apollos angels a history of ballet

Apollos Angels: A History of Ballet is a captivating exploration of the art
form that has enchanted audiences for centuries. Written by Jennifer Homans,
this comprehensive narrative delves into the evolution of ballet from its
origins in the Italian Renaissance courts to its current global presence. The
book not only chronicles the development of ballet as a technical and
artistic discipline but also contextualizes its cultural significance and the
societal changes that have influenced its trajectory. The journey through the
world of ballet is rich with anecdotes, historical references, and insights
into the lives of the dancers who have shaped this exquisite art.

Origins of Ballet

Ballet's roots can be traced back to the Renaissance in Italy during the 15th
century. It began as a courtly entertainment, characterized by lavish
costumes, elaborate sets, and intricate choreography.

From Court to Stage

1. Italian Beginnings:

— The first ballet performances were held in the courts of the Medici family.
- Notable events included "La Giuditta," performed in 1500, which combined
dance, music, and drama.

2. Influence of France:

— The art form gained prominence when Catherine de' Medici married Henry II
of France.

— The establishment of the Académie Royale de Danse in 1661 by Louis XIV
further formalized ballet as an art.

Characteristics of Early Ballet

— Movement Vocabulary: Early ballet incorporated a variety of dance forms,
including social dances and folk traditions.

— Themes and Narratives: Unlike modern ballet, early performances were less
focused on storytelling and more on the spectacle and display of skill.

— Costuming and Set Design: Costumes were elaborate, often reflecting the
status of the performers and the grandeur of the court.

The Rise of the Romantic Ballet

The 19th century marked a significant transformation in ballet with the
emergence of the Romantic style. This period emphasized emotion, fantasy, and
the supernatural.



Key Features of Romantic Ballet

1. Themes of Nature and the Supernatural:

- Romantic ballets often featured mythical creatures, ghostly figures, and
elements of nature.

— Notable works include "Giselle" and "La Sylphide."

2. The Role of the Female Dancer:

— The ballerina became the central figure in Romantic ballet, showcasing
ethereal qualities and technical prowess.

— The invention of the pointe shoe allowed dancers to appear weightless and
otherworldly.

3. Influence of Choreographers:

— Choreographers like August Bournonville and Marius Petipa played pivotal
roles in shaping the Romantic style.

— Petipa's collaborations with composers such as Tchaikovsky led to iconic
works like "Swan Lake" and "The Sleeping Beauty."

The Emergence of New Techniques

— Pointe Technique: The development of pointe work allowed for new levels of
expression and movement.

— Theatrical Innovations: The use of gas and later electric lighting
transformed stage productions, enhancing the visual impact of performances.

— Dramatic Storytelling: Ballet began to incorporate more narrative elements,
making it accessible to wider audiences.

Classical Ballet and the 20th Century

As ballet continued to evolve, the 20th century brought about new challenges
and transformations. The impact of modernism and the rise of new dance forms
influenced the classical ballet repertoire.

American Ballet and the Ballet Russes

1. Ballet Russes:

- Founded by Sergei Diaghilev in 1909, this company revolutionized ballet
with its innovative choreography and collaborations with contemporary
artists.

- Key works included "The Firebird," "Petrushka," and "The Rite of Spring,"
which challenged traditional ballet conventions.

2. Rise of American Ballet:

— American Ballet Theatre and New York City Ballet were established, bringing
a distinct American flavor to the art form.

Choreographers such as George Balanchine emphasized speed, musicality, and
athleticism.



Integration of Modern Dance

— Blending Styles: The fusion of ballet with modern dance techniques led to a
more expansive vocabulary and broader artistic expression.

— Influential Figures: Pioneers like Martha Graham and Merce Cunningham
redefined movement, inspiring ballet choreographers to experiment with new
forms.

Contemporary Ballet

Today, ballet continues to evolve, reflecting contemporary culture and
artistic trends.

Current Trends in Ballet

1. Diversity and Inclusion:

- Contemporary ballet companies are increasingly focusing on representation,
welcoming dancers from diverse backgrounds.

- New works are being created that explore various themes, including social
issues and personal narratives.

2. Cross-Disciplinary Collaborations:

— Collaborations between ballet and other art forms, such as visual arts and
technology, are becoming more common.

— Choreographers are experimenting with multimedia to enhance storytelling
and audience engagement.

The Global Influence of Ballet

- International Ballet Companies:

— Companies from countries like Russia, China, and Brazil are gaining
recognition and contributing to the global ballet landscape.

— Ballet Schools and Training:

- Institutions worldwide are training the next generation of dancers,
emphasizing a blend of traditional and contemporary techniques.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Ballet

Apollos Angels: A History of Ballet serves as a testament to the resilience
and adaptability of ballet as an art form. From its royal origins to its
modern interpretations, ballet has continually evolved, reflecting the times
and cultures it inhabits. The narrative woven by Homans not only highlights
the technical aspects of ballet but also emphasizes its emotional depth and
cultural significance. As we look to the future, the art of ballet remains a
vibrant and essential part of the global artistic landscape, inspiring new
generations of dancers and audiences alike. Whether through the classic works
that have stood the test of time or the innovative creations of contemporary
choreographers, ballet's enchantment endures, reminding us of the beauty and
power of this timeless art form.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'Apollo's Angels: A History
of Ballet'?

'Apollo's Angels' primarily explores the rich history of ballet, tracing its
evolution from the Renaissance to modern times, and highlighting key figures
and cultural shifts that shaped the art form.

Who is the author of 'Apollo's Angels' and what is
her background?

The author of 'Apollo's Angels' is Jennifer Homans, a former dancer and dance
critic, who draws on her extensive knowledge of ballet and its history to
provide a comprehensive narrative.

How does 'Apollo's Angels' connect ballet to broader
cultural movements?

'Apollo's Angels' connects ballet to various cultural movements by
illustrating how historical events, societal changes, and artistic
innovations influenced the development and perception of ballet throughout
the ages.

What are some of the key themes explored in 'Apollo's
Angels'?
Key themes in 'Apollo's Angels' include the interplay between art and

politics, the impact of gender on ballet, and the tension between tradition
and innovation within the dance world.

What unique perspective does 'Apollo's Angels' offer
on the history of ballet?

'Apollo's Angels' offers a unique perspective by blending personal anecdotes,
historical analysis, and detailed accounts of significant performances,
making the history of ballet accessible and engaging for readers.

How has 'Apollo's Angels' been received by critics
and audiences?

'Apollo's Angels' has received critical acclaim for its thorough research and
eloquent writing, often being praised for its ability to captivate both
ballet enthusiasts and newcomers to the art form.

What role does the figure of George Balanchine play
in 'Apollo's Angels'?
George Balanchine is a central figure in 'Apollo's Angels', representing a

pivotal transformation in ballet during the 20th century, and is examined for
his innovative choreography and influence on modern ballet.



Can 'Apollo's Angels' be considered a definitive
history of ballet?

'Apollo's Angels' is often considered a definitive history of ballet due to
its extensive research, inclusion of diverse perspectives, and its ability to
synthesize complex historical narratives into a coherent story.
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