recommend a British Web site, Ballet Barre 
                  (www.balletbarre.co.uk). This company offers the hardware and detailed instructions for installing permanent barres. The company also sells portable units, well constructed with a steel frame and wooden oblong barre — the kind preferred  by purists. 

            

            
               Setting up a barre substitute

               At one time or another, every dancer has to find a makeshift barre. Although not absolutely ideal for ballet exercises, barre substitutes do have one advantage: They prevent you from getting spoiled. After you’ve tried a variety of barre substitutes, you won’t be afraid to step out of your perfect ballet  environment. 

            
               Going barreless

               In the rare case where nothing in your vicinity makes a suitable barre substitute, then you might consider a last-ditch alternative. But be warned: This option is only for the very, very brave, those who are addicted to the adrenaline that pumps furiously through a slightly out-of-control body. 

               Your mission, if you choose to accept it, is to attempt any or all the barre exercises in this book free of the barre. Yes, that means free-standing. 

               If you do decide to take this challenge, you need to modify the exercises a bit. Work with your arms stretched out to the sides for balance. Substitute an easier foot position wherever you want to. (See Chapter 4 for much more on the positions of the feet.) And because the barre exercises usually involve raising just one leg, make sure to switch sides very often, so you build strength evenly without tiring out one leg too soon. 

               Going barreless is a great way to develop power and balance from the very beginning. It builds strength and coordination faster than regular exercises at the barre — and that’s your greatest reward.

            

               

               
                  [image: InjuryAlert(Ballet)]
               

               	Almost any solid piece of furniture can be a barre substitute. A big dining table is ideal — and a heavy chair could work, too. But make sure your “barre” is immobile — you should not
                   be able to lift it with one hand. (When you’re about to tip over, you’d be surprised how much weight you can move.)

               Whatever you choose, make sure that you have enough room on all sides, so that you won’t whack anything in the midst of a difficult combination. 

            

         

         
            Dressed to Dance

            Don’t be fooled by what you see ballet dancers wearing onstage. Those are costumes — 
               usually meant to set a specific mood or tell a specific story. The attire that ballet dancers wear to practice is usually very different from what they wear in performance. 

            Most dancers agree on a certain array of clothing to get them through their workouts and rehearsals. Let us, your trusty authors, steer you in the right direction.

            
               Donning (and doffing) the right  ballet clothes

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	In ballet practice, the key to sartorial success is to find something that allows you to warm up easily — and stay warm enough to move freely, easily, and unencumbered. We suggest that you wear extra layers to begin — that way, you can peel off each piece as the corresponding area of your body warms up. 

               According to long-standing ballet tradition, the “ideal” ballet body is very thin and well proportioned, with the legs longer than the torso, and well-arched feet at the end of those long legs. Of course, not everyone is built  that way. You can help create the illusion of this form by wearing a unitard. 
                  Although this name sounds like an exotic mythical animal, it actually refers to a particular garment. The unitard consists of a leotard
                   (a sort of stretchy one-piece bathing suit) attached to a pair of tights, which completely cover the legs. The unitard can be worn by anyone — men and women, boys, girls, and extraordinarily graceful household pets.
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               	To help emphasize those beautiful body proportions, most professional dancers are convinced that black looks better than any other color —  especially on the legs. Black is by far the color of choice among the pros, male and female, in the studio. 

               
                  For men

                  Although we’ve been putting it off, we now find ourselves compelled to explore the sensitive, and sometimes controversial, topic of dance belts. 
                     All male dancers must wear dance belts.

                  A dance belt 
                     is a ballet-style athletic support girdle for men. Nobody likes wearing one, but male dancers must wear this garment for their own  protection — the painful alternative being a hernia. (The compensation for men is that they never have to wear pointe
                      shoes as long as they live.) 

                  Men generally wear sweatpants, which should fit tightly enough to see whether the knees are straight, with a T-shirt tucked in at the waist with a waist elastic or belt. Alternately, they can wear unitards (tank style), tights, 3/4-length tights, or biking-style shorts. 

                  For more warmth, men often wear sweatshirts, sweaters, legwarmers, and socks over their ballet slippers. See “Other dancer-friendly clothes,” later in this chapter for additional suggestions.

               

               
                  For women

                  In ballet, as in the rest of life, the clothing options for women are more varied than for men. Unitards, for example, come in long-sleeve, short-sleeve, tank, camisole, and two-tone styles, in a variety of materials. Capezio, M. Stevens, Mirella, Natalie, and Bloch are some of the most popular brands.

                  The most traditional female dancers prefer to wear separate leotards and tights. Like unitards, leotards come in a variety of sleeve lengths. Tights also come in different styles. You can find tights with “feet” attached, tights with stirrups, ankle-length tights, or the popular “convertible” tights (that may be worn with feet attached or with the feet rolled up to appear ankle length). Tights also come with or without seams. The most popular style today is the “hipster,” which is cut lower to fit at the hip line. Keep in mind that hipsters make your legs look shorter, and your body longer — not ideal in ballet. Choose them if they’re comfortable — but don’t wear ’em to an audition! 

                  If you want to take this ballet dressing thing to an extreme, then you can  find all kinds of warm-up clothes to wear over the basics. For example, you can find legwarmers (see the next section), knit tights, sweaters that wrap, sweaters that are extra short in order not to cover the waist, longer sweaters that double as skirts when belted, and, of course, socks, worn over ballet slippers for warming up the toes on those really cold mornings. For these warm-up clothes, we recommend the Kd Dance brand, which uses cotton and silk-blended yarns that feel great and keep you very warm.

                  A visit to your local dance supply shop gives you the opportunities to try  different styles. Or, if you are fairly sure of what you want, you can shop online at www.discountdance.com
                      or www.capezio.com
                      

               

            

            
               Other dancer-friendly clothes

               If buying a whole new outfit doesn’t appeal to you — or if you’re not sure how far you want to go with ballet — not to worry. You can still find something in your current wardrobe to do the job. 

               For most ballet activities, a T-shirt and sweatpants can work just fine. And if you’ve ever taken a yoga class, you can use the same outfit for ballet. 

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	However, you may want to make just a couple of alterations. If you decide to use sweatpants, we suggest adding a waistband of elastic, anywhere from half an inch to a full inch in width. This waistband can be tied, sewn, or pinned to the pants to help hold the pants up. If the sweatpants are baggy, we suggest adding additional bands of elastic around your legs just below the knees to ensure that you don’t trip on the bottom of your pant legs. 

               If you’re prone to feeling cold, you may also consider legwarmers. These are basically tubes of material worn at varying lengths around the legs to warm up the muscles. Usually these warmers are footless, but often a dancer adds socks to the mix. You can find legwarmers in just about any length. 

            

         

         
            Choosing Ballet Slippers

            First, you may be asking, why wear ballet slippers at all? Why not just wear socks? Well, the danger with socks is that you can easily stub your toe. Your foot must be supported — but lightly, so that you have access to all the bones and muscles of your feet. 

            The quest for the perfect ballet slipper is like the search for the perfect jalapeño
                — it can take several years and give you an ulcer. Ballet dancers usually try out a wide variety of shoe makes, models, and materials before settling on a favorite. But your own taste and comfort are the perfect guide. To quote Dr. Spock: You know more than you think you do. 

            
               Looking at your options

               The variety of shoes available is impressive (see Figure 2-1). Your options include:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Leather full-sole slippers

                  	[image: bullet]	Canvas full-sole slippers

                  	[image: bullet]	Canvas split-sole slippers

                  	[image: bullet]	Dansneakers — split-sole dance sneakers in leather, canvas, or a combination of materials

               

               Split-sole shoes have no sole between the ball of the foot and the heel. The added flexibility in the middle of the shoe helps the arch of your foot to look higher, requiring less effort to point fully. And that’s a very good thing: In ballet, your arch can never be too high.

               Ballet slippers range in price from approximately $16 to $25 a pair. How long they last depends on how often you wear them — and your tolerance for the smell of your feet.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Try wearing socks inside your ballet slippers. The slippers will remain April fresh a lot longer. 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-1: The wide variety of ballet slipper options — including (left to right) Dansneakers, full-sole slippers, and split-sole slippers.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-1: The wide variety of ballet slipper options — including (left to right) Dansneakers, full-sole slippers, and split-sole slippers.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

            

            
               Getting the right size for your feet

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	All ballet slippers should fit snugly. At most, when you’re standing up, a friend should be able to stick one finger into your shoe at the heel. (But ideally, there won’t even be enough room for a whole finger in there.) However, your toes should be able to relax, without feeling squished. 

               If you live in any good-sized city, you’re in luck. You can probably find at least one dance supply shop nearby. To find the right shoe, visit that local shop and try on several different styles, brands, and sizes of ballet slippers. Remember to bring along whatever socks you plan to wear. 

               Trust your local shoe-fitting person, but listen to your body as well. By trying on various widths and lengths, you can be assured that you have just the right shoe for your feet. Keep one overall rule in mind: If it feels good, buy it.

            

            
               Different shoes for different floors

               The material your slippers are made of should depend, at least partly, on the surface of the floor you’re most likely to dance on. If you work primarily on a dance linoleum surface (created especially for ballet), then go with canvas slippers. They prevent you from accidentally stubbing your toes when you brush your feet. 

               On the other hand, if you primarily work on slippery surfaces, like marble, hardwood, kitchen linoleum, or motor oil, then leather may serve you  better — it provides a stickier contact. 

            

            
               Customizing the fit of your shoes

               Ballet dancers use elastic to hold their shoes securely on their foot. (You don’t dance nearly as well when your shoes are falling off.) Most ballet dancers sew this elastic by themselves to fit the special characteristics  of their own feet. 

               The salesperson who helps you to select ballet slippers can probably show you the traditional way to sew on the elastics — from one side of the shoe to the other just behind the side seam. But there are many other options:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	The single elastic option is the most traditional — but most ballet slippers come with a flimsy little half-inch wide elastic. If you want to use a single elastic, we highly recommend that you get a thicker (one-inch) elastic for more support. (At the left in Figure 2-2.)

                  	[image: bullet]	The most common double elastic support is crossed — starting just behind the side seam and attaching at the other side at the heel.  (In the middle in Figure 2-2.)

                  	[image: bullet]	Another double elastic option consists of one large loop, which is attached at either side of the heel, and another elastic sewn straight across from one side seam to the other. (At the right in Figure 2-2.)

               

               Some people prefer more than one piece of elastic — it gives them peace of mind. Using more elastic is okay, as long as you can still see your foot. 

               

               
                  [image: BalletBackstage]
               

               	Traditionally, elastics are sewn on the inside of ballet slippers. But today, many dancers sew them elastics on the outside
                  , preventing the elastics from irritating the skin and causing blisters.

                

               

               
                  [image: InjuryAlert(Ballet)]
               

               	After sewing the elastics on your shoes, make sure that you can bend your knees without cutting off the circulation in your ankle — which, in addition to being uncomfortable, can eventually lead to tendonitis.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-2: Different ways to sew elastics onto ballet slippers.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-2: Different ways to sew elastics onto ballet slippers.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

               All ballet slippers also come with a drawstring to tighten the top of the shoe. Pulling the drawstring, however, also tightens the heel at the back of the  shoe — so start slow and increase incrementally. When you find that comfortable amount of tension in the drawstring, tie a knot and clip off the excess string.

               Speaking of tension: If all this talk about elastics is giving you stress, don’t worry. Some
                   ballet slippers come with elastics already sewn in place. These give you less room for personal preference, but they’re much less work.

            

            
               Using Dansneakers 

               Dansneakers
                   are basically tennis shoes with a split sole and a flat tip — making it easy to arch and point the foot. Dansneakers work especially well for floors that aren’t very springy. They offer more support and cushion for the feet. In fact, if you work on a cement floor, we strongly
                   suggest that you start with Dansneakers. Besides supporting and cushioning you from the punishing effects of repeatedly tenderizing your foot against cement, they also give your feet an enhanced arch. Looking good!

               

               
                  [image: BalletBackstage]
               

               	If you’re feeling especially frisky, you can theoretically go en pointe 
                  (read on) 
                  in Dansneakers because of the flat tip — but don’t tell anyone we said so. 

            

            
               Pointe shoes, and why you  shouldn’t wear them

               Most women and girls dream of going en pointe — 
                  that is, up on the tips of a few toes. In order to achieve this feat, the dancer relies on specially crafted pointe shoes. 
                  

               In order to get up en pointe, 
                  a dancer must develop tremendous strength in her legs and feet to support the entire weight of her body on the tips of a few toes. Developing this strength usually takes more than a year of intensive practice.

               For much more on the mysterious pointe
                   shoe, see Chapter 22. For now, suffice it to say that this shoe should remain, at least for the next year or so, in your dreams. 

            

         

         
            Keeping Your Hair in Its Place

            The question of hairstyle is surprisingly relevant in ballet. Your hair should never distract you — or the audience — from your dance. If you have short hair, you can skip the rest of this section. If you have long hair, read on. 

            Ballet tradition is very strict. If you are a woman with long hair, and you plan to attend an actual ballet class, you should pull your hair back into a bun tightly secured to your head, with no hair flopping in your face, no matter what the style of the day may be. 

            Within this somewhat rigid framework, though, you have many options: The French Twist, the Low Bun, the High Bun, the French Braid, and other braid and twist combinations, to name just a few (see Figure 2-3 for inspiration). 

            For ballet at home, a bun works just as well — but you may feel more at ease with a ponytail. 

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	A high ponytail makes a woman’s neck look longer. A big plus in ballet. For guys: If you have long hair, put it in a ponytail. 

            
               
                  
                     
                        	
                           
                              Figure 2-3: Bunheads made for ballet.
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            More Ballet Paraphernalia

            You often see professional dancers carrying around large bags containing an amazing array of attire, accessories, apparatus, and analgesics. And that’s just the As.

            

            
               [image: Remember]
            

            	At the minimum, a typical dancer needs to carry around these things: 

            
               	[image: bullet]	A unitard — or leotard plus tights

               	[image: bullet]	Ballet slippers

               	[image: bullet]	Warmers for your legs, back, and feet

               	[image: bullet]	A T-shirt and dance belt for men

            

            And here’s some other stuff every dancer needs at times:

            
               	[image: bullet]	A sewing kit (needles, white and black thread, scissors, and safety pins)

               	[image: bullet]	A foot-care kit (band-aids, antibiotic cream, nail file and clippers, corn pads)

               	[image: bullet]	For women: A hair kit (brush, comb, hairspray, hairpins, and rubber bands), a makeup kit (or at least lipstick), and a ballet skirt

               	[image: bullet]	Advil for muscle aches

               	[image: bullet]	A towel to absorb your sweat, a water bottle (preferably full) to replenish it, and perfume or cologne to cover it up

               	[image: bullet]	A bit of rosin (see the sidebar “Rosin: Turnout in a box”)

            

            

            
               [image: BalletBackstage]
            

            	No professional dancer is far from the following tools, essential for rolling out cramps:

            
               	[image: bullet]	A tennis ball. While sitting on the floor, you roll the ball under your legs to ease tight muscles.

               	[image: bullet]	A foot roller. Sitting in a chair, you roll this under the arches of your feet to relax them after a hard day’s dance. 

               	[image: bullet]	A golf ball. Sitting in a chair, you can use this in place of a foot roller for those really resistant foot muscles. 

               	[image: bullet]	A foam roller. You can use this for tightness in your back and hips. For back muscles: Lying on the floor, drape your back over the roller and relax, allowing your muscles to succumb to the pressure. For hip muscles: Lie on your stomach and lift one leg with a bent knee, sliding the roller under that thigh. Then just try to relax.

            

            All these items, of course, are great for your life outside
                the ballet studio. You can hardly ever be too flexible.

         

         
            Rosin: Turnout in a box

            Question: What white, powdery substance are dancers addicted to, sending them into fits of twitching ecstasy? 

            The answer is rosin. Rosin is a substance made from the sap of fir trees. As you might expect, it is very sticky stuff — and this stickiness makes dancers very happy.

            As a solid, rosin is amber in color, but it appears white when crushed into a powder. The powder is put into in a container resembling a litterbox. Most dancers never go onstage without a trip and dip into this box. 

            Rosin prevents ballet shoes from slipping. Dancers use it on both the insides and outsides of their shoes. It keeps the heel of a ballet slipper or pointe shoe from slipping off a dancer’s heel. A male dancer often puts rosin on his hands before dancing together with a female partner. The rosin helps prevent his hands from slipping off the ballerina’s waist or back during lifts and turns.

            Most of all, rosin helps the feet stick to the ground — creating the illusion that the hips  are turned outward in a desirable way. (See Chapter 4 for much more on this phenomenon.) For this reason, rosin is often referred to as “Turnout in a box.”

            But we suggest that you go easy on the rosin in the early stages of ballet training. Too much stickiness can trap your feet in positions that your body can’t support — causing deformities that you may never have dreamed of.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 3 

         Getting Toasty: Warming  Up Your Body

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	St-r-r-r-r-r-e-t-c-h!!

            [image: bullet]	Supporting your body for life and dancing

            [image: bullet]	Strengthening the essential ballet muscles 

         

         
            Whether you’re new to ballet or a seasoned pro, you must warm up your body every day before getting into the nitty-gritty of ballet work. Even if you’re only interested in ballet, and you have no desire to master the awesome techniques in this book, you can still benefit from the warm-ups in this chapter.

         Above all, remember: Be patient with yourself. It took you all those years to get all gnarled up, so allow yourself some time to unwind.

         
            Getting Grounded: Floor Stretches

            Every day of ballet begins with a good stretch of your body. In fact, we highly recommend doing all (or most) of the stretches in this chapter, in sequence. Both of your authors can testify that these stretches have been an enormous help in keeping injuries away. 

            Stretching can be fun, but we have to admit — it’s always a bit of a challenge. Think about it — the whole point is to allow your muscles to stretch just a little farther than before. Naturally, they’re going to put up a touch 
               of 
               resistance. Although your stretches should always be easy and gentle, we do acknowledge that not every stretch is pure pleasure.

             

            

            
               [image: InjuryAlert(Ballet)]
            

            	If at any time you feel sharp
                pain during these exercises, stop. And that goes for every exercise in this book!

            In order to maximize your enjoyment of this time, we suggest that you find some really wonderful music to inspire and distract you. Anything will do, as long as you love it. 

            
               The initial position

               

               
                  [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
               

               	The best place to begin a stretching session is on the floor in what we call the initial position
                   (see Figure 3-1). Place a mat (or a nice thick rug) on the floor to enhance your comfort level. Now lie on your back, knees bent and feet flat on the mat. Place your arms on the mat by your sides. Relax your back muscles and bring your lower back into contact with the mat, releasing any pressure on it. Relax your shoulders into the mat. Allow your neck to become as long as possible and look up at the ceiling. Breathe in and out a few times.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 3-1: The initial position gets your body ready to stretch.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 3-1: The initial position gets your body ready to stretch.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

            

            
               The back

               The back is the center of the body, and the back muscles provide support for all ballet activities. The first stretching exercises start by gently convincing your back to relax. 

               
                  First stretch: Active relaxing

                  

                  
                     [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
                  

                  	From the initial position, lift your bent knees up towards your chest and wrap your arms around your legs, grasping behind your knees (Figure 3-2a). Hold this position for the count of 20. Then release your legs and bring your feet back flat on the floor in the initial position.

                  
                     
                        
                           
                              	
                                 
                                    Figure 3-2: Stretching your back: active relaxing (a) and different versions of the lower back half-turn (b). 
                                 

                              
                              	
                                 [image: Figure 3-2: Stretching your back: active relaxing (a) and different versions of the lower back half-turn (b).]
                              
                           

                        
                     

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: Tip]
                  

                  	If you don’t yet have the flexibility to wrap your arms around your legs without strain, don’t despair. That flexibility will come. For now, just hold your legs at whatever point gives you a comfortable back stretch. Try to find a position that you can live with for 20 seconds.

                  Feeling good? Time to move on.

               

               
                  Second stretch: Lower back half-turn

                  From your initial position, move your arms out along the floor, so that they stick directly out from your shoulders to your sides, palms facing upwards. Keeping your knees bent, rotate your legs as one unit gently down to the left, so that your legs rest on the mat on the left side of your body, with your knees pointing to the left, and breathe. 
                     (Note: If your body doesn’t feel like cooperating, simply rotate your legs as far as you can comfortably
                     , and hold.) 

                  Keeping your shoulders in contact with the mat, gently turn your head to the right as far as you can comfortably. (If your neck is flexible, your chin eventually comes to rest somewhere over your right shoulder.) Breathe
                      and 
                     feel the stretch in the lower back. Hold this position for 20 seconds. Then come back to the initial position and repeat this stretch on the other side. 

                  

                  
                     [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
                  

                  	If you’re lucky enough to have built-in advanced flexibility, you may want to try an advanced variation of this maneuver. Starting in the initial position, cross your right leg over your left
                      — and repeat the exercise to the left as before. (Refer to Figure 3-2b on the left.) For an even deeper stretch 
                     of the lower back, 
                     while your legs are on the floor, extend your right leg out straight (as shown on the right in Figure 3-2b). 

               

               
                  Third stretch: The half push-up

                  Finally, we recommend a special back stretch called the “half push-up.” Lie face down on the mat, arms bent at your sides, hands even with your ears at shoulder width — sphinx-style. Now push from your hands as if you were doing a push-up with your upper body, but leave your lower body (from the hips down) resting on the mat. When your arms are straight, hold for 30 to  40 seconds; then gently come down again. You can repeat this exercise as you like. It works wonders for mild lower back ailments and restores a healthy curve to the spine. 

               

            

            
               The glutes

               Dancers have a love-hate relationship with their gluteus 
                  muscles, or glutes. 
                  According to the traditional ballet ideal, these rear-end muscles can never be small enough — at least on women. When this fact butts up against the realities of natural gluteal endowment, the result can be a dancer’s biggest trauma. 

               Yet the strength of the glutes is responsible for some of the most awesome leaps in all of ballet. So good gluteal 
                  health is essential — and health begins with stretching. 

               

               
                  [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
               

               	Start in the initial position. Lift your right leg off the mat, keeping your knee bent, and begin to rotate the leg outward, so that your right knee points toward the right wall. Place your right ankle on your left leg, just above the left knee — this helps to continue the rotation. Notice that you have created a triangle with your legs. 

               Lift your left leg off the ground. Now reach your right hand through the center of the triangle. Take hold of your left leg with both hands (see  Figure 3-3a). You should feel a stretch in your right buttock. 

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	At first, most people have trouble grasping the left leg with both hands. If you fall into this category, you can solve the problem with a bath towel. Wrap the towel around your left thigh, and take the ends in both hands. In this way, you can stay relaxed as you draw your left leg into the stretch.

                

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 3-3: Warming up your glutes (a) and hamstrings (b).

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 3-3: Warming up your glutes (a) and hamstrings (b).]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

               Another secret from the world of ballet: After you’ve begun to stretch, rocking your body gently from side to side allows you to stretch a little farther, with more comfort. 

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	As you do this glute stretch, don’t let your upper body stray from the initial position. Your shoulders should stay relaxed, pressing down into the mat; your neck should stay as long as possible, and your lower back should continue to touch the mat. 

               You’re not done yet! Now repeat this exercise with the other leg.

            

            
               The hamstrings

               The hamstrings
                   are the long muscles running down the back of your legs, from the hip joints to the back of the knees. Executing a convincing kick — or even a reasonably good forward bend — depends on the flexibility of the hamstrings.

               But tight hamstrings are a feature of the modern world. A huge segment of the population spends long hours sitting every day. Every minute spent sitting is an opportunity for your hamstrings to tighten up. 

               Tight hamstrings make dancing extremely difficult. But even worse, tight hamstrings can eventually pull on the muscles of the glutes and back, causing severe back pain and other distasteful problems. 

               Whether you intend to make ballet a part of your life or not, flexible hamstrings are a major key to a happier life. Good thing that we have a stretch  to help keep those hams as stringy as possible. 

               

               
                  [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
               

               	Assume the initial position (see “The initial position,” earlier in this chapter) on the mat. Now lift your right leg up towards the ceiling, keeping your knee bent. Even in this position you get a hamstring stretch — albeit a minimal one. 

            
               For those hard-to-stretch hamstrings

               If you’d like a simple alternative to the basic hamstring stretch — or if your hamstrings are really tight — try the following. Stand with a low chair in front of you. Holding onto something securely for balance, place your right leg up on the chair. Keep your right leg straight, but don’t let it pull your right buttock forward; in fact, keep your buttock directed backward. Hold the stretch for 30 seconds, and then switch legs. After you become more flexible, you can use a taller chair or table — or graduate to the basic hamstring stretch.

               Injury is a real risk in this exercise. When doing this stretch, don’t put pressure into the back  of your knee — you can easily overstretch  this fragile joint. And be careful not to lose your balance.

               We know, we know: Stretching the hamstrings is always painful. We wish we could let you in on a shortcut or secret, but we don’t know any. Just take comfort in the knowledge that generations of ballet dancers feel your pain. 

            

               Now with both hands, take hold of your right leg — at the thigh, calf, or ankle, depending on your flexibility. Gently draw your right leg toward you with the leg in a relaxed position, and straighten the knee as much as possible (refer to Figure 3-3b).

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	If you can’t reach your lifted leg, use a towel as an extension of your arms (see “The glutes,” earlier in this chapter, for more on this technique). 

               Bend your right knee for a moment to take a break from the stretch, and flex the foot. Repeat this stretch three more times, staying in each position for a count of 10. Then release your leg and return to the initial position. Finally, repeat this stretch with the other leg. 

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	As you stretch the hamstrings, keep the rest of your body in good form. Don’t let your hip come off the mat — otherwise, your glutes get into the action, making the hamstring stretch much less effective. Keep your shoulders relaxed and resting on the mat, with your neck long and relaxed.

            

            
               The calves

               Moving down the back of the leg, you next come to the calf muscles. These tough muscles are responsible for some extraordinarily important ballet moves: lifting the weight of your body up onto the balls of your feet, pointing those same feet, and assisting your legs in running and jumping. 

               Stretching your calf muscles makes all these movements possible. Plus, it helps prevent ripping your Achilles tendon in your next pick-up game of  basketball.

               

               
                  [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
               

               	Start out in the initial position. Lift your right leg, keeping the leg bent with the knee reaching towards the chest, foot flexed. With both hands, grasp the toes of your right foot and gently draw the foot towards you (see Figure 3-4a). We guarantee that you’ll feel a stretch in the right calf muscle. 

               To intensify the stretch, press the toes into your hands as you try to point your foot; then relax your foot and stretch out the calf again. 

               Repeat this stretch twice more, and then repeat it with the left leg.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 3-4: Stretching your calf muscles (a) and quadri-ceps (b).

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 3-4: Stretching your calf muscles (a) and quadri-ceps (b).]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

            

            
               The quadriceps

               Here’s a little-known fact: The quadriceps
                   (or quads,
                   as they’re affectionately known) are the largest muscles in the body. They cover the front of your thigh bones, which also happen to be your largest bones. Whenever you climb stairs, trudge up a hill, or bike a long distance, your quads are working overtime. 

               

               
                  [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
               

               	For this stretch, you are going to go floor snorkeling. Lie face down on the floor, using your bent forearms as a pillow. Rest both legs straight on the floor. Now bend your right leg and release your right arm to grasp your right foot, ankle, or whatever you can reach. Gently pull your right ankle toward the center of your right glute, without allowing your right thigh to come off the mat (refer to Figure 3-4b).

               

               
                  [image: InjuryAlert(Ballet)]
               

               	To avoid twisting your knee, make sure that your right foot stays in line with the middle of your right thigh at all times. 

               You should feel this stretch in the front of your right thigh. But take it easy — stretch only as far as you can comfortably, with a small but bearable amount of pain. Breathe, 
                  as always, and count to 10. When you feel long and loose, change legs and stretch your left quad. 

            

         

         
            Strengthening the Stabilizers

            Oh, sure, ballet looks easy — that’s the wonderful illusion of it. But much of this appearance of ease depends on the ability of the dancer to join the upper and lower portions of the body into one stable unit. This feat requires immense strength in the stomach, back, and inner thighs — the so-called stabilizer
                muscles in the middle of your body. (You’d never guess that underneath that frilly tutu, every delicate ballerina has abs of steel.)

            Male dancers need even stronger stabilizer muscles than women: Not only  do they have to jump higher, but they also have the added responsibility of lifting their partners, while maintaining aesthetically beautiful, “effortless” positions. 

            
               The abdominals

               For the following abdominal exercise, pick some beautiful music with a steady beat — something that inspires you to do many more reps than you really want to.

               
                  First exercise: Slow half-sit-ups

                  

                  
                     [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
                  

                  	To start, take the initial position (see “The initial position,” earlier in this chapter). Exhale
                      and pull your stomach in as much as you can. 

                  Lift your upper body, while keeping your neck aligned and your lower back  in contact with the floor. With your arms at your sides, lift them and reach forward along your sides as you lift your upper body. When you get as high as you can without bringing the lower back off the floor, bring your arms “rounded” in front of the body. Then inhale 
                     and return to the initial position.

                  The tempo for this exercise should be slow: Use four counts 
                     (that is, four beats of the music) to get to the lifted position and four more to return to the initial position. 

                  Do seven more slow repetitions, and rest. If you’d like an added challenge,  try doing this stretch in double time — 
                     that is, twice as fast.

               

               
                  Second exercise: Oblique abdominals

                  The oblique abdominal muscles are located at the lower sides of your abs. They come in handy when you have to lift your leg in just about any direction. 

                  
                     
                        	1.	From the initial position, open your knees and place the bottoms of your feet together. Bring your hands together behind your head, touching your fingertips to each other (Figure 3-5a).

                     
                        	2.	As you lift your upper body, twist so that your shoulders face your right leg. Bring your arms together in front of your body in a rounded position and stay there for two counts (Figure 3-5b).

                     
                        	3.	Without resting, twist your upper body back so that your shoulders are parallel to your hips — keeping your arms in that rounded position (Figure 3-5c). 

                     		Once again, stay here for two counts.

                     
                        	4.	Without resting, stay up and twist your upper body to face your left leg, maintaining the same position with your arms (Figure 3-5d). 

                     		Stay here for — you guessed it — two counts.

                     
                        	5.	Go back to the position in Figure 3-5a and rest for two counts. 

                     
                        	6.	Repeat this exercise three more times starting to the right; then do it four times starting to the left.
                     

                  

               

               
                  Third exercise: Sit-ups with lifted knee

                  Start in the initial position. Place your hands behind your head, fingertips touching. Now do half-sit-ups (see “First exercise: Slow half-sit-ups,” earlier in this chapter) facing forward. With the first sit-up, lift your right knee; lower your knees as you lower your upper body. Now repeat, lifting the left 
                     knee — and so on. Do a total of eight repetitions.

                  
                     
                        
                           
                              	
                                 
                                    Figure 3-5: Giving your oblique abdominals some special attention.

                              
                              	
                                 [image: Figure 3-5: Giving your oblique abdominals some special attention.]
                              
                           

                        
                     

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: InjuryAlert(Ballet)]
                  

                  	Don’t pull your head with your hands — that move can injure an otherwise beautiful, swan-like neck. Let your abdominal muscles do all the work. 

               

               
                  Fourth exercise: Putting it all together

                  Again, start in the initial position, but with elbows bent and fingertips gently touching the back of your head. Do one half-sit-up, lifting your right knee  (see “First exercise: Slow half-sit-ups,” earlier in this chapter). As you lower your body, straighten the right leg out just above and parallel to the floor, and open your arms to your sides (Figure 3-6a). 

                  Now bend your right leg again, extending the knee about halfway out. As you do, again bring your fingertips to the back of your head, lift into another half sit-up, and bring your left elbow in to meet your right knee — engaging a whole mess
                      o’ abdominal muscles (Figure 3-6b). Then return all your various body parts back to the initial position. Now repeat the exercise with the left leg.

                  
                     
                        
                           
                              	
                                 
                                    Figure 3-6: Stretching every abdominal known to man.
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                  Try doing this combination a total of eight times without a break — if you dare. 

                  To finish, relax your stomach completely. Bend your knees and wrap your arms about them in gratitude. You’re done — with your abs! 

                  

                  
                     [image: Remember]
                  

                  	“Why have we included so many abdominal exercises?” we hear you asking  in agony. Well, each and every step in ballet engages the abs. You’ve just  completed a five-minute ab workout. Imagine how strong they need be for  a two-hour ballet!

               

            

            
               The adductors 

               The adductors 
                  are the muscles of the inner thighs. In ballet, these muscles work whenever you rotate your legs outward from the hips, pointing your feet away from each other. As you can see throughout this book, you do this outward rotation constantly
                   in ballet. You must have strong adductor muscles to promote good ballet technique.

               

               
                  [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
               

               	From the initial position, lift both arms straight out from the shoulders along the floor. Bring your legs all the way up, legs over the hips, flexing your feet  in the air so that they are directly over the bottom of your ribcage (see  Figure 3-7). Alternately, if this position causes you leg pain, you can bend your knees — the workout will be almost as good.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 3-7: Working the adductors.
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                  [image: Tip]
               

               	If this position causes you any back pain — or if you’d just like a little more support — place your hands, palms down, under the two bones at either side of your spine at the lower portion of your back, and lift your hips slightly.

               
                  First exercise: basic adductor

                  From this starting position with your legs up over your body, press your inner thighs together as if you were holding a million dollar bill. Keep pressing the thighs together for four slow counts. Then, as you continue to press your legs together, rotate them outward so that your feet point away from each other. Hold this position for four counts, and then return your legs to their natural, nonspastic position.

                  Repeat this exercise seven more times.

               

               
                  Second exercise: opening and closing the legs

                  From the same starting position, point your toes outward and point your feet toward the ceiling. Open your legs so that your feet are the same distance apart as your hips. Now close your legs and press your heels together, holding for four slow counts. Repeat this exercise seven more times, for a total of eight times.

               

               
                  Third exercise: baby scissors

                  Maintaining the turned-out position of your legs (see the preceding section), separate them slightly. Now bring your legs together again, but this time cross your right leg in front of your left. Use two counts to press them together, and two more counts to open them. Do this move four times; then do it four times with the left
                      leg in front — and repeat the entire exercise again.

               

               
                  To finish

                  Because you don’t need your adductor muscles for many things in everyday life, these exercises may feel very weird, and even painful, at first. Make sure to stretch out your inner thighs after you finish to minimize soreness later. Relax your legs open to the side, with bent knees. For a little added support, feel free to hold onto your thighs with your hands.

               

            

         

         
            More Strengthening: Floor Barre

            Much of ballet takes place at the barre,
                that long, horizontal wooden pole that you find in every ballet studio. In Chapter 6 you can explore the exercises that dancers do when standing at this wondrous piece of equipment.  In this section, you have the opportunity to try these barre exercises on the floor — without worrying about supporting the weight of your body. 

            These exercises are also good to have in your bag of tricks for those times when can’t get to a studio. And if you ever injure your feet or legs, you may still be able to do some of these exercises. 

            
               Powering up your legs

               Daily activities, such as going up stairs, may prepare your leg muscles for ordinary tasks. But the art of ballet is anything but ordinary. 

               When you put the weight of your body on one leg, and lift your other leg to hip or shoulder height, you engage all
                   the muscles of your legs in a most intense way. Therefore, the best way to begin strengthening the leg muscles is to simulate these positions on the floor, without 
                  weight. 

               The following exercises help give your ballet technique a good foundation — literally.

               

               
                  [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
               

               	First exercise: Bending and straightening the leg

               Begin in the initial position on the floor and then follow these steps: 

               
                  
                     	1.	Extend your arms out from the shoulders, palms up, and extend your right leg parallel to the floor (refer to Figure 3-6a).

                  		Keep your abdominal muscles firm to support your lower back. And keep your hips strong — don’t let them move around as you work the right leg. 

                  	
                     2.	Bend your right knee and bring up your pointed right foot, passing the left ankle and knee. Gradually extend your right leg towards the ceiling (Figure 3-8a), eventually straightening your knee. 

                  		Your leg should end up perpendicular to the floor. 

                  
                     	3.	When your knee is straight, flex your foot and rotate your leg out from your hip (Figure 3-8b). Then lower your leg to just off the floor; point your foot, and turn your leg parallel. 

               

               Repeat Steps 2 and 3 for a total of four repetitions. Now it’s time to reverse the exercise.

               From the position in Figure 3-6a, flex your foot and turn it out. Now lift  your foot up perpendicular to the floor with a straight knee (as shown in Figure 3-8b). Turn your leg to the parallel position, point the foot, bend  the knee, and lower the leg, bringing the right foot past the left knee. Then straighten your right leg back to the starting position.

               Repeat this reverse exercise for a total of four repetitions — and then repeat the entire exercise with the left leg, in both directions.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 3-8: Strengthen-ing your leg muscles.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 3-8: Strengthen-ing your leg muscles.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

               
                  Second exercise: Big kicks on the floor

                  This exercise helps to master the high kicks that come up later in this book:

                  
                     
                        	1.	From the position in Figure 3-6a, point your right foot and turn out your leg. 

                     
                        	2.	Keeping both hips in contact with the ground, lift your right leg as high as you can, knee straight.

                     
                        	3.	Lower the leg back to the starting position. 

                  

                  Repeat this seven more times. As you bring your leg down the final time, bend your right knee and place your right foot on the floor, touching the floor with the toes first, then the ball of the foot and finally the heel — ending in the initial position. 

                  Now do the entire exercise with your left leg.

               

            

            
               Building up your back

               For the back exercises in this section, you are once again going to perfect your floor snorkeling technique. Lie face down, arms folded and forehead resting your forearms, as we describe in “The quadriceps,” earlier in this chapter.

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	For these exercises, you need to keep your gluteus and abdominal muscles engaged. If you have any doubt whether your glutes are engaged, touch your sides just below the hips. You should feel an indentation on the outside of the glutes. To engage the abdominals, pull your stomach in, as if you were trying to touch your belly button to your spine. 

               
                  First exercise: Face-down leg lifts

                  

                  
                     [image: TryIt(Ballet)]
                  

                  	From the face-down position, feel as though you are lengthening your right leg out of its hip joint. Slowly, over two counts, lift your leg up to the back, with a straight knee and pointed foot. (You only need to lift it a few inches,  as shown in Figure 3-9a.) Over the next two counts, lower the leg back to  the floor. Repeat with your left leg, and then do three more repetitions with each leg.

                  
                     
                        
                           
                              	
                                 
                                    Figure 3-9: Working up your back muscles. 

                              
                              	
                                 [image: Figure 3-9: Working up your back muscles.]
                              
                           

                        
                     

                  

               

               
                  Second exercise: Backward bends

                  During this exercise, you lift your upper back, while leaving your lower back on the floor, just as you did in “First exercise: Slow half-sit-ups,” earlier in this chapter. But with one catch — now your back muscles are responsible for making the lift. 

                  Start in the floor snorkeling position. Take two counts to lift your upper back up as high as possible (usually about six inches), leaving your arms touching your forehead (Figure 3-9b). Be careful not to lift your shoulders up toward the ears. 

                  Now take two counts to lower your upper back to the starting position,  forehead resting on the forearms. Repeat this exercise three more times.

               

               
                  Third exercise: The “angel”

                  Now that you’ve practiced lifting your legs (with pointed feet) and lifting your upper back, why not combine them? 

                  Start in the floor snorkeling position (see “The quadriceps,” earlier in this chapter). Over two counts, simultaneously lift both legs and 
                     your upper back, moving your arms overhead as shown in Figure 3-9c. Over two more counts, come back to the floor and rest. Repeat three more times. 

                  For obvious reasons, this exercise is called the “angel,” so cursing while you do it is frowned upon.

                  If you’ve actually done all the exercises in this chapter, your body is definitely warm by now. In fact, it may be both warm and sore. As always, be patient with yourself. As you practice these exercises more and more, you will be able to stand — and dance — with more strength and confidence. 

               

            

         

      

      

   


End of sample
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