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Prelude





The Everyday Dancer is a book about dancing: what it is, how we do it, what it feels like and what happens when it’s all over. Through the structure of a dancer’s typical day, the narrative reveals both the everyday schedule and the arc of a dancer’s career, from the very first ballet class, through training, to company life, up through the ranks performing both in the corps de ballet and as a principal and then, not thirty years after it all began, to the final curtain: retirement, and the sense of loss that comes with saying goodbye to your childhood dreams.


The Everyday Dancer is not intended to be my story, although inevitably I’ve drawn on my own experiences as a starting point; nor is it intended to portray any single company, any one performance or any particular day. Sharp-eyed readers will recognise elements from certain ballets and may even spot familiar faces within the pages, but the descriptions are intended to be indicative only. In general I’ve used one personal pronoun – he or she – instead of both, although in many cases (not all) the ‘everyday dancer’ I’m describing, as well as the choreographers and teachers along the way, could be either male or female. Think Everyman, and forgive those places where I’ve conflated ballets, people and experiences to paint a clearer picture. 


A documentary film-maker once described television to me as ‘a series of small lies to tell a greater truth’. If I’ve played with some details here it’s with a similar intention – to create an honest account of what it is to be a dancer. Not the sensational headlines, nor the glamorous veneer, just the real, everyday and, at the same time, remarkable experience of dancing for a living.


Deborah Bull
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10.30 – 11.45 Class





It’s 28 minutes past 10 o’clock. Around the sides of the studio – leaning against the barres, draped across them or stretched out beneath – a group of perhaps thirty dancers is gearing up to do class. They’re dressed in an odd array of Lycra, leggings, sweatshirts, chiffon skirts, tracksuit pants, woollen socks and thick fleecy slippers. Legs extend from torsos at unfeasible angles, spines curve backwards and forwards in seamless arcs, calves are massaged, ankles manipulated, tight muscles gently eased. Scrubbed clean of last night’s make-up, their faces are drawn, with faint dark shadows below the eyes. Some of them are deep within their own world, intensely focused on their pre-class routine, while others seem to have drifted here on autopilot, not quite ready to focus on anything, not yet. There’s a gentle hum of conversation about nothing in particular but the volume, like the energy level, is low. It’s not yet twelve hours since the curtain came down on the last performance and in nine hours’ time it will go up again, on the next. Class, and the dancer’s every day, is about to begin.


Class. It’s probably as hard for a dancer to explain class as it is for most people to explain breathing. It’s what we do, the ignition key that starts each day. Without class, nothing else happens. It is our daily bread, both rigour and ritual to the dancer, as the Lord’s Prayer is to the Priest: an unfailing constant, an inspiration, a reminder of the perfection to which we aspire … and, from time to time, an irritatingly repetitive formula it is all too easy to practise mindlessly and, therefore, without any real benefit.


Class is also a great democratiser. Ballet is one of the very few professions in which the most celebrated stars and the humblest of aspirants warm up and take correction together, en masse, the Darcey Bussells and the Edward Watsons lined up at the barre alongside the newest members of the corps de ballet and, sometimes, final-year students from the school. Every morning, regardless of the fact that the previous night’s performance may have elevated some of us to superstar status, we are all levelled by participation in this same ritual: the daily class.



In the Beginning …


It’s a calculated guess, but I’d say that over the course of our dancing lives, between the ages of perhaps seven and forty, ballet dancers will do upwards of ten thousand ballet classes. It starts early, this diurnal ritual, because it has to. It takes ten years to train a dancer: ten years that have to take place before the effects of puberty set in, while maximum flexibility can still be achieved and the necessary neural connections – essential to speed and accuracy – refined. If you want to succeed as a ballet dancer, you’ll need to begin taking class well before you reach double figures.


My first classes took place in a local ballet school – the Janice Sutton School of Dance in Skegness – which was (and is) fairly typical of the place where most ballet dancers take their first steps. Set two floors above the fish-and-chip shops and amusement arcades of Skegness High Street, it was a large, wooden-floored room, reached via a steep stone staircase. There was a barre running around the sides, but I remember only once being asked to stand alongside it, as I sometimes glimpsed the big girls doing, in their ballet classes. Two solid pillars supported the ceiling and created an obstacle course out of any exercise that wasn’t designed to be danced on the spot.


It is in exactly this sort of studio that many of us learn, for the first time, the rudiments of dancing: to curve our hands gracefully, to point our toes, to hold back our shoulders, to turn out our knees and to ‘smile, dears, smile’. These first ‘official’ ballet classes are unlikely to include many of the exercises a dancer will come to associate with daily class over the course of a professional career, but the weekly routine of good toes, naughty toes and simple steps danced to pretty tunes is where it all begins, where the passionate obsession with moving our bodies according to the hard-acquired and long-practised techniques of ballet takes root.


Before long, the once-a-week class has become twice-weekly sessions, with after-school thrown in, until your parents are driving you to and from dance classes most days of the week. By the time you reach double figures, if you’re to succeed in this highly competitive profession, you’ll have to do what talented eleven-year-olds the world over will be doing: join a full-time ballet school. In today’s global market, and with cheap air travel making all the world a possible stage, dancers are hugely disadvantaged if they don’t start professional training before they reach their teens. (In some of the newer dancing nations, six- and seven-year-olds are already training for several hours each day.) Generally, this means boarding school, where the waking hours can be maximised and both ballet and academic classes squeezed in to a busy, yet balanced, schedule.


So it was that on 9 March 1974, I was one of a small group of ten- and eleven-year-olds undergoing the annual audition for a place at The Royal Ballet School. Looking back now, I’m not sure that I knew then what I was getting into. I had only ever seen one professional ballet performance, by Ballet for All, a small-scale touring group from The Royal Ballet, which introduced ballet to new audiences up and down the country in the 1960s and 1970s. From the Princess Tina Ballet Annual (a cherished Christmas present each year) I had vague notions of ballet companies and a few famous dancers (other than Margot Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev; everyone had heard of them). But, beyond that, it was all a mystery. From my diary, though, it’s clear I understood that this was more than a normal day: every other entry that year in the little beige book (and for several beyond) filled no more than the designated inch of space in the ‘week-to-two-pages’ format. On 9 March, I added a torn-off scrap of paper, which, though yellowing, remains to this day, tucked into its place. In tiny, spidery writing, I described a scene that reads (but didn’t feel) like the one in Billy Elliot:




Got up early. Big breakfast at Compton House Hotel. [We had overnighted at a small hotel in London.] 8.30 a.m. went to 153–155 Talgarth Road. 9 a.m. went in. 13 directors in front of us. 8 girls went in. After 3 girls chucked out. In second group to go in, one got through. There was a girl from Hong Kong (Helen). The girls’ names I remember are: Victoria, Helen, Kathleen (Christine did not get through). Next all six of us went for another exam (dancing). We all passed this. Then we had an orthopaedic exam. Then dinner. Afterwards they interviewed Kath’s parents. Kath did not get in. She was heartbroken. Then my ma and pa went in. I passed. Then we rang my sisters and told them the good news. Looked round London. Came home. Arrived home 10.15 p.m.





The letter of confirmation arrived the following week and, along with eleven other girls and six boys, I became a boarder at The Royal Ballet School – at White Lodge in Richmond Park – on 18 September 1974. (Breakfast at home, set out at 9.20 a.m. Settled in easily. Played tennis after supper. Watched telly. Wrote to Mum.) From that point onwards, class was a different story. No more good toes, naughty toes. At The Royal Ballet School, we did class ‘properly’ – which is to say we did it according to a format we would follow until the end of our dancing careers.


The Dancer’s Environment


Ballet class is remarkably similar the world over (and because the steps are all described in French, it’s usually possible to follow a class in any country, whether you speak the language or not). More than a format, it can justifiably be described as a ritual. The ritual plays out in a studio specially designed, or at least adapted, for the purpose. It will, ideally, be spacious and unencumbered by random pillars and it will have a sprung floor with a certain amount of ‘give’ built in, to ease the dancers’ descent from jumps and protect the ankles, knees and spine. On top of the wooden boards, these days, you’re likely to see a covering of grey or black linoleum. A smoother surface, with less potential for turning an ankle at the point where one board meets another and no possibility of splinters, lino is cheaper to replace and (arguably) less slippery than wood. The ubiquitous resin box in the studio’s corner – the foot-square tray filled with powdered resin around which dancers would cluster, scratching their feet like chickens in a farmyard – is now, largely, a thing of the past. Resin crushed into the soles of pointe shoes effectively dealt with the slipperiness of wooden floors but, strangely, does exactly the opposite with lino.


The walls of the studio will be lined with floor-to-ceiling mirrors and, ideally, curtains that can be pulled across to conceal them; dancers can become addicted to their own reflections. Put in the same room as a mirror, a dancer will find it hard – almost impossible – to resist. Our eyes will be drawn over and over to our own image, never mind that this is likely to distort the movement we’re trying to perfect. We imagine that the mirror is helping, but it’s like all addictions: the addict is convinced it offers support but, in the longer term, it’s undermining your ability to stand (quite literally) on your own two feet – or, more usually, one.


Mirrors are dangerous because, given the choice, the brain will always prioritise the information it receives via the eyes: it’s far more interesting than the information it gets from the sensors in our muscles, ligaments and joints, through proprioception. But proprioception – or at least, an enhanced ability to deal with the information proprioception provides – is the dancer’s secret weapon. Staying upright – never mind moving – requires a constant stream of minute corrections to your posture: balance is not a static condition. (Try to stand on one leg and feel how the muscles around your ankle joint make rapid adjustments to keep you from falling over.)


Through training, dancers become expert at sensing  their position and making these adjustments so quickly that they can’t be seen: the better the dancer, the more ‘still’ they appear. Correcting mistakes based on what you see in the mirror, rather than what you sense via your body’s feedback systems, is a slower and less effective process and, besides, there are no mirrors on stage. Of course, this is the science, and I knew none of it for most of my dancing life. If I had, I might have taken more seriously the requests not to look at myself in the mirror during class.


The only other notable feature you’ll find in the ballet studio, parked in one corner, is a piano. From the time I started at White Lodge, throughout my training and my entire career, I can count on the fingers of two hands the number of times I did class without live music (and always then on holiday or out of hours) and I remain inexpressibly grateful to the men and women whose musical skills and versatility helped me through those classes when I would much, much rather have stayed in bed.


Outside the larger schools and professional companies, it is all too rare to find a pianist and not a CD accompanying class. Presented always with a recording, with the same melodies and rhythms, the dancer executes movements and sequences at exactly the same tempo, day after day, week after week. Imagine only ever driving the same route between your house and office, always with the same weather conditions, the same oncoming traffic, the same light and the same parking space at each end. You might (rightly) question whether you could actually drive at all.


While the extra salary for a pianist continues to make live music an impossible luxury for most ballet schools, ballet studios have definitely gone upmarket since I started to dance. Even Janice Sutton has moved, to a purpose-built studio away from the pervasive odour of fish and chips, with its own stage, changing rooms and a car-park. For The Royal Ballet, we lived through an almost unimaginable transformation when, in 1999, the redevelopment of the Royal Opera House, part funded by the National Lottery, delivered five full-sized studios for The Royal Ballet, just an elevator’s ride away from the stage. Prior to that, we’d divided our time between rehearsals in the three studios at Barons Court, twenty minutes away, along London’s Piccadilly line, and stage calls and performances at the Royal Opera House, in Covent Garden. But even we had it easy compared with our predecessors.


In the 1930s, in the company’s early days as the Vic-Wells Ballet, its studio had to be vacated well in advance of curtain up as it doubled as the public tea-room at Sadler’s Wells Theatre in Islington. When I first joined the company, before the new studios were built, the principals would take class before stage calls at the Royal Opera House in a small, windowless room just off the basement canteen, while we corps de ballet dancers clung to a makeshift barre along the centre of the Crush Bar (as it was then), struggling to hold our turn-out against the slippery surface of the red carpet. If nothing else, it was very strengthening for the inner-thigh muscles.


Look in on The Royal Ballet in class these days and you will see airy, spacious studios, lit naturally from above, a cool architectural abstraction of white walls and pale lino, its purity sullied by an animated jumble sale of ragbag outfits. The breathtaking physical elegance of the dancer is undermined, in every instance, by our bizarre clothing culture. The messier, the odder, the baggier, the better – or so it would seem. In fact it’s far more subtle than that. Ballet clothing and ballet culture have both undergone a massive change over the last three decades and one is, almost certainly, a manifestation of the other.


Photographs of ballet companies in the 1940s and 1950s show the men tidy, in black tights and fitted T-shirts, and the girls clad in pink tights no longer good enough for performance, but darned in the ‘make-do’ spirit of the post-war years. On top, they wore big knickers and short tunics, tucked in around the knicker line at the front to create what looked like a leotard, with a tiny skirt at the back modestly lapping the line of the buttocks. Waists were marked with a wide belt, necklines demurely rounded, hair pulled neatly back into buns or held in place by scarves. Knees were, without exception, wrinkly: it would be another thirty years, at least, before Lycra changed all that. Between rehearsals and classes, handknitted crossovers and leg warmers might be added, but leaving them on once work had begun was seen as pretty bad form. (This is, in fact, exactly the uniform we wore in our first year at The Royal Ballet’s junior school, although the pink tights were replaced with Brettles shell-pink ankle socks and if our knees were wrinkly, well, that was our own fault.) While there was never an official uniform for the ballet company, the look was, most certainly, uniform: a combination of post-war rationing, limited availability, team spirit and Englishness. And, of course, a physical manifestation of an art form where uniformity is, in some ways, a goal. No uniformity, no corps de ballet.


In my days in the company, uniform was, most definitely, not the look we were aiming for. In fact, we managed to achieve it, with fashions such as long T-shirts, fleece babygrows, machine-knitted woollen shorts and the like spreading as fast in the studio as trends catch on in the playground. But, below the surface, it was all about individuality: necklines hacked for maximum flattery; leggings cropped to just the right length to emphasise good points and disguise the bad; printed slogans, scarves and wispy chiffon skirts. We were (just) the children of the Thatcher years, brought up to see individualism as our birthright and determined to proclaim it – even while we were all dancing the same steps.


In truth, these seemingly random outfits were often carefully selected security blankets. Christine Woodward, a senior corps de ballet member when I joined the company – memorable for her faultless professionalism and razor-sharp wit – once quipped that this must be how dancers spent their rare days off: stationed in front of a mirror, scissors poised, choosing and then marking exactly the angle at which a cropped T-shirt had maximum effect, or where leg warmers crossed the line from emphasising a shapely ankle to highlighting a bulky calf. I always suspected there was some truth in this, that the absent-minded chic of a dancer’s wardrobe was the result of anything but chance.


Some of us were better than others at achieving the right look and I never seemed to arrive at an individual style, the way Alessandra Ferri did, with her spider’s-web-thin woollen shawls draped casually around her gamine hips, or Jonathan Cope, with his vaguely Masonic one-legged tracksuit pants. (I did spend quite a lot of time trying a variety of guises to pass off my English pear shape as something more Continental. It was only when I finally gave up the struggle that I realised no one else minded it quite as much as I did.)


So forget Degas and his pastel picture-book perfection. This is the snapshot you will see, if you peep into the window as class at the Royal Opera House is about to start: no rococo gilt, no wooden floors, and no tulle skirts, but a late twentieth-century architect’s sparse vision of a calm, austere landscape marred – or perhaps improved? – by brightly coloured bodies, positioned at regular intervals around the edges of a vast, airy space. Each one is poised, left hand on the barre, attention half focused on the teacher who seems to be making hand signals to accompany a short volley of franglais. ‘OK girls: two demi, one grande, port de bras, rise, balance and change position. First, second, fourth and fifth. Two bars in. And …’ Let class begin.


The Teacher


The teacher taking the class is usually, but not always, an ex-dancer and, for the next seventy-five minutes, her position in the studio is all-powerful. The teacher sets the tone of the class. She is responsible for engendering a healthy working atmosphere, an environment of respect, not fear. She must set exercises that are challenging but not overwhelming; clearly communicate the musical requirements to the pianist; give corrections; notice where dancers are in difficulty and adjust accordingly; and pace the class so that the dancers are fully warm but not exhausted by the end. A good teacher should have wisdom, patience, kindliness, charisma – and energy and enthusiasm in the face of a room full of exhausted dancers, barely recovered from the show the night before. It’s not surprising that not all teachers entirely live up to this ideal.


While dancers are training, it’s usual to have the same ballet teacher for a sustained period of time. Back at The Royal Ballet School, we had a specific teacher for each of the seven years, with two – Patricia Linton and Nancy Kilgour – staying with us for two years each. They were some of the most inspirational and passionate teachers I would ever know. Throughout the years of training – at least up to the age of sixteen – a dancer is still acquiring the basic technical tools and so there is a need for continuity and structure across the weeks, months and years. Professional dancers (while always having room to improve) have already mastered the ‘curriculum’, if such a thing exists, of classical ballet technique and so, in a company, while consistency over a specific period can be useful (for instance, hiring a Balanchine specialist to teach class while the company learns and stages Ballet Imperial) it is not absolutely essential.


Rotating the teachers between classes over the course of a week can help to keep the dancers stimulated and engaged, particularly during a long run of performances. In The Royal Ballet, we had two or three ‘resident’ teachers at any one time during my twenty years: Brian Shaw, a fine ex-dancer who taught textbook classes, very correct, very ‘square’ and very English; Gerd Larsen, a beautiful Norwegian who had already taught the company for ever when I joined and whose performances in the great character roles – Giselle’s Mother, for instance – were master-classes in the oft-neglected art of mime; Alexander Agadzhanov, who brought with him from his native country all the positive and classy hallmarks of Russian training at its best; or Betty Anderton, an ex-dancer with The Royal Ballet and Festival Ballet, full of energy and a better tonic in the morning than anything you’ll find behind the counter in Boots. Guest teachers would come and go, finding favour with the dancers or not, depending as much on the levels of exhaustion in the company at the time as on their skills in the studio.


At the Barre


Whoever the teacher, class begins, invariably, at the barre. Expressed in French, like all ballet terms, this one is self-explanatory. (Unlike some: gargouillade – literally, a gurgle or rumble – is a favourite.) Barre means bar. And it is just that, a rounded wooden pole attached to the walls of the studio by metal brackets, just below average shoulder height and just large enough to prevent an entire hand closing around it like a fist. The barre should be lightly held, not grabbed: it is there as a reminder, not as a lifesaver. (We were always taught that the thumb should rest towards the top surface of the barre, close to the four fingers, rather than grasping the underside as if your hand was clasped around a can of beer.)


Almost without exception, class starts with the left hand on the barre, leaving the right leg (the working leg) towards the centre of the studio and free to exercise. I have never found out why this should be the case, but it remains an unwritten rule, along with turning towards the barre between exercises, rather than changing sides by turning towards the centre. Go figure.


Over the next seventy-five minutes, the dancers will be ‘put through their paces’ in a series of exercises that are almost identical in form to the ones that ballet dancers the world over have practised since ballet technique was codified, in 1820, by Carlo Blasis, probably the most important ballet teacher of the nineteenth century. Based initially on instinct and refined through evolution rather than hard science, these exercises have, nevertheless, proved remarkably efficient in training the human body in the specific practice of ballet.


The aim of these exercises is twofold – another oddity particular to ballet. For ballet class sets out to do two things at once: it is the mechanism by which dancers warm up and, at the same time, the way in which they improve their basic technique. Little by little, the exercises increase in speed and intensity, elevating the heart rate so that it pumps more blood (and therefore more oxygen) to the working muscles and raising the body temperature so that muscles become warmer and therefore more pliable. At the same time, the dancer is striving to improve technique, to increase turn-out, to find a cleaner arabesque, a faster pirouette or a lighter jump. In contrast, most singers would warm up for performance with a calculated selection of scales, arpeggios and the like, not by singing a selection of phrases plucked from well-known arias. But ballet class (the dancers’ warm-up) is – in part – just that: the steps may be grouped differently and set to different tunes, but they are the very same steps that make up ballets such as Sleeping Beauty or Giselle.


Ballet technique is based on a series of positions of the arms and the feet that was first formalised by Pierre Beauchamps, dancing master to Louis XIV, in 1661. To most people, these five basic positions are relatively familiar – or, at least, familiar enough to be parodied on mainstream television (French and Saunders had a particularly good try).
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First position of the feet has the two heels touching, with the legs rotated and the toes pointing outwards, in a Chaplin-esque ‘ten to two’ (or, these days, quarter to three). In second, the feet retain exactly the same relationship to each other, except that the heels are separated – so the feet shift sideways, leaving roughly the length of one and a half feet as a gap between the two heels. Simple. Third, where the heel of one foot slides close in front of the other, comes next – except that it’s pretty much obsolete these days, used only in teaching young children before they are strong enough to graduate to the more complex fifth: ballet’s equivalent of the stabilisers on a kid’s bike. Fourth can be either ‘open’ (from first position, slide one foot forward, keeping the heels in line with each other) or ‘crossed’ (the same, but the front heel crosses the body so that it is opposite the toes of the back foot).


Fifth, the tightly crossed position that appears to narrow two legs to one beneath the dancer’s centre – heel of the front foot snuggled alongside the toe of the back foot – is the subject of much debate. Should the toe of the back foot be peeping out from behind the front or should the foot in front completely conceal the other? Should the knees be absolutely taut (physically impossible for some anatomies) or is a little relaxation allowed? Sensible teachers advocate approximating the ideal within daily class and rehearsals only as far as one’s individual anatomy allows. From time to time, in performance, you might need to force yourself into the perfect fifth position, if the choreography absolutely demands it. But that would be for fractions of a second, and on a few occasions a year. That much, you can probably get away with: the potential for damage inherent in twisting and forcing yourself hundreds of times a day, 365 days a year, doesn’t need explaining.


I’m forever grateful that I was trained by teachers who, perhaps unconsciously, but nevertheless consistently, put the laws of anatomy before the laws of the stage. Their mantra was that you work within the capacity of your own body, striving little by little to extend that capacity, but always remaining within the bounds of your own physical limitations. Muscles and tendons can be stretched; bones cannot. Other schools of thought advocate that for each position there is an absolute – a state of perfection that each dancer must achieve, never mind the physical cost – but it’s a method of teaching that favours the physically blessed. Fortunately, by the time I encountered this way of thinking, I was a little too old to try and a little too wily to believe that I ought.


Aside from the positions of the feet, and a corresponding set for the arms, a series of basic principles applies across ballet technique and throughout class:




 







	The legs are always rotated outwards in the hip sockets, creating the ‘turn-out’ particular to ballet


	The feet are pointed whenever they are lifted from the floor


	The weight of the body is carried slightly forward, over the balls of the feet rather than on the heels


	The muscles of the legs, stomach and buttocks are active, pulling the body upwards, away from the floor, like a cat ready to pounce


	The hips remain level and ‘square’ to the front, the two hip bones in line, like the headlights on a car


	The ribcage is flat, not puffed up like a budgerigar’s


	The shoulders are relaxed – but held in place so that they cannot roll forwards 



	The arms are carried slightly forwards of the body so that whichever position they take, except those directly behind the body, they can be seen within the dancer’s peripheral vision


	The arms are never rigid: in every position except arabesque, they are slightly rounded with the elbows lifted


	The fingers are grouped together, with the thumb tucked gently in towards the palm and the second finger (the longest) drawn slightly down, towards the thumb


	The neck is relaxed and the head and eye line raised very slightly above the horizontal







 





And all this before barre can begin.


What’s in a Class?


The seventy-five minutes or so of class are divided between exercises at the barre, exercises in the centre (sometimes called ‘centre practice’) and allegro (jumps, both small and large). The proportion of time allocated to each segment varies from teacher to teacher – and depends to some extent on the level of the students – but, on average, barre is accomplished in around thirty minutes, with another twenty dedicated to centre practice and the remainder of the class spent jumping.


The type of exercises, and the order in which they are done, is more or less standard. Class always starts with pliés – except when it doesn’t. It did, for the first fifteen years of my dancing life, but a quiet and partial revolution in class format coincided with glasnost and the early 1980s. Suddenly, there was no need to defect in order to leave Russia and so, for the first time since before the Revolution, a group of influential teachers from the Bolshoi and Maryinsky traditions became a regular feature on the international dance scene. They brought with them some positive innovations to the format of class, including the pre-plié warm up exercise, facing the barre, the equivalent of a gentle massage for the feet and knees before the more taxing business of class proper begins. Perhaps these feline preparations for the lower limbs (think of a cat kneading and pawing its owner’s lap) came about originally because Russian studios were often so cold but they have lived on here, in the centrally-heated West. Freed from a slavish commitment to pliés as the morning’s first move, some dancers and teachers now precede class with Pilates, massage, or a work-out on an exercise machine – all of which may be a safer and more appropriate start to the day than a full plié, a deep ‘squat’ with knees at full flex that puts tremendous pressure on joints that are not fully warm.


After pliés, barre generally unfolds in a standard sequence: battements tendus, battements dégagés, ronds de jambes à terre, battements fondus, battements frappés, ronds de jambes en l’air, petits battements, adagio, grands battements and then a few moments and thirty-two bars of music in which to stretch. Even now, a full seven years after my last professional class, the list rolls off my tongue via my fingers and on to the page without engaging my conscious brain. Yet while the sequence may be standard, the possible variants on each individual exercise are seemingly limitless.


Imagine yourself standing by the barre, left hand attached, and facing along its length. You are free to move your right leg forward, to the side, or to the back. You can also move your left leg (the one nearest the barre) to the front and back and, at ground level only, to the side. (Any higher and you’d kick the wall.) You can bend forwards and backwards and to both sides, over the barre and away from it. Even a battements tendus exercise, a simple sliding of the foot from the closed position to a stretched, pointed extension and then back again, can be done in an almost infinite range of permutations and so, before each exercise, the teacher must either explain or demonstrate to the class the combination she has planned.


The exercises start gently, feet close to the ground and at a relatively sedate pace. Over the course of the barre, they increase in speed and in range, until grands battements sees legs thrown high in the air – in my day, beyond shoulder level; these days, above the head. Each exercise is, in some way, preparing the body for the demands that are to follow, in the centre of the room and, later, on stage and, in particular, for jumping. Ronds de jambes à terre and en l’air increase the rotation of the leg in the hip joint, extending turn-out. The melting action of battements fondus  mimics in slow motion the pushing off and landing from a jump, as do the much faster and more strident battements frappés. Petits battements, with the working foot wrapped around the ankle of the standing leg, is a preparation for the crisply beating legs of entrechats.


Each exercise is set by the teacher and learned quickly, from a set of instructions offered only once. (‘Two to the front, and pick, pick, close, repeat with the inside leg to the back, same to the side, brush back, and front and back and close. Reverse, and then we’ll turn quickly around and go immediately on the other side. Slight breath between the legs, please’ – the last, unintended, double entendre a request to the pianist to hold up slightly while we turn to begin again on the other side.)


Between the exercises, there may well be a pause while an individual is given a correction or a more general point made to the class as a whole. Depending on the complexity of the teacher’s exercises and the generosity of the corrections, the thirty minutes of barre time can incorporate up to ten minutes’ talking. Left to their own devices, dancers could cover a pretty comprehensive barre and be fully warmed up in about a quarter of an hour.
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Once barre is over, the class moves to the centre of the room where the dancers form loosely structured ‘lines’, usually facing the mirror. Back at White Lodge, the lines were anything but loosely structured: arranged in alphabetical order, with four to each row, after each exercise the girls at the front would peel off and move to the back, affording each row its place in the sun and the teacher better scrutiny of the dancers’ efforts. Companies, in my experience, are nothing like so formal. Dancers each have a comfort zone: some prefer to be close to the front, others favour the safety and security of the back corners, but each will find a convenient square foot of space – usually the same as the day before, and the day before that – and settle in for the centre.


The first exercises of centre practice mimic those at the barre to some extent: ports de bras, battements tendus, adagio and grands battements. If the class is large, the teacher may divide the dancers into two groups and the non-active group will slope off to the sides, practising, stretching or (less recommended) chatting. Some of the women may choose to change into pointe shoes at this stage: either to break in a new pair, or because there is little point in mastering the remaining exercises of the class on half-pointe when, on stage, you will almost always be required to dance them on pointe.


It’s about 11.15 now. With half an hour still to go, there is a noticeable shift in the pace and structure of the class. The mass of bodies gathered in the centre disperses and regroups in the right-hand back corner. A waltz begins and, as the first pirouette exercise starts, the steps of the classroom become more closely associated with the choreography of the stage.


Pirouettes


Dancers either love pirouettes or they hate them. I’ve done both. When I was at school, back in the 1970s, a good, clean double turn was all our teachers ever expected of us. Later on, in the company, we had fun, after class, trying to outspin the boys, but bringing anything beyond a double to the stage wasn’t considered particularly good form. (I once did four pirouettes, by accident, in Balanchine’s Serenade and was reprimanded by the ballet mistress who left me in no doubt that this kind of ostentatious display was, well, a bit cheap.) But at some point during the late 1980s and early 1990s, these implicit spin restrictions were relaxed, as dancers trained in different methods and with different mindsets arrived at The Royal Ballet. We locals could only stand by in amazement as a succession of dancers (notably the Spanish) rotated on one leg for longer than we had ever imagined possible. The ability to turn wasn’t, after all, a genetic inheritance: it was clearly a technique that could be taught.


Even so, it’s not the easiest movement to analyse and, try as you might, it’s not easy to figure out where the momentum for the pirouette actually comes from. A pirouette might look like a spinning top, but it’s not powered by the same impetus: you spin a top by twisting it first in the opposite direction. In a pirouette, there is no swing to the left before a turn to the right. So the only force available comes from the plié beforehand: when you push up from bent knees on to pointe, the energy of the upward thrust is converted into a rotation, creating the turn. Gathering the arms into a closed position, like a skater, adds to the effect and enhances the spin. (At least this might be how it works: it’s the best theory we came up with when I spent time analysing pirouettes with a physiologist.)


The dancer avoids dizziness by ‘spotting’: focusing the eyes on a single spot, directly to the front, and leaving the head as long as possible during each turn before whipping it round sharply to arrive back at the same point. This whipping action prevents the fluid in the inner ear from building up momentum (as it would, otherwise, when you turn around repeatedly) and effectively tricks the brain into thinking you’re not spinning at all, hence minimising the dizziness. So spotting during turns is essential and in a dark theatre, where visibility is low, you spot anyway, even if you’re forced to imagine a point in the middle distance. (The obligatory illuminated exit signs can come in handy, if there’s one where you need it.)


Allegro


After a couple of pirouette exercises, class takes another new direction, with the first jump. Generally, this part of class starts with a quick warm-up exercise, with all the dancers back in their square foot of space. Typically, in this first exercise, the jumps will take off from, and land on, two feet and may be nothing more than a series of springs in a single position (first and then second) concluding with a series of changements, springs in which the dancer alternates between one fifth position (right foot in front) and the other (left foot in front). Once feet, ankles, calves and knees are prepared, the more complicated enchaînements begin: sequences of jumps that travel or turn, taking off from, or landing on, one foot rather than two. These types of jumps are much harder and more tiring and, potentially, more dangerous, particularly when you build in beats or changes of direction.


Young dancers will add these embellishments little by little, and only when the teacher believes the class is ready. Seasoned professionals, unless they are injured, take all these things in their stride, although an observer may note that the class starts to shrink in size round about this time, as dancers who have an early rehearsal, a persistent physical niggle, shoes to sew – or who are just plain exhausted – make their excuses and slip away. For those who stay, the pace and the level of exertion build: this is the part of class that most resembles the choreography of the classics, particularly for the men. Enchaînements get longer and more complex, incorporating the showstopper tricks of the repertoire: tours en l’air, double sauts de basques, grands jetés, and jetés en tournants around the room.


Human muscle tissue divides into two types. We all have both – and dancers are no exception – but in differing proportions (with the hare and the tortoise the most extreme and best-known examples). The difference is particularly evident here, in the allegro section of class. Those dancers with a predominance of fast twitch muscle fibres appear light and springy, landing from each jump and rebounding sharply, like a power ball. They burn bright, but tire quickly. The dancers with more slow twitch muscle fibres are strong and have better endurance, but they can appear a little more laboured when they jump. The ratio of slow to fast twitch fibres is hard to influence, as are the other factors that contribute to a good jump: length of tendons, and the relative proportions of foot and lower leg that make for effective ‘levers’. So while dancers can improve their jump (largely by increasing their muscle strength and thereby improving the power-to-weight ratio), changes are relatively slight and very hard to achieve. If you’re good at jumping, don’t be too pleased with yourself. You can probably thank your parents.
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With big jumps over and the clock edging towards 11.45, the class stops as unceremoniously as it started, with a ‘thank you’ from the teacher and a genuine but distracted smattering of applause from the dancers. Mostly, we have moved on in our heads and are already considering the rehearsal which is to follow, the costume fitting, the role we have to learn or the phone calls we need to make. And while it might have looked like performance, it was nothing of the sort. However impressive they might have seemed to a non-dancer pausing by the studio’s window, the double tours and the leaps and the multiple pirouettes were nothing more than the everyday prelude to the dancer’s day. 
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