Ballet Terms 

Allongé 

["elongated"]

With the arms stretched out as far as possible. 


 

Arabesque 

["Arabic"]

 
 A pose with one leg stretched straight out to the back and one arm usually stretched out to the front. The back leg may be on the floor or at 45, 90, or 135 degrees. 


 

Arm Positions 

 
The position with the arms to the side is universally known as second position.   Arms overhead are sometimes called en couronne ("like a crown"). In this position, they should be far enough forward that you can just make out the little fingers (by peripheral vision) when looking straight ahead. 

Numbering: (a) (arms down) is bras au repos according to the French school, "preparatory position" according to the Russian school, and first position according to Cecchetti. (b) (arms to the side) is universally known as second position. (c) (arms in front) is first position according to the French and Russians and fifth position en avant ["in front"] according to Cecchetti. (d) (arms overhead) is fifth position for the French, third position for the Russians, and fifth position en haut ["up high"] for Cecchetti. 

 
 

Attitude   


A pose. As with the arabesque, the working leg is raised. But unlike the arabesque, it is bent, not straight, and, also unlike the arabesque, it can be done to the front, the side, or the back. In attitude to the front or the back, if the angle is 90 degrees, the calf should be as nearly horizontal as possible. 

 
Balancé 

 
A waltz step. For a balancé to the right, start in fifth position. On count of 1-2-3, right foot goes out to the side and the weight is transferred to it.  Immediately bring left foot behind right and and transfer the weight to the ball of the left foot while rising up on it. Put your weight back on the right foot flat on the floor (not raised up) A balancé to one side is almost always followed by a balancé to the other side. 

  
Barre 


["bar"]  

     Waist-high railing along the wall of a studio ; used by dancers to steady themselves in the first part of a class


 

Battement 

["beating"] 

 
A generic term for various movements in which the leg is extended and then returned. 

 

Battement tendu

 ["stretched beat"]. ("Tendu" for short.) 


Slide the working foot out until only the toes are touching the floor; then slide it back. An important exercise for learning to move the foot quickly and gracefully while maintaining placement. Balanchine considered it the most important exercise in all of ballet. 

Chaîné turns

Short for tours chaînées déboulés, "chained, rolling turns."  Fast turns on half or full point with the legs in a tight first position, rotating a half turn on one foot and the other half on the other foot.  Done one after the other so they're "chained" together. 

 
 

Chasse
 ["chased"]. 


A gliding step. The working leg slides out; put weight on working leg and draw other leg along floor to it. (In American folk dancing, this word was mispronounced, giving rise to the term "sashay.") 

 

Ciseaux 
["scissors"]. 

    
Opening the legs, like the blades of a pair of scissors, to a wide second position; may be jumped. Not to be confused with sissonne. 

Class 

(in French, also leçon ["lesson"]). 


Carefully graded sequence of exercises lasting, typically, an hour and a half. The work falls into three parts- 


Barre -- Stretching and warming-up exercises done at the barre
40-60 minutes



Adage – Slow work, in the center of the studio.  Emphasis is on sustaining positions and on balance         
 

            
Allegro -- Fast work, mostly combinations (sequences of steps) with big jumps and turns 
 

Combination 


A series of steps linked together, usually as an exercise in class. 

 
 

Coupé 

["cut"].

A linking step in which the working foot displaces the supporting foot (cuts it away). Sometimes used, incorrectly, for the position sur le cou-de-pied in back or, less often, in front. 

 

Croisé 
["crossed"]. 

 
A position on stage in which the dancer faces one of the front corners with the legs crossed. 

 

Croix, en 
["in (the form of) a cross"].

 Usually applied to exercises at the barre: the exercise is done first with the working leg moving to the front, then to the side, then to the back, and then to the (same) side again. 

 
 

Dégagé 
["disengaged"]. 


A movement or position in which the working leg is lifted off the floor. 

Derrière
 ["behind"]. 


Directed behind the body. À la quatrième derrière is with the leg pointing back from the body. 

 
 

Devant 
["ahead"].


 Directed in front of the body. À la quatrième devant is with the leg pointing ahead of the body. 

Developpé 
["developed"].

 A movement in which the working leg is drawn up to the knee of the supporting leg and from there smoothly out to a position in the air, usually at 90 degrees (i.e., parallel to the floor). 

 
 

Ecarte’
["separated"]. 


A position on stage in which the dancer faces one of the front corners with the working leg in second position, either on or off the floor. The body is tilted slightly away from the working leg. The arm on the side of the working leg is raised; the arm on the side of the supporting leg is in second. If the working leg and raised arm are downstage (toward the audience), this is écarté devant; if they are upstage, this is écarté derrière. 

 

Echappé  
["escaped"]. 

    Movement in which the legs move from fifth position out to second position or, occasionally, to fourth position 

 

Effacé 
["effaced"]. 

Position on stage in which the dancer faces one of the downstage corners with the legs crossed, upstage leg forward. The downstage arm is usually raised in this position, so that the face is shaded, or effaced.

 

Elevation 


The ability to jump high in the air. A step of elevation is a jump. 

 

En face 
["facing"]. 


A position on stage facing directly forward, toward the audience. 

 

En l'air 
["in the air"]. 


Used to describe movements in which the working leg is raised a considerable distance off the ground.   
      Antonym: terre-à-terre. 

Extension 


The ability to raise the working leg high in the air. 

 Feet, Positions of 


1--
Feet in line with heels together 


2 -- Feet in line, heels apart 
      3--  Feet touching, one foot in front of the other and overlapping by about half the length of the foot 
      4--  Feet apart, separated about the length of a foot, one foot in front of the other 

5--  Feet touching, one foot in front, heel to toe and toe to heel
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Fondu 
["melted"]. 


Any movement that lowers the body by bending one leg. In a plié, both legs support the body; in a fondu, only one leg supports the body. 

 

Fouetté 
["whipped"]. 


Typically, a movement in which the working leg is brushed vigorously either forward or backward. You then use the inertia of the leg to turn the body around, so that the body turns 180 degrees away from the leg, which remains where it was. 

 

Fouetté en tournant 
["turning fouetté"]. 


A turn in which a whipping motion of the working leg makes the body go round. When you hear of "32 fouettés" in Swan Lake or some other ballet, this is what they mean. 

 

Frappé 
["struck"], 


in full, battement frappé, "struck beat". Working foot rests lightly on the ankle of the supporting foot. Throw the working leg forcefully out to a dégagé position so that it strikes the floor 1/3 of the way out. Hold the leg out as long as possible, returning it to its initial position at the last moment. (Russian frappés start in tendu, darting to the supporting leg and back out again.) Can be done to the front, side, or back. 

Glissade 
["glide"]


 A connecting step. Start in plié; move the right foot out to pointe tendu; then move onto that leg, closing the left foot and landing in plié. Can be done in any direction. 

  

Grand Battement 
["big beat"]. 


A "kick" in which the working leg is raised as high as possible while keeping the rest of the body still. "Kick" is in quotes because the battement should be a controlled lift, not a throwing of the leg into the air, and the leg must be controlled while coming down. The kicks one associates with a chorus line are grands battements. 

 

Grand Jeté 
["big thrown (step)"]. 


A long horizontal jump, usually forward, starting from one leg and landing on the other. In the middle of the jump, the dancer may be doing a split in midair. One of the most memorable of all ballet jumps; the dancer seems to float in the air, as a result of the shift of his center of gravity from the split. 

 
 

Jeté 
["thrown"]. 


A jump from one foot to the other foot, throwing the working leg out. See petit jete and grand jete. 

 

Jumps 


Jumps have been classified as follows: (1) from both feet to both feet (e.g. changements); (2) from both feet to one foot (e.g. sissonnes); (3) from one foot to both feet (e.g., assemblés); (4) from one foot to the same foot (e.g., temps levés); (5) from one foot to the other foot (e.g., jetés). 

  

Pas de Bourrée 
["bourrée step," the bourrée being an old folk dance]. 

1. One of the simplest connecting steps, used to link other steps in a combination. 2. A gliding movement by a dancer on pointe consisting of many very small steps taken with the feet close together. 

 

Pas de Chat 

["step of the cat"]. 


A jump. Leap off the left leg, starting from a plié and raising the right leg into retiré. In midair, raise the left leg into retiré, too, so your legs form a diamond shape in the air. Land on the right leg with the left leg still in retiré; then bring it down, landing in another plié. In the famous dance in Swan Lake in which the four cygnets dance with interlaced arms, they do sixteen pas de chat. 

 
Passé 
["passed"]. 


A movement in which the pointed foot of the working leg is made to pass the knee of the supporting leg. Frequently used--incorrectly--as a synonym for retiré. 

 
Penché 
["leaning"]. 


A tilting of the body to achieve an exteme picture. An example is when the dancer is in an arabesque at 90 degrees. She then pushes her working leg upward and over, pushing the body down towards the supporting leg to achieve a much greater angle between legs, often resulting in a 180-degree split. 

Petit Battement 
["little beat"]. 


An exercise for speed and agility in the lower leg. In the starting position, the working leg is sur le cou-de-pied.  It opens in the direction of 2nd position but only half way, as the leg does not fully extend at the knee. The working leg then closes to sur le cou-de-pied opposite of where it started (in back if it started in front and vice versa). Done repeatedly, back and front. The knee and thigh of the working leg stay in the same place and do not move during the exercise. 

Petit Jeté 
["little jump"]. 


A jump: brush the working foot out, hop off the supporting leg, and land on the working foot with the other foot sur le cou-de-pied behind. Can be done to the front, the side, or the back. 

Pirouette 
["spin"]. 


A complete turn on one leg. The dancer usually goes round more than once. The raised leg is most commonly held in rétiré, but pirouettes with the leg in other positions are not uncommon. If the direction of the turn rotates the raised leg away from the front of the body, the pirouette is en dehors; if it rotates the leg toward the front, it is en dedans. The dancer spots (see "spotting") in order to avoid becoming disoriented. Pirouettes are usually fast, but supported pirouettes, in which a partner steadies the soloist, may be done very slowly. 

Placement

Roughly, alignment of the body. Becoming properly placed means learning to stand up straight, with hips level and even, shoulders open but relaxed and centered over the hips, pelvis straight (neither protruding nor tucked under), back straight, head up, weight centered evenly between the feet. This posture is frequently described as "pulled up," but it is also a relaxed posture; you aren't tensed up like a soldier standing at attention. as you dance, you seek to maintain this posture except when the step requires something different, like épaulement, or like the slight forward arch of the spine that accompanies an arabesque. 

Plié 
["bent"]. 


Knee bends, done with the legs turned out. Normally the first exercise in a ballet class. Demi-plié ["half-bent"] is a shallow bend (in all positions but second, as far down as you can go without lifting the heels off the floor); grand plié ["big plié"] is a deep bend, down to where the thighs are almost horizontal. In all positions except second, the heels release from the floor in a grand plié. 

Pointe 
["point"] (demi ["half"], quarter, three-quarter, sur les pointes ["on the points"]). 


The point of the foot. Demi-pointe, etc., refer to how far the heel is raised off the floor in a relevé. Definitions vary, but this will do for starters: quarter point is with the heel just off the floor; three-quarter point is a straight line from the knee to the ball of the foot. Demi pointe is half way between. Sur les pointes, or "on pointe," is on the tips of the toes--literally. Children should not be allowed to go on pointe until the bones of their feet are fully developed--typically about the age of 11 or 12. 

Pointe Tendu 
["stretched point (of the foot)"].

 A position in which the working leg is stretched straight out in any direction with only the tip of the foot touching the floor. 

Port de bras 
["carriage of the arms"]. 


1. How a dancer uses his arms. 2. Specific movements of the arms, as first port de bras, second port de bras, etc. 3. Sometimes used instead of cambré. A grand port de bras is a circular bend, either toward the barre, then down, then up away from the barre, and then backward and back toward the barre: or the same thing in the opposite direction. 

Promenade 

["walk"]. 


A pivot turn in which the dancer moves slowly around by shifting the heel of the supporting leg. The rest of the body may be in arabesque or attitude. In a supported promenade, the partner turns the soloist. 

Relevé
["raised"] 


A movement in which the heels are raised off the floor. The rise may be smooth or aided by a slight spring, depending on the school. A dancer in such a position is said to be "in relevé." 

Retiré
 
["withdrawn"]

A position in which the working foot is drawn up to the knee of the supporting leg. Also frequently (and incorrectly) called passé. 

Rond de jambe 
["circular movement of the leg"].

 A movement in which the working leg is made to describe a letter D about the supporting leg. May be done with the working foot on the floor or in the air. In a rond de jambe en dehors ("outward") on the floor, the working leg moves from first (or fifth) position to pointe tendu forward, makes a half circle to pointe tendu in back, and then returns to first, if the rond de jambe is to be repeated, and otherwise to first or fifth. A wonderful exercise for turnout. In a rond de jambe en dedans ("inward"), the direction of movement is reversed. In a demi rond de jambe, the working leg goes only half-way around, stopping in second position. A grand rond de jambe, is executed with the supporting leg in plié. A rond de jambe en l'air ("in the air") is done with the working leg raised off the floor, frequently at an angle of 90 degrees (parallel to the floor). 

Soubresaut 

["sudden leap"]. 


A jump from both feet to both feet. Beginning in 5th croisé, the feet push off the floor so that the body flies forward with feet pointed and legs together. Before the jump, the body inclines forward, and then during the jump bends forcefully back, so that the legs remain at the back. The movement ends in 5th croisé. The arms are free and depend only on the design of what is being sought after; when studying, they usually begin in preparatory, come up to first during the jump, and end in preparatory again. 

Soutenu 
["sustained"]


 (a) Performed smoothly and slowly. (b) Also used to indicate a smooth détourné. 

Spotting 


Technique for  keeping oriented and avoiding dizziness during turns. Pick an object ; keep looking at it as you turn until you can't any longer; then quickly turn your head so you are looking at it again. 

Temps 

Literally, "time," but perhaps "moment" would be better. A movement that forms part of a step. Grant says a part in which there is no transfer of weight, which raises some interesting questions about temps lié. 

Terre-à-terre  
["ground to ground"]. 


Used to describe steps in which the dancer's feet do not leave the floor. Antonym: movements). 

Turnout  


The balletic stance in which the legs are rotated outward so that the legs (and feet) point in opposite directions. A dancer adopting this position is said to be "turned out." Usage varies, but most people seem to measure the degree of turnout by the angle between the foot and the mid-saggital plane of the body. The ideal, with both feet in a straight line, is thus 90 degrees of turnout. Turnout must begin at the hip. Forcing the feet and letting everything else follow puts severe strain on the joints, especially the knees, and defeats the purpose of turnout, which is to rotate the thigh bone to permit greater extension, especially to the side. 

