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ABSTRACT
Drawing on historical perspectives, the paper follows the main diachronic line of world ballet history, and 
from a broad perspective focuses on Slovenia and the concept of national ensembles that were dominant 
in 20th-century Europe. A real challenge for national companies emerges at the turn of the century, when 
national companies increasingly become transnational. The repertoire becomes eclectic, and the new 
readings of canonical works are susceptible to the concept of intertextuality, hybridisation of genres and 
co-mixing of cultural influences. The academic, scientific approach has a significant role in following this 
vivid and vibrant process in ballet art. It studies dance art from numerous analytical perspectives that sur-
pass the acquiring of technical dancing skills and the factual history of dance but rather involve semiotics, 
anthropological, philosophical, psychoanalytical, socio-political and feminist and gender perspectives, as 
well as kinesiology, anatomy and physiology in the context of safe practice. In the previous academic year, 
Slovenia acquired its dance academy which offers studying and teaching of ballet on an entirely new lev-
el. It produces not only future professionals, but indirectly facilitates the education of a wider population 
relating to the significance of dance for the culture of the 21st century. It will potentially secure a double 
result: the preservation of the autochthonic culture and tradition and the opening up to new tendencies 
and philosophies as an integrative factor within Europe and worldwide. 
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INTRODUCTION
This text recognises the dichotomy between the concept of the so-called national ballet styles, scho-
ols and companies and their international character that traverses into a fully transnational mode. It 
follows the main diachronic line of world ballet history, its emergence, development, international 
dispersion and modern and postmodern influences and from a broad perspective focuses on Slovenia 
that is about to celebrate the 100th anniversary of its professional ballet that experiences transnational 
global trends. In an attempt to address the issue of how to cope with the ongoing vivid and vibrant pro-
cesses in ballet art, it is suggested that the answer is the establishment of tertiary academic institutions 
that shall obtain a dual outcome: the safeguarding of the local culture and traditions and the exposure 
to new trends and philosophies as international integrative elements. 

The desk research included works of Susan Au (2002) on general ballet history, Henrik Neubauer (1997, 
1999) on Slovenian ballet history, Lynn Garafola (1999) on contextual ballet history, Andrée Grau (1998) 
on an alternative approach to history, Alexandra Carter (1998) on the importance of academic educati-
on, Helena Wulff (2001) on the transnational context, etc. The paper also briefly addresses some of the 
most prominent theoreticians whose work is significant for dance studies such as Graham McFee (1992, 
1999, 2011), Susan Foster (1986, 1996), Selma Jeanne Cohen (1992), Janet Adshead-Lansdale (1994, 
1999), Deborah Jowitt (2011), Ann Daly (2006), Katalin Sebestény (2016) and others.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES OF ACADEMIC BALLET
General development 
From a historical point of view classical ballet can be traced back over nearly four hundred years (Jackson, 
1999). The dances of the Italian Renaissance courts of the 16th century were brought by Catherine de Medici 
to France where they flourished during the reign of Louis XIV who established the Académie Royale de la 
Danse in 1661. The ethnic court dancing transitioned into classical ballet with the canonization that came 
from Pierre Beauchamp (1631-1705), the first ballet master in the period of Lully and Molière, who introdu-
ced the five feet positions and the first notation. Ballet officially became a national art form under Louis XIV 
(Karthas, 2015) but eventually spread all over Europe from Russia to Britain.  In the 18th century ballet was 
transformed by the choreographer and theorist Jean-Georges Noverre (1727–1810) who by inventing ballet 
d’action dramaturgically equalised ballet, that was until then a mere decorative form, with the opera. 
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The author of the first written ballet methodology was Carlo Blasis (1797–1878). His students were 
teachers of Enrico Cecchetti (1850–1928), one of the great ballet teachers and theorists who advocated 
the Italian school of ballet. It celebrated virtuosity and his principles characterised the works of many 
artists and still forms part of the study of dance for many professional choreographers and dance stu-
dents (Adshead, 1994). Another famous dance technique was that of August Bournonville (1805–1879), 
a ballet master of the Royal Danish Ballet, who was a pupil of his father Antoine and other French ballet 
masters such as Auguste Vestris (1760–1842). Even today this ballet technique resembles the original 
dancing techniques of Paris at the beginning of the 19th century. The Russian Imperial School known 
under the name of the Legat technique was introduced in the West by the Russian immigrant Nicolai 
Legat (1869–1937). He was a student of Christian Johansson (1817–1903), a very significant figure at 
the end of the 19th century who came to St. Petersburg as a ballet master from the Royal Swedish Ballet 
that was under the French influence already from the 18th century with the appearance of Louis Gallo-
dier (1734–1803) who is considered the father of the Swedish Ballet. The Swedish Ballet was also influ-
enced by the Italian Filippo Taglioni (1777–1871) whose daughter Marie Taglioni was born in Sweden. 
Nicolai Legat was a partner of the most famous romantic ballerinas: Marie Taglioni (who was the first 
Sylphide) and Carlotta Grisi (who was the first Giselle). 

The French Romantic ballet was imported into Russia and gradually transformed into the real classical 
ballet in the formal sense; the high point of ballet classicism is generally seen to have occurred at the end 
of the 19th century when at the Russian Imperial Court there was an assemblage of artists from all over 
the world with Marius Petipa (1818–1910) as the leading choreographer and ballet master, who came 
from France and combined the strong French and Italian schools and created the Russian style of ballet.

Since its emergence as a theatre art in the 19th century, ballet has reflected the search for national 
identity and stylistic distinctiveness. In relation to training, the 19th century saw the establishment of 
the four “schools” of ballet: French, Italian, Danish and Russian traditions which are still acknowledged 
today, although with varying levels of influence (RAD, 2006, p. 18). After the Revolution and World War 
I and the brief period of the Russian avant-garde, Agrippina Vaganova (1879–1951) defined the most 
influential Vaganova methodology in St. Petersburg in 1934 in Soviet Russia, which is considered to be 
one of the most complete set of ballet rules of the century. It is the subject of much debate in terms of 
suitability for widespread application (RAD, 2006, p. 18) because of its rigid and strict rules. 

However, it may be argued that ballet as classical art was historically connected with imperial politics. 
Michael Greenhalgh in his book What is Classicism? (1990) explains how classical art is linked to impe-
rialistic politics and ideologies. It may be argued that, regarding the art of ballet, this idea corresponds 
to historical facts. The first court ballet emerged in Paris, Ballet Comique de la Reine (1582) after the 
libretto of Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx (Cohen, 1992, p. 19). This was a very important Court Masque that 
created ‘the first integrated theatrical dance, the forerunner of our ballet’ (Sorell, 1957, p. 371). It coin-
cided with the structure and values of Catherine de Medici’s court in Paris and could easily be read as a 
political allegory, perhaps even national propaganda. During the reign of Louis XIII, Cardinal Richelieu 
gave the court ballet a further political bent, employing it to consolidate the power of the king (Au, 
2002, p. 17). Like Louis XIII, Charles I performed leading roles in court masques (Au, 2002, p. 20). Louis 
XIV, who established the Paris Opera, was the most famous dancer of the mid-seventeenth century. He 
dominated the ballet of France that prevailed over the European ballet (Cohen, 1992, p. 9). The closing 
decades of the 18th century marked the emergence of dance as an autonomous theatre art in the form 
of ballet d’action; the pre-Revolutionary repertoire developed at royal courts. Imperial Russian ballet 
had its peak at the end of the 19th century in St. Petersburg, while after the Russian Revolution, with 
the establishment of the new Soviet ‘empire’, the capital moved to Moscow, which became the centre 
of the new Soviet ballet. Even in Britain, according to critic Luke Jennings after the coronation in 1952, 
the audience saw Aurora in The Sleeping Beauty as “a balletic representation of the young Queen Eli-
zabeth” (Jennings, 2003, p. 5). The English school of ballet developed in the early 20th century using a 
combination of the existing traditions. Today there are several major companies such as the Royal Ballet 
and the English National Ballet.  

Classical ballet has survived in democratic countries adopting modern and postmodern influences. Mo-
dern dance evolved at the end of the 19th century, as a revolt against the ‘restrictions’ of ballet (Ambro-
sio, 1999, p. 61), creating its own diachronic lineage. Nevertheless, the influence of modernistic thin-
king was very important for ballet’s further development. For instance, the prominent touring company 
the Ballets Russes under Sergei Diaghilev transformed the very nature of ballet; from style, movement, 
space, music, design, to the costumes and dancer’s physical appearance. From 1909 to 1929, Diaghilev 
and Ballets Russes brought together some of the leading artists of the time (Garafola, 1999, para. 3), 
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significantly influencing western art by drawing on the early influences from the Imperial Ballet, con-
currently promoting modern and avant-garde experimental ideas. Its artists should be credited for the 
revitalisation and establishment of numerous national companies: Serge Lifar for Paris Opéra Ballet; 
George Balanchine, as the co-founder of the New York City Ballet; Mikhail Fokin as the founder of Ame-
rican Ballet; Ninette de Valois established the Royal Ballet; Margareta Froman greatly influenced the 
development of ballet in former Yugoslavia, especially the ballet ensemble in Zagreb. 

In Russia, after the Revolution, ‘the tradition of full-length ballets continued uninterruptedly’ (Crisp & 
Clarke, 1974, p. 42). The Soviet–type Russian ballet remained relatively isolated, but influenced the 
West through Russian immigrants such as Mikhail Baryshnikov and Rudolf Nureyev and significant gu-
est performances such as the extremely influential Prokofiev–Lavrovsky version of Romeo and Juliet in 
London in 1956. With the fall of the iron curtain in 1989, the Russian dancers and pedagogues massively 
left for the West spreading the Vaganova technique that became dominant and eventually numerous 
western contemporary choreographers left for Russia to work with Russian companies–thus adding to 
the effect of globalisation and internationalisation of ballet art.1 

If the 19th century was a period of national schools such as the Italian, French, Danish and Russian, which 
were later on joined by the British and the American, the 20th century is a century of national ballet en-
sembles. By the end of the 20th century numerous socio-political, philosophical and artistic changes oc-
curred under the influence of postmodernism and globalisation. The ballet repertoire became more and 
more eclectic, new interpretations of canonical ballet works were influenced by the concept of intertextu-
ality, there was a hybridisation of genres, a mixture of diverse cultural influences and the national ballets 
increasingly turned into transnational. Within the context of global culture, the concept of a national bal-
let style raises a number of issues (RAD, 2006, p. 18). For instance, Helena Wulff drawing on Ann Kisselgoff 
contends against the national concept of ballet styles citing Pierre Bourdieu who argues for individual 
recognition in artistic fields (2001, p. 33). For her, the pyramidal hierarchy of classical ballet companies 
becomes and outmoded social structure (Wulff, 2001, p. 34). She argues that a good dancer can do any 
style, but she admits that “frequent and sudden changes between national as well as choreographic styles 
may, however, be harmful to the body, and increase the threat of injuries, since different muscles are used 
for different styles” (Wulff, 2001, p. 42). Wulff (2001) mentions that “ballet world is both homogenous in 
work practices and heterogeneous when it comes to national employment laws and funding systems” (p. 
33). She adds that “it is common to present at least one ballet featuring national themes on foreign tours” 
(Wulff, 2001, p. 44) and that “audience taste may vary nationally” (p. 43). The dichotomy and the constant 
negotiating between the national and the international are apparent from the above. 

Yet, if we break the traditional history into many fragmented ‘small’ and individual histories according to 
Jean-François Lyotard’s incredulity towards grand narratives (1984) that emphasises the importance of 
particulars as opposed to universals, we shall see that this intertextual global network of artistic influen-
ces and cooperation is even more complex. According to Andrée Grau (1998), “we have to look at many 
histories of many dances” (p. 200), so the next paragraphs briefly focus on the situation in Slovenia. 

Status in Slovenia
The first professional Slovenian ballet company emerged in 1918, just after World War I. Of course, pri-
or to this, a long history of guest performances of Italian and German troupes, stage dances and pan-
tomime existed, but a real professional Slovenian national company was founded in the new socio-
-political circumstances. Nevertheless, foreign artists must also be credited for this – the Czechs Vaclav 
Vlček and Vaclav Pohan, Italian Grega Poggiolesi, German Alexander Trobisch, Russian immigrants Maria 
Tulyakova, Jelena Polyakova and Peter Golovin Gresserov who opened way for the progress and deve-
lopment of local Slovenian artists. The repertoire spanned from classical works (Coppélia, Fairy Doll, Les 
Sylphides, Swan Lake) to modern titles under the influence of Ballets Russes such as Scheherazade and 
ballets by Slovene composers such as Dance Legend by Risto Savin (Neubauer, 1997, p. 260).

From the very beginning, the Slovenian national ensemble was internationally conditioned and incorpo-
rated into a wider context. For example, ballet The Devil in the Village considered by Croatians to be their 
national ballet was choreographed by the most famous Slovenian choreographer Pino Mlakar. However, the 
Croatian composer Fran Lhotka was of Czech origin, the co-creator of the choreography was Mlakar’s wife Pia 
who was of German origin and the opening night was held in Zürich, Switzerland in 1935. The choreography 
was a mixture of classical ballet, ethno dances and German modern Laban technique. From this example we 
can comprehend the synchronic interrelatedness of artists, styles and techniques of different origins.

1 This discussion on the historical perspective of ballet art is in greater part distilled from the PhD thesis of the author.
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After World War II, a professional ballet company was established in Maribor. It also had a diverse 
repertoire–in the beginning it staged shorter ballets and ballet miniatures but afterwards the ensem-
ble performed large-scale works such as Coppélia, Swan Lake, Giselle, etc. (Neubauer, 1999, p. 480). 
With the arrival of new foreign artists and the adoption of contemporary trends, the ensemble grew 
and developed into a real transnational company. Neubauer (1999, p. 480) mentions that already 
during the 1990s, two-thirds of the Maribor company came from abroad, mainly Russia and Romania. 
It may be argued that, on a small scale, the situation in Slovenia reflected global trends–borders dis-
solved and stimulated a greater mobility of dancers and choreographers thus adding to the transna-
tional quality of both Slovenian ballet ensembles.

The importance of tertiary education
The above-mentioned artistic transformations throughout the 20th century incited the establi-
shment of tertiary educational institutions for ballet and dance in European developed countries 
and the West, as well as in other countries that nurture ballet art. This leads to the issue of educa-
tion and training: in order to be a good dancer it is not necessary to have good general education, 
but talent, predispositions, a long and intensive demanding ballet training and pass an audition 
in a theatre. Yet, if you wish to be a conscious, self-reflective artist, teacher, critic, theoretician or 
choreographer, it is necessary to acquire theoretical knowledge besides the fundamental training. 

According to Alexandra Carter in her introduction to the book The Routledge Dance Studies Reader 
(1998) for some it is still awkward that dance art is studied at the tertiary level of education:

The learning of technical skills is understandable though their relevance in a degree context less 
so; that the history of dance can be explored seems reasonable but hardly substantial; that choreo-
graphy has a craft that can not only be implemented in practice but also studied in theory comes as 
a surprise but is just within the realms of public comprehension (p. 2).

Yet what remains unknown to the wider public is that dance can be studied from many analytical 
perspectives “…including gender and semiotics; within anthropological, philosophical, psycho-
analytical and sociological frameworks; be explored for the potency of its cultural significance; 
embrace a diversity of forms and functions and deploy increasingly sophisticated resources…” (Car-
ter, 1998, p. 2). 

Of course, there is also the study of kinesiology, anatomy, physiology in the context of safe pra-
ctice just as in sports medicine, various methodologies, etc. Carter (1998, p. 9) also mentions that 
for studying dance a model emerged that contains three inter-related concepts: activities of dan-
cing, making dance and appreciating dance which correlates to Jacqueline Smith-Autard’s (2002) 
Midway model of creating, performing and appreciating, that combines the previous educational 
and professional models and contributes to artistic, aesthetic and cultural education.  

Therefore, in most developed countries one can study ballet and dance not only in the pedagogical 
and methodical sense as a dancing technique, but as theatre art through all the above mentioned 
perspectives, including the relationships between postmodern, poststructuralist, postfeminist and 
other current discourses. There is a vast opus of very diverse books and texts–just to mention a 
few authors and their fields of study: Graham McFee (1992, 1999, 2011) in the philosophy of dan-
ce; Susan Foster (1986, 1996) in semiotics of dance; Deborah Jowitt (2011), Lynn Garafola (1999) 
and Ivor Guest (1997) in contextualised dance history; Ann Daly (2006) in feminine critique; Justin 
Howse (2000) in kinesiology–safe practice in dance; Julia Buckroyd (2000) in applied contemporary 
pedagogy in the context of dance; Selma Jeanne Cohen (1992) in dance as theatre art; Janet Adshe-
ad Lansdale (1994, 1999) in analytical perspectives; Katalin Sebestény (2016) in methodology of 
classical ballet, etc.2

A need for an academic level of studying ballet art in Slovenia became increasingly apparent with 
the gaining of independence and entrance into the EU. However, attempts to establish a tertiary 
ballet academy in Slovenia were unsuccessful until now due to many reasons, but arguably mostly 
because small countries such as Slovenia and Croatia could not exclusively deal with such complex 
concepts as ballet art on the academic level. 

2 Discussion on the importance of tertiary education is in greater part distilled from the interview of the author for 
Parada plesa (2017).
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Finally, in the previous academic year the new Alma Mater Dance Academy has been established on 
international and national grounds. It works on two levels: one is potential collaboration on the nati-
onal level with the Slovene National Theatres in Ljubljana and Maribor, with the Conservatory of Music 
and Dance in Ljubljana and Maribor and the Association of Ballet Artists of Slovenia and the other one 
is openness to international cooperation with the Hungarian Dance Academy, individual experts from 
the Vaganova Ballet Academy and the widening of partnership with freelance artists and teachers and 
institutions in the Netherlands, UK, Germany, etc. The Academy offers the acquisition of knowledge and 
practical skills necessary for top-quality, methodical and safe teaching of ballet in formal and informal 
education, as well as in the additional practical dancing, theoretical and interdisciplinary work that will 
open way for an insight into the contextual and related scientific fields. 

CONCLUSION
It may be concluded that if we consider the traditional diachronic line of ballet development we shall 
see that there would be no French ballet without the Italian Renaissance and there would be no Russian 
Ballet without the French, Italian and other artists who had been a part of the Imperial Russian Ballet 
at the end of the 19th century. At the beginning of the 20th century, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes revived 
the interest for ballet art and dispersed it worldwide, indirectly reviving or establishing many national 
ballets including the British and American ballet, but also ballets in south-eastern Europe, accepting 
modern tendencies and transforming ballet art. This manifests a powerful determination of national 
ballets by international influences. 

With the appearance of postmodern philosophy and globalisation, the internationalisation of ensem-
bles turns into a real transnationalisation and most world companies entirely eliminate borders in the 
artistic sense although in legal and organisational structure, they are still conditioned by the societies 
in which they are active. 

In order to negotiate between the national and the transnational, tertiary education is a must that will 
secure the preservation of the autochthonic culture and tradition and enable the opening to new ten-
dencies and philosophies functioning as an integrative factor within Europe and worldwide. This is why 
the establishment of the Alma Mater Dance Academy for Slovene culture and art is invaluable. It enables 
studying and teaching of ballet on an entirely new level and offers education of professionals and indi-
rectly of the wider population on the significance of dance for the culture of the 21st century. 
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