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THE ORIGINS OF BALLET: FROM RENAISSANCE ITALY
TO THE FRENCH COURT

The roots of ballet stretch back to the Italian Renaissance courts
of the 15th century. Noblemen and women participated in lavish
spectacles known as intermezzi, which combined poetry, music,
and dance. These court entertainments were not yet ballet as we
know it, but they laid the groundwork for a formalized dance art
form. When Catherine de' Medici married the future King Henry II
of  France,  she  brought  these  Italian  dance  traditions  to  the
French  court,  where  they  flourished  under  the  patronage  of  the
monarchy.
The  first  true  ballet,  Le  Ballet  Comique  de  la  Reine,  was
performed in 1581. Choreographed by Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx,
it  was  a  five-hour  spectacle  that  told  a  coherent  story  through
dance  and  music.  This  event  marked  a  turning  point  in  the
history of  ballet,  establishing  the  court  ballet  as  a  distinct
genre. Throughout the 17th century, King Louis XIV—himself an
accomplished  dancer—elevated  ballet  to  new  heights.  He
founded the Académie Royale de Danse in 1661, the world's first
ballet school, and the Paris Opera Ballet soon followed. Under

Louis, the five basic positions of the feet were codified by Pierre
Beauchamp,  giving ballet  a  technical  foundation that  remains
central to this day.

The Rise of Professional
Ballet
During  the  late  17th  and  18th  centuries,  ballet  moved  from
courtly amateur performances to professional theater. Dancers
like  Marie  Camargo  and  Marie  Sallé  pushed  for  technical
virtuosity and expressive freedom. Camargo shortened her skirts
to show her footwork, while Sallé discarded heavy costumes in
favor  of  flowing  Grecian  robes.  The  Romantic  era  of  the  early
19th  century  introduced  the  pointe  shoe  and  the  ethereal
ballerina—think of  La Sylphide  and Giselle.  These productions
emphasized supernatural themes, airborne leaps, and the illusion
of  weightlessness.  This  period  also  saw the  rise  of  the  male
dancer as a partner and soloist, though the ballerina increasingly
became the central star.

CLASSICAL BALLET AND THE RUSSIAN INFLUENCE

While ballet  had originated in Italy and matured in France,  it

https://remodelicious.com/


2

2 History Of Ballet And Modern Dance 2023-01-04

reached its technical apex in Russia. In the late 19th century,
choreographers like Marius Petipa—a Frenchman working in St.
Petersburg—created  enduring  masterpieces:  Swan  Lake,  The
Sleeping Beauty, and The Nutcracker. Petipa's full-length ballets
featured highly structured classical ballet techniques, including
precise footwork, elevated turns, and symmetrical corps de ballet
formations. The music of Tchaikovsky provided an unforgettable
partnership that defined the grand classical style.
The  Ballets  Russes,  founded  by  Sergei  Diaghilev  in  1909,
revolutionized ballet by bringing Russian virtuosity to the West.
Choreographers like Michel Fokine, Vaslav Nijinsky, and George
Balanchine  pushed  against  the  strict  conventions  of  Petipa.
Nijinsky’s The Rite of Spring (1913) caused a riot with its angular,
primitive  movements,  signaling  a  rupture  with  the  past.
Balanchine later moved to the United States, where he founded
the New York City Ballet and developed a distinctly American,
neoclassical  style  that  emphasized  speed,  musicality,  and
abstraction. The history of ballet and modern dance began to
intertwine as Ballet Russe works like Afternoon of a Faun  and
L'Après-midi d'un faune broke the narrative mold and introduced
modernist sensibilities.

THE DAWN OF MODERN DANCE: A REBELLION
AGAINST FORMALITY

At  the  turn  of  the  20th  century,  a  parallel  movement  was
emerging  across  the  Atlantic:  modern  dance.  Dancers  and
choreographers  felt  that  classical  ballet’s  strict  codes  and
hierarchical structures could no longer express the complexities

of modern life. They sought movement that was raw, emotional,
and personal—rooted in the body’s natural impulses rather than
in formal positions.  This was not an evolution of  ballet  but a
deliberate break from it,  yet the two art  forms would forever
influence each other.

Pioneers of Modern Dance
Isadora Duncan,  often  called  the  mother  of  modern  dance,
rejected  corsets,  ballet  slippers,  and  codified  steps.  She  danced
barefoot  in  flowing  tunics,  inspired  by  ancient  Greek  sculpture
and natural movements like skipping, running, and swaying. Her
philosophy  emphasized  freedom  of  expression  and  the
connection  between dance  and  the  soul.  In  the  early  1900s,
Duncan  performed  across  Europe  and  America,  captivating
audiences with her passionate, improvisational style.
Martha Graham took Duncan’s rebellion further, developing a
codified  technique  based  on  contraction  and  release.  Graham’s
choreography  exp lored  psycho log ica l  and  soc ia l
themes—American  pioneer  life,  Greek  mythology,  and  human
conflict.  Her  works  like  Appalachian  Spring  and  Night  Journey
used angular, percussive movements that were the antithesis of
ballet’s  flowing  lines.  The  Graham  technique  became  a
cornerstone  of  modern  dance  training  worldwide.
Other key figures include Merce Cunningham, who collaborated
with avant-garde composer  John Cage and introduced chance
procedures  to  dance;  Katherine  Dunham,  who  integrated
African-Caribbean rhythms and movements;  and José Limón,
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whose  dramatic,  fall-and-recovery  technique  gave  voice  to
oppressed narratives. Each of these choreographers contributed
to the rich tapestry of modern dance history.

Key Philosophies and
Techniques
As modern dance evolved, distinct techniques emerged. Horton
technique,  developed by Lester  Horton,  emphasized flat  backs,
deep lunges,  and a  long,  sweeping line.  Release technique
focused on the efficient use of  gravity and breath.  The Graham
technique  built  strength  through  floor  work  and  spiral
contractions. Meanwhile, European modern dance—pioneered by
Rudolf  Laban,  Mary  Wigman,  and  Kurt  Jooss—emphasized
movement choirs, expressionist intensity, and the exploration of
space. Laban’s movement analysis became a universal tool for
describing and notating dance. These schools of thought spread
globally, leading to a proliferation of styles that continually cross-
pollinated with ballet.

THE CONVERGENCE: CONTEMPORARY DANCE AND
BEYOND

By the mid-20th century, the lines between ballet and modern
dance began to blur. Choreographers trained in both traditions
started  to  create  hybrid  works.  Alvin  Ailey  blended  modern
dance, ballet, jazz, and African-American cultural expressions to
create  works  like  Revelations.  He  founded  the  Alvin  Ailey

American  Dance  Theater,  which  demonstrated  that  modern
dance could be accessible, emotional, and technically rigorous.
Similarly,  choreographers  like  Twyla Tharp  fused  ballet  with
everyday  gestures  and  popular  music,  producing  pieces  that
challenged both ballet purists and modern dance audiences.
The contemporary dance that emerged in the late 20th century
explicitly drew on both ballet and modern dance, often without
the  ideological  baggage  of  either  tradition.  Dance  companies
such as the Netherlands Dance Theater, Ballett Frankfurt, and
Ballet  BC  embraced  a  fluid  vocabulary  that  combined  ballet's
turnout and pirouettes with modern's floor work and contractions.
The principle of release and suspension became common, as
did the use of bare feet alongside ballet slippers. This period also
saw  a  rise  in  site-specific  works,  improvisation,  and  multimedia
collaborations—all  hallmarks  of  the  history  of  ballet  and
modern dance in dialogue.

Postmodern Dance and
Deconstruction
Around the 1960s, a group of New York-based dancers—including
Yvonne  Rainer,  Trisha  Brown,  and  Steve  Paxton—pushed  the
boundaries even further. Known as the Judson Dance Theater,
they rejected theatricality, narrative, and even technique itself.
They performed everyday actions like walking, sitting, and falling,
often  in  non-proscenium  spaces.  This  postmodern  dance
movement  questioned  what  could  be  considered  dance  and
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opened doors for conceptual and minimalistic works. While some
viewed it as a radical departure from both ballet and modern
dance,  its  influence  on  contemporary  choreography  is
undeniable. Today, many choreographers reference postmodern
ideas while also embracing ballet’s physical rigor and modern
dance’s emotional depth.

CONCLUSION: THE INTERWOVEN HISTORY OF BALLET
AND MODERN DANCE

The history of ballet and modern dance is not a simple linear
progression  but  a  complex,  interwoven  narrative  of  tradition,
rebellion, and synthesis. Ballet emerged from court spectacles to
become a classical art form with precise technique and timeless

repertoire.  Modern  dance  arose  as  a  counter-movement,
championing  individuality  and  expressiveness  over  codified
forms. Yet, over time, the two have cross-pollinated repeatedly:
modern pioneers like Graham borrowed from ballet’s structural
clarity, while ballet choreographers like Balanchine incorporated
modern dancers  and ideas.  Today,  most  professional  dancers
train in both disciplines, and the boundaries between “ballet” and
“modern” are increasingly fluid. Whether in a classical Giselle  or
a  contemporary  duet,  the  shared  goal  remains  the  same:  to
communicate  the  depth  of  human  experience  through
movement.  Understanding  this  dual  heritage  enriches  our
appreciation  of  dance  in  all  its  forms,  reminding  us  that
innovation often springs from the tension between tradition and
revolution.


