
History of Ballet: A Brief Overview 
Ballet is a classical dance form that originated during the Italian Renaissance in the 15th 
century. It has evolved significantly over time, becoming one of the most respected and 
technically demanding forms of dance in the world. 

 
1. Origins in the Italian Courts 

• 15th Century Italy: Ballet began as a form of entertainment in the courts of the 
Italian Renaissance. It was initially performed at lavish events such as weddings 
and festivals. These early ballets were not the complex dance forms we see today 
but more of a theatrical spectacle involving music, poetry, and elaborate costumes. 

• The word "ballet" itself comes from the Italian word balletto, meaning "little dance." 
 

2. The Influence of French Royalty 
• 16th Century France: Ballet spread from Italy to France when Catherine de’ Medici, 

an Italian noblewoman, married King Henry II of France. She introduced ballet to the 
French court and sponsored ballet performances. 

• Louis XIV and Ballet: The most significant patron of ballet in France was King Louis 
XIV in the 17th century. A skilled dancer himself, Louis established ballet as an art 
form by founding the Académie Royale de Danse in 1661, the world’s first ballet 
school. Under his reign, ballet became more structured, with formal steps and 
positions, and began to resemble the technique-driven performances we see today. 

• Louis XIV's love for ballet helped popularize the dance form and solidified France's 
central role in its development. 

 
3. The Birth of Classical Ballet 

• 18th Century: By the 18th century, ballet had developed into a performance art that 
told stories through dance, music, and mime. It became a more theatrical 
experience, with dancers performing on stages in front of audiences rather than in 
court. 

• Ballet also became more professional, with dancers training rigorously. Many of the 
fundamental ballet positions and techniques (such as the five positions of the feet) 
were formalized during this period. 

 
4. The Romantic Era 

• 19th Century: The Romantic period (1830-1850) marked a time of significant 
evolution for ballet. The ballets of this era focused on themes of fantasy, dreams, 
and escape, often featuring supernatural elements like fairies and ghosts. 

• The role of the ballerina became central during this period, with the development of 
pointe work (dancing on the tips of the toes) to convey the ethereal quality of the 
characters. 

• Famous ballets from this era include Giselle (1841) and La Sylphide (1832), both of 
which helped solidify the role of female dancers in leading ballet roles. 

 
5. Russian Ballet and the Classical Period 



• Late 19th Century: In the late 1800s, Russia became a major center for ballet. The 
Imperial Ballet in St. Petersburg, under the leadership of choreographer Marius 
Petipa, created some of the most famous ballets in history. Petipa worked closely 
with composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky to produce timeless works such as: 

o The Sleeping Beauty (1890) 
o Swan Lake (1895) 
o The Nutcracker (1892) 

• Russian ballet emphasized precise technique, grandeur, and elaborate storytelling, 
and became the hallmark of classical ballet. 

 
6. 20th Century Ballet and Modern Innovations 

• Early 20th Century: The 20th century saw a revolution in ballet with the emergence 
of Ballets Russes, led by Sergei Diaghilev. This avant-garde ballet company based in 
Paris fused traditional ballet with modern art, music, and fashion. It introduced 
groundbreaking works like The Firebird and The Rite of Spring, which pushed the 
boundaries of what ballet could be. 

• George Balanchine: Later, George Balanchine, a Russian-born choreographer, co-
founded the New York City Ballet in 1948 and brought ballet to the forefront of 
American culture. Balanchine developed what is known as "neoclassical" ballet, 
which focused less on narrative and more on pure movement and musicality. His 
work remains influential in ballet companies worldwide. 

 
7. Ballet Today 

• Modern Ballet: Today, ballet continues to evolve, with companies blending 
classical and contemporary dance styles. While traditional ballets like Swan 
Lake and The Nutcracker remain staples, choreographers are experimenting with 
new ways of storytelling, integrating technology, and exploring modern themes. 

• Ballet is now performed and respected globally, with major ballet companies in 
cities like New York, Moscow, Paris, and London. 

 


