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My grateful thanks are given to Arnold Haskell, Director of  The Royal Ballet School, 


not only for every word he has written about ballet training, but for his accessibility. In 


the many years I have known him I have never asked him a question on ballet matters 


which he has not found time to answer, fully and of  course illuminatingly. 
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A Note from the Publisher



This book was fi rst published in 1953, which must feel like a very long 



time ago for today’s readers! But for young ballet enthusiasts, The First Book 



of  the  Ballet contains timeless themes that still ring true today. When Anna 



sees Swan Lake for the fi rst time – her very fi rst ballet – she goes home in 



a daze. She can think only of  one thing: somehow she too must learn to 


dance. So, Anna starts lessons, and through the hard work and heartbreak 



that, as much as the excitement, and joy, are an essential part of  ballet, a 


real dancer is made.


Noel Streatfeild always loved the ballet, and it featured in several of  


her most famous stories. Through Anna’s progress she captures all the 


enchantment of  the ballet world, as she shows too the detailed training 


that lies behind it.
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The Idea is Born



Anna is in a theatre; Chopin’s music is fl owing over her. She has a strange, 



too-excited-to-breathe feeling that comes as the theatre curtain begins 


to rise. She has never been to a ballet before, and what she is seeing has 


more magic than anything she could have imagined. There is a grove of  


trees, with a ruined building half  hidden by them. The moon is shining; 


the world is misty and green. At fi rst Anna doesn’t notice the trees or the 



moonlight, for she is looking at the fi rst real dancers she has ever seen.



The stage is full of  dancers all dressed alike in fi lmy white dresses. 



There are white fl owers around their heads, and little silver wings at their 



waists. Against the trees is a group of  four dancers. One woman wears a 


tiny pink rose on the bodice of  her dress.


Anna is puzzled by the dancers, for they don’t seem to be real. They 


might be dancing in their sleep. Even their arms don’t look real for they 


move as if  they had no bones in them.


The music changes, and a woman dances alone. Now it is the woman 


with the pink rose who is dancing.


At fi rst Anna shows no sign that something shattering has happened 



to her, for she is past speech. How could she know that legs could do the 


things she sees legs doing? How could she know that arms could ripple 


like waves ruﬄ  ed by a breeze? 



Anna’s father, looking at her rapt face, nudges her mother, and 


whispers that he is glad they took her to the ballet, though to be honest it 


is not his cup of  tea. But he had guessed Anna would enjoy it, bless her. 


Neither her mother nor her father has the faintest idea that watching the 


ballet has lit a fl ame in Anna’s heart that nothing can put out – that the 



Anna who went into the theatre will come out a diﬀ erent person.



When Anna reached home, she began to learn how much she had 


changed. Was it possible all she had wanted that morning was the usual 


sort of  fun? Anna kept her changed feelings to herself, for she did not 


want to be laughed at. But you are silent when you are nursing a dream, 


and mothers are apt to think a silent child must be ill. So Anna was kept 


in bed for one whole day. She didn’t mind, she lay and dreamed about the 


ballet, and when she knew her mother was out, she got up and tried to 


dance like the woman with the rose had danced. 
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She struggled painfully to stand on the tips of  her bare toes. She tried – 


very noisily – to fl oat across her bedroom as the dancers had done. Of  



course, she couldn’t do these things but not being able to made up her 


mind. She would tell her mother her secret.
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 Too Old or Too Tall



Anna had spoken. She had told her mother, “I am going to be a dancer.” 


“A dancer!” her mother had repeated with disbelief. But the words had 


been said. They hung in the living room almost as visible as washing on 


a line. Her mother saw Anna was serious – she really did want to be a 


dancer. The question was, where was she to learn to dance?


The fi rst thing Anna’s parents had to fi nd out was how old a girl should 



be when she started training. They learned there is no defi nite answer 



to this. Girls have succeeded who did not take a lesson until they were 


in their teens, but they are the exceptions, and only they could say how 
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