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ABSTRACT
The purposes of this paper are to impart the skills necessary for adaptation of existing
music to novice ballet pianists and to expand their repertoire. New dance musicians often
struggle with the choice of existing music for the ballet class. Publications written specifically
for the purpose are good sources but can be outdated or limiting. The compositions pianists are
familiar with usually need to be adapted to fit an exercise in the ballet class, as each exercise
requires a certain musical structure. Pianists have been trained to follow the score reverently and
thus need guidance on how to edit existing music for the ballet class. It is preferable to use
intermediate rather than advanced piano repertoire as it is less technically demanding and
requires less editing. Therefore, the author attempts to elucidate the process of adapting
intermediate piano music by using Tchaikovsky’s Children’s Album, Op. 39, as a guiding model.
Through the creation of a complete music edition of Children’s Album adapted for the
ballet class and video demonstrations with dancers from The University of Arizona School of
Dance, the author illustrates how to approach the following adaptations: adding preparatory
measures (introduction); changing phrase length (phrase reduction, phrase extension, balances,
finishes); changing the form (repeats, order of phrases, transitions); changing accompaniment
patterns; making metric alterations (changing time signature, shifting the barline); and finally,
reinterpreting markings on the score (tempo, dynamics, accents) to fit the dance.
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PART ONE: INTRODUCTION
The profession of the ballet pianist is unknown or often disregarded by aspiring soloists.
Despite this, ballet pianists perform every day in front of and for an engaged audience. In the
words of dance musician Harriet Cavalli, the ballet pianist should “feel like a soloist playing a
non-stop recital for the duration of the class, but must behave like a partner.”1 This paper serves
as an introduction to the basics of ballet accompaniment and provides a means for the novice
ballet pianist to expand their repertoire for classical dance, as well as to familiarize themselves
with ballet terminology. The reader will gain insight into the process of adapting piano music to
fit the ballet class, through Tchaikovsky’s Children’s Album, Op. 39 as a guiding model.

A Brief History of Ballet
Ballet as an art form started in the Italian courts of the Renaissance and was brought to
the French court with the marriage of Catherine de’ Medici (1519-1589) to King Henry II of
France (1519-1559). Dance was intertwined with acting, pantomime, and games, as
entertainment for the court. The dancers were aristocrats and not professionals. Ballet
transformed under the reign of King Louis XIV (1638-1715) with composer Jean-Baptiste Lully
(1632-1687); choreographer and ballet teacher to the King, Pierre Beauchamp (1631-1705); and
Jean-Baptiste Poquelin, known as Molière (1622-1673). Louis XIV founded the Académie
Royale de Danse in 1661 and the Académie Royal de Musique de Dance (today known as the
Paris Opera) in 1672. Beauchamp invented the five positions of ballet which are still used today.

1

Harriet Cavalli, Dance and Music: A Guide to Dance Accompaniment for Musicians and Dance Teachers
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2001), 87.
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The first half of the 19th century was the era of the romantic ballet, with the rise of the
ballerina, pointework, and tutus.2 The first dance en pointe3 occurred with famed ballerina Marie
Taglioni (1804-1884) in La Sylphide (1832), with music by Jean Schneitzhoeffer (1785-1852)
and choreography by Filippo Taglioni (1777-1871). The romantic ballet Giselle (1841) with
music by Adolphe Adam (1803-1856) and choreography by Jean Coralli (1779-1854) and Jules
Perrot (1810-1892), remains one of the cornerstones of this art form. Ballet reached its peak with
Marius Petipa (1818-1910), ballet master and principal choreographer of the Russian Imperial
Ballet. Petipa established the grand pas de deux4 and the corps de ballet and was responsible for
choreographing classics such as Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s (1840-1893) The Sleeping Beauty
(1890), The Nutcracker (1892), and Swan Lake (1895).5
Dancers and choreographers of the early 20th century broke from classical ballet norms
and created groundbreaking works such as the “disarmingly unballetic” Rite of Spring (1913).6

2

Up to then, male dancers had more substantial and virtuosic roles. The term ballerina, when correctly
used, is a term for female dancers of the highest caliber. The equal for male dancers is premier danseur but used less
often. For pointework see next footnote.
3

The term en pointe means on the tip of the toe. Pointe shoes were invented around the time of Marie
Taglioni, who was arguably the first to stand on the tip of her toes. However, the pointe shoes made of satin and
shellac, used today, were invented afterwards.
4

A grand pas de deux (literally translated as grand dance for two) is a dance duet found in the ballet
repertoire. It is typically structured in five parts: entrée (introduction), adagio (see Part Three: Ballet Steps and
Musical Forms), two variations (a solo for each dancer), coda (conclusion).
The libretto for Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty, Op. 66, was based on the adaptation of the medieval
fairytale of the same name by French author Charles Perrault (1628-1703). The storytelling and the medieval setting
are characteristics of romantic ballets and therefore Sleeping Beauty is categorized as one. The Nutcracker, Op. 71,
was choreographed by Petipa and Lev Ivanov (1834-1901), and the libretto was an adaptation of E.T.A. Hoffmann’s
(1776-1822) tale The Nutcracker and the Mouse King (1816). Initially the ballet was not a great success, but today
enjoys enormous popularity worldwide. Swan Lake, Op. 20, was premiered in 1877 at the Bolshoi Theater in
Moscow with choreography by Julius Reisinger (1828-1893) but did not receive praise. It was restaged after the
composer’s death, in 1895, with choreography by Petipa and Ivanov with a revised score by Riccardo Drigo (18461930). Most ballet companies stage their work based on this revival.
5

6
Jennifer Homans, Apollo’s Angels: A History of Ballet (New York: Random House, Inc., 2010), 310.
The Rite of Spring is considered one of the first modern works. Modern dance developed at the same time that more
radical works made their appearance on the ballet stage. Personalities such as Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham,
Rudolf von Laban, and Mary Wigman, defied or expanded the particular sets of movements of ballet and created
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This ballet, radical for its time, was the result of the collaboration between composer Igor
Stravinsky (1882-1971), dancer and choreographer Vaslav Nijinsky (1889-1950), and artist
Nikolai Roerich (1874-1947), who were brought together by the impresario Sergei Diaghilev
(1872-1929). The latter was the founder of The Ballets Russes, a dance company largely
responsible for the fame of Stravinsky and other artists,7 that shaped the course of ballet history.
Many dancers who worked with Diaghilev and fled from the wars of Europe and the social
realism of the Soviet Union, established their own companies around the world. Such was the
case of Georgiy Balanchivadze, known as George Balanchine (1904-1983), who founded the
School of American Ballet and New York City Ballet. Jennifer Homans, author of Apollo’s
Angels, underlines the importance of The Ballets Russes: “The point cannot be overstated:
twentieth-century French, British, and American ballet owe their existence to Diaghilev and to
the political upheavals of his time.”8
Different national training schools arose in the 19th and 20th centuries, such as the
Vaganova (Russia), the Cecchetti (Italian), the Bournonville (Danish), the Balanchine technique
(United States), and the uniform training of the Royal Academy of Dance (United Kingdom).
However, despite these variations, formal ballet training remains remarkably similar worldwide.
Syllabus music is used in some schools such as the Royal Academy of Dance and the Royal
Danish Ballet, where the exercises for each level and examination are standardized and matched

their own styles. Although playing for modern dance classes can be similar to playing for ballet, there are more
differences than common practices. Therefore, the author of this paper focuses only on classical dance training and
the music appropriate for the ballet class.
7

Diaghilev commissioned music from Stravinsky, Claude Debussy, Maurice Ravel, Erik Satie, Sergei
Prokofiev; art from Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, Alexandre Benois, Wassily Kandinsky; and costume designs from
Léon Bakst and Coco Chanel. This list is not exhaustive.
8

Homans, Apollo’s Angels, 339.
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with specific music pieces. For the purposes of this paper, the author has given suggestions based
on what is considered common practice in the United States.

A Brief History of Ballet Accompaniment
Music appropriate for the ballet class has developed along the history of ballet. Until the
end of the 19th century, the ballet master9 would often accompany the class with a string
instrument resembling a small violin, called pochette, that helped keep the beat and offered some
melodic and rhythmic context. Ballets were rehearsed to reductions of the orchestral score for
two violins. With the advent of upright piano manufacturing, the violins were soon replaced by
pianos in the ballet studio. Pianos could imitate the volume and timbre of an orchestra, thus
recreating an acoustic environment more faithful to rehearsals and staged performances, which
helped dancers prepare better. Specialized pianists were needed to provide music for dance.
There are no sufficient records of the music that pianists have been using in the ballet
studio during the past century. Training has been a hands-on experience (learning by doing) and
observation. However, a few textbooks have emerged in the last fifty years. Harriet Cavalli,
Katherine Teck, Gerald Lishka, Elizabeth Sawyer are some names from the limited list of
authors who have published in English on the topic of music composed or adapted for ballet. In
addition, there are only a few dissertations or theses on the subject.10 The Royal Academy of
Dance has also published a guide to ballet accompaniment.11 There are pianists/composers for
dance who have written original music for ballet and have recorded their work, and others who

9

The term is not used often today; it is replaced by ballet instructor or rehearsal director for the person
responsible for rehearsing repertoire and teaching class.
10
For quite a thorough review of the available literature refer to Yee Sik Wong’s “The Art of
Accompanying Classical Ballet Technique Classes” (DMA diss., University of Iowa, 2011).
11

Please refer to the Bibliography section for full references.
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have compiled collections of adapted music. Finally, there is a rise in programs that offer
specialized training to aspiring ballet pianists.

Ballet Accompaniment in Action
Dance pianists play for the ballet technique class, which is the training that professional
dancers and students attend on a regular basis. The ballet class12 has a traditional sequence of
exercises or combinations of steps.13 This series of technical exercises begins with the first part
of the class at the barre, and the second in the center. The structure, ballet steps, and suitable
musical forms, are discussed in detail in Part Three of this paper.
Pianists are also needed for other types of classes. The physicality of the bodies and the
tradition of ballet divide male and female dancers into different groups, resulting in separate
classes for men and women. Pointe class is for women training en pointe and men’s class is for
male dancers. Pas de deux or adagio class is for teaching partnering techniques (pirouettes, lifts,
balances, selected repertoire). These are traditionally14 practiced between a male and a female
dancer, where the female dancer shows off her technique and elegance wearing pointe shoes, and
the male dancer exhibits strength and agility with his jumps. Variations or repertory class is
where dancers learn roles from famous ballets. In character class, they train in different national

12

The ballet technique class is also called ballet class for brevity, or company class if in a setting of a
professional dance company.
The American term combination is interchangeable with the word “exercise,” and it is favored here over
the British and French term enchaînement.
13

14
Formerly rigid norms of ballet regarding gender are dissolving. Newer settings can involve partnering
techniques between the same gender (e.g., Touché by Christopher Rudd, 2020), men en pointe (e.g., The Dream by
Frederick Ashton, 1964), nonbinary, transgender (e.g., Jayna Ledford), or gender fluid dancers (e.g., Ashton
Edwards), or LBGTQ dance companies (e.g., Ballez). For the purposes of this study, the author focuses on the roles
found in the traditional ballet repertoire.

15
styles. In addition, there are rehearsals and performances. These are general descriptions of
classes that might vary slightly depending on the company or school.
Ballet pianists provide effective music for most of the settings mentioned above. The
music in variations classes and rehearsals is dependent on the program of the company or school.
The music for the ballet class, the pointe and men’s classes, the character class, and occasionally
the adagio class, is the responsibility and choice of the pianist.

16

PART TWO: REPERTOIRE FOR THE BALLET CLASS
There is a wide range of music appropriate for ballet. With the necessary adaptations,
almost anything can be used in class. At first, novice ballet pianists turn to compositions with
which they already are familiar. However, classical pianists have been trained to follow the score
reverently and therefore need guidance on how to edit existing music for the ballet class. Thus, in
the beginning, it is most helpful to refer to publications written or arranged explicitly for the
ballet class.

Music Written for the Ballet Class
Although a safe source, music editions for ballet are sometimes outdated or not as fitting.
For instance, the books edited by Agda Skjerne and published in the 1950s15 have served dance
musicians for generations. However, there are a few considerable issues in these publications.
Although the inherent symmetricity of dance practice and the tradition of ballet require “square”
phrasing (multiples of 8 dancers’ counts — see Part Three: Dancers’ Counts), some of the
excerpts in Skjerne’s books are too short and other pieces are not symmetrical in phrasing and
form (Example 1). The reason that the music in older publications is short is because ballet
instructors used to give very basic combinations that were much shorter than what is needed
today. The tradition of ballet accompaniment has been crystallized only recently. There is more
recent published music that works well for the ballet class, but these sources are limited or hard
to acquire.

One example is Tchaikovsky’s volume, titled Peter I. Tchaikovsky: 40 Pieces Selected by Agda Skjerne,
edited by Agda Skjerne (Copenhagen: Wilhelm Hansen, 1957).
15

17
A constant among older publications for ballet is that authors would frequently omit the
title of the piece or the composer. Publishers of adapted or arranged music could thus avoid
copyright fees. This is the case with the musical selections in one of the most significant
textbooks in dance accompaniment — Harriet Cavalli’s Dance and Music.16

Example 1. Selection from Agda Skjerne’s Peter I. Tchaikovsky: 40 Pieces Selected by Agda Skjerne.
(Copenhagen: Wilhelm Hansen, 1957). Rond de jambe exercises are usually 32 measures long in a 3/4 time
signature; this one is only 8 measures long with a 1-measure introduction and 2 measures for balance at the end.

For the above reasons, novice ballet pianists should not depend solely on music written
specifically for the ballet class, as these editions can be of limited use or limiting. Additional
music sources should be considered for the accompaniment of classical dance training.

16

Harriet Cavalli, Dance and Music: A Guide to Dance Accompaniment for Musicians and Dance Teachers
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2001). Cavalli does name in the body of her book some of the musical
examples, but not all.
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Ballet Music
The traditional ballet repertoire is fitting for children’s or beginner classes, where
students are encouraged to familiarize themselves with the music of the known and staged
works. It is not preferred though in advanced or professional classes. Teachers and dancers who
have had significant performance experience might feel that this music ought to be reserved for
rehearsals and performances.17
Piano reductions are very rich and can be technically difficult, but there are publications
that include simplified excerpts from the ballet repertoire.18 These can be used occasionally in
technique, variations, or adagio classes. Because ballet music is not always desired in advanced
classes, it is a good strategy for the ballet pianist to turn to compositions that have not been
staged.

Other Sources of Repertoire for the Ballet Class
Dance musicians often improvise upon a score or create complete pieces for
combinations in the ballet class.19 Pianists who have had a traditional, classical training might
find improvising to be an underdeveloped skill and thus prefer using written music.
When building repertoire, novice ballet pianists should remember that exposure and
experience broaden one’s collection of music for ballet. Sources can be classical works
(symphonic, operatic, choral, chamber, instrumental); musicals, theater, and film music; ragtime
17

Cavalli discusses more about the use of the traditional ballet repertoire in Dance and Music, 127-128.

Some ballets of the standard repertoire are products of a “mix-and-match process” sharing the same
music. Choreographers and dancers would “snitch” a variation from one ballet and use it in another (Cavalli, Dance
and Music, 412). Five well known ballets in this category are La Source, La Bayadère, Don Quixote, Le Corsaire,
and Paquita, all composed by five of the most distinguished ballet composers of the time: Ludwig Minkus, Léo
Delibes, Adolphe Adam, Riccardo Drigo, and Édouard Deldevez.
18

19

A great source on improvisation and how to treat a motif can be found in Appendix 1 from Katherine
Teck’s Movement to Music: Musicians in the Dance Studio (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990), 201-206.

19
and marches; tunes from other genres such as jazz and folk, or rock and pop music. Piano
reductions of large works (e.g., musicals or operas) can serve as a source of multiple new pieces
for various combinations.20 Extracting music from these sources and editing it to fit the ballet
class requires arranging skills. Using piano music also requires knowledge on how to adapt a
score for ballet. For the purposes of this paper, the author focuses on the adaptation21 of piano
music.

Piano Music
The intermediate piano repertoire is ideal for the ballet class as it is often sight-readable
and not as technically demanding. Moreover, it exhibits symmetrical phrasing and has a simple
form. Last but not least, the rhythm is consistent — and predictable — which is requisite in the
ballet class.
For the reasons just mentioned, some preludes, inventions, or Baroque dances as those
from the suites of Johann Sebastian Bach are appropriate for exercises in the ballet class. Some
works of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Ludwig van Beethoven can work well, too. Carl
Czerny's numerous etudes are a great source of music that fits ballet exercises. Names of lesserknown romantic composers such as Theodor Leschetitzky, Auguste Durand, Adolph von Hensel,
Théodore Lack, Benjamin Godard, Moritz Moszkowski, are good choices. Early 20th-century

20

21

For more suggestions, one can refer to Appendix 2 from Teck’s Movement to Music, 207-217.

A distinction between the terms arrangement and adaptation is crucial: an arrangement of a composition
implies that the work was originally written for a different instrumentation, whereas an adaptation is a more versatile
term. Publishers have been misusing these terms in some editions with music for the ballet class. However, for piano
editions of original ballet music (orchestrated works), then arrangement is the correct term. Usually, these
arrangements are simplified versions (piano reductions) of the full score. Transcriptions are faithful arrangements
for another instrument, and paraphrases — like those of Franz Liszt — imply a more elaborate and imaginative
adaptation.

20
anthologies of solo piano music (such as Piano Pieces the Whole World Plays22 and other similar
titles) or printed music from the Etude magazine, can serve the purpose of the ballet class
excellently.
Romantic composers such as Franz Schubert, Frédéric Chopin, Robert Schumann, and
Johannes Brahms, offer tremendous amounts of music for ballet. However, this music is usually
more complex: in their more advanced works, these composers tried to avoid the predictability
and consistency that are characteristic of music for the ballet class. Therefore, it is advisable to
use intermediate piano pieces or pedagogical repertoire.

Tchaikovsky’s ‘Children’s Album’
Tchaikovsky composed his Children’s Album, Op. 39, between May and July 1878, and
published it in November of the same year.23 This collection of twenty-four short pieces is a
great source for the ballet class as it is characterized by symmetry in phrasing, simplicity in form,
and a romantic language that ballet dancers immediately understand and respond to. Further, the
composer’s lyrical melodies and motivic material match the nature of ballet movements. Finally,
the collection is a significant source of music for ballet because it is essentially a “musical
kaleidoscope” like “no other cycle of works by Tchaikovsky where so many pieces contain
material derived from his own or foreign sources.”24 The anthology includes two Russian folk

22

Albert E. Wier, Piano Pieces the Whole World Plays: The Greatest Collection Ever Published
Containing More Than Seventy Celebrated Compositions by Bach ... [et al.], “Whole World” Music Series, No. 2
(New York: D. Appleton & Company, 1915).
The work was partially influenced by Robert Schumann’s Album für die Jugend (Album for the Young),
Op. 68, a collection of 43 short pieces written in 1848 by Schumann for his daughters. Tchaikovsky’s anthology
bears the subtitle “easy pieces à la Schumann” and is dedicated to his nephew Vladimir Davydov.
23

24

From the preface written by Thomas Kohlhase in Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Children's Album, Op. 39:
Collection of Easy Pieces for Children à la Schumann (Vienna: Wiener Urtext Edition, 2000), IX-XI.
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songs, two Italian street songs the composer heard in Florence and Venice, a French song, and an
arrangement of the Neapolitan dance from Swan Lake, among others.
Tchaikovsky is revered for his three ballets (Swan Lake, Op. 20; The Sleeping Beauty,
Op. 66; The Nutcracker, Op. 71) that are now staples of the art form and represent ideal
examples of music proper for classical dance. There are numerous arrangements of his ballet
music for solo piano.25 These reductions are appropriate for rehearsals and variations classes but
can be technically demanding. Simplified versions or adaptations of music excerpts from
Tchaikovsky’s ballets can be used in the ballet class. However, this music was composed to and
for a precise choreography. Therefore, it should be avoided or used sparsely in advanced and
professional classes.
Piano works by Tchaikovsky found in publications of music for ballet class include
excerpts from The Seasons, Op. 37a; Twelve Pieces, Op. 40; and only a few selections from
Children’s Album, Op. 39. In comparison to Opp. 37a and 40, the pieces of Op. 39 are the most
consistent in terms of texture, accompaniment pattern, and character. In contrast, each month
from The Seasons is typically in ternary form with the second part often dramatically dissimilar
(Examples 2 and 3).

25
Solo piano versions of these ballets include Swan Lake by Nikolai Kashkin and The Sleeping Beauty by
Alexander Siloti. Some versions of The Nutcracker include the ones by Tchaikovsky (simplified solo), by Sergei
Taneyev (solo), and Anton Arensky (4 pianos). Moreover, there are versions of The Nutcracker Suite, Op. 71a, for
solo piano by Tchaikovsky and Mikhail Pletnev. This is not an exhaustive list.
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Example 2. “January” from The Seasons, beginning of section A, mm. 1-3.

Example 3. “January” from The Seasons, beginning of section B, mm. 30-32.

Consistency in texture, accompaniment pattern, and character is requisite for a piece to fit
a specific ballet exercise. Therefore, once can find parts of the months from The Seasons rather
than the whole pieces in publications. The Children’s Album requires less editing to fit the ballet
class and the pieces can be included as whole. To conclude, Tchaikovsky’s Op. 39 is a great
resource for easily adaptable music for ballet.
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PART THREE: THE BALLET CLASS
To understand ballet terminology, a brief description of each combination is included
here and matched with suitable pieces from Tchaikovsky’s Children’s Album, Op. 39. It is
imperative for the pianist to understand movement and have kinesthetic awareness in order to be
able to translate movement to music. Observing other ballet pianists will free the novice dance
musician from having to come up with proper music and taking dance classes will assist the
pianist in understanding movement better by “physically producing what they are trying to
motivate musically.”26 The following guide is not an attempt to cover all the ballet terms that
pianists should be familiar with; eventually dance musicians will have knowledge of the whole
terminology. For complete terminology, the author suggests the American Ballet Theatre's
website27 or the Oxford Dictionary of Ballet,28 as well as Gerald Lishka’s charts on barre and
center exercises.29

Ballet Class Structure
The ballet class is a sequence of combinations at the barre and in the center. The structure
of the class is the same everywhere despite the variations in the style of schools or the
instructor’s preferences regarding music and order of exercises.
The exercises at the barre — sometimes called side practice — are the first part of a
typical ballet technique class and help the dancer balance, align, and coordinate. At the barre,

26

Cavalli, Dance and Music, 91.

American Ballet Theatre, “Ballet Dictionary,” ABT.org. Terms that were not found on American Ballet
Theatre’s website are standard French-to-English translations.
27

28

29

Horst Koegler, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Ballet (London: Oxford University Press, 1977).

Gerald R. Lishka, A Handbook for the Ballet Accompanist (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1979), 19, 23-25.
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dancers warm up and stretch their muscles and ligaments thoroughly. The combinations are
always graduated in effort and complexity. For the second part of the class, the dancers move
away from the barre and into the center of the room — sometimes called center practice. The
first combinations in the center are varied repeats of previous steps at the barre. The ballet class
culminates with turns and big jumps across the floor.

Dancers’ Counts
Before delving into each individual combination, the reader should understand how
dancers count music and movement. While musicians count the beat, organizing the music in
note values, measures, and time signatures, dancers count the phrase structure and rhythmic
patterns. This can occasionally coincide with the hypermeasure (the unit in which each regular
measure is generally one beat). For the exercises in the classroom, dancers organize their counts
in sets of phrases of eight.30 Because of this symmetrical nature, a combination at the barre can
be a total of 8, 16, 32, 64, or even 128 counts long, and it is always repeated on the other side.
Combinations in the center are typically shorter and are not always repeated on the other side.
These sets of eight counts form phrases of movement. Example 4 illustrates the difference
between the dancers’ and the musicians’ system of counting an 8-count phrase.

30

Occasionally, teachers might count in sets of phrases of six, but since this is rarer, the author of this paper
focuses on the usual sets of phrases of eight.
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Example 4. Musicians’ and dancers’ system of counting a phrase in a 4/4 and a 3/4 time signature.

For each combination at the barre or in the center, dance instructors demonstrate the
exercise by counting, leaving the choice of music to the accompanist. More rarely they might
instruct the pianist to play a certain style or melody (e.g., “A tango, please”). Then, the dancers
will mark the combination with the music: that is, practicing the with hand gestures or minimal
movement, before dancing with full energy. Ballet instructors give clues to the musician verbally
and physically. They might sing a melody that fits the exercise they are about to mark; they will
name ballet steps (therefore knowing the terminology is vital); and they will count in a way that
implies specific tempo, meter, and rhythmic pattern.31

Figure SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 1: Musician’s count versus dancer’s count in time signatures of 4/4 and 3/4.
31
Often there will be miscommunication between teachers and pianists, especially between inexperienced
instructors and novice dance musicians. The accompanist will gradually learn to recognize a teacher’s needs, even if
the latter does not verbalize these needs correctly.
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Ballet Steps and Musical Forms
Combinations at the barre or in the center are generally matched with specific musical
forms. However, music pieces of varying character can fit a single combination. Additionally,
instructors can attribute individual characteristics to movements or steps, thus requiring different
music for each exercise than what is described here. Despite this, it is helpful for the novice
accompanist to adhere to the following guidelines. The author suggests adapted selections from
Tchaikovsky’s Children’s Album for each combination.32 It should be noted that a ballet class
should include music from various sources; dedicating a whole ballet class to Tchaikovsky’s
Children’s Album is not advisable, even though the music in this anthology is quite rich and
contrasting.

Combinations at the Barre
1. Plié
Plié means “bent” or “folded.” This term describes the bending of the knees, one of the
fundamental moves of dance. Traditionally, ballet classes start with pliés. The movement and
music for this beginning combination can vary greatly. In general, though, it is smooth and
legato, in order to match the movement quality of the plié exercise. These combinations are
always flowing33 and gentle; however, this does not mean the first exercise at the barre should be
lacking energy. On the contrary, it should motivate the dancer to start focusing wholly, body and
mind, on the execution of the steps. A plié exercise is typically combined with port de bras
(“carriage” or movement of the arms) and can be either in duple or triple meter. A slow 3/4 with

32
Each piece from the collection can be fitting for more than one exercise. The author however confines
her suggestion to one or two selections for each combination.
33

The word “flowing” in this paper is used to describe continuously ascending and descending arpeggios.
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arpeggiated accompaniment is the most common. Sporadically, a teacher could request a slow
4/4, or maybe even a 12/8 (which is similar to a 4/4).34 Since these combinations can be 64 or
even 128 dancers’ counts long in an advanced class, pianists might choose to combine two
different pieces for each side or play different music for the other side.
The “Old French Song” from Children’s Album is appropriate accompaniment for a plié
exercise. This is a slow piece in duple meter. With its long melodic lines, quiet character, and
arpeggiated left hand accompaniment (see Part Four: Changing Accompaniment Patters), it
matches the energy required for the first combination at the barre.

2. Battement Tendu
Battement tendu is typically the second combination at the barre. Battement stands for
“beating” and tendu means “stretched.” In this exercise, the leg stretches to the front, back, and
side, with the pointed toes always touching the floor. There are usually two tendu35 combinations
at the barre. The first requires a slower and more sustained music than the second tendu exercise.
Music for tendus can vary from a moderato or andante duple meter with an Alberti bass
accompaniment to a fast duple or a slow waltz. The pianist should pay attention to the teacher's
cues on tempo and quality of movement — slow and gentle or fast and brisk — to determine the
tempo and meter of the music to be used. The answer is always either in the movement or the
verbal cues of the instructor. Duple meters with dotted rhythms, gavottes, faster and lighter

34

As mentioned earlier, the musical suggestions are based on what is considered common practice in the
United States. For each ballet step, the author has taken into consideration her personal experience and mainly two
other sources: Cavalli’s book Dance and Music, Lishka’s A Handbook for the Ballet Accompanist, and Suzanne
Knosp’s My Favorite Classical Music for Ballet Class (Tucson: Published by the author, 2007).
35

The term battement is often omitted. There are many kinds of battement steps, to name some: battement
tendu, battement frappé, battement fondu, grand battement.
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(“bright”) waltzes, mazurkas, polonaises, ragtime music, and tangos can also be effective.36 Each
tendu exercise is usually 32 dancers’ counts long.
A piece from Children’s Album that matches this combination is “Winter Morning.” The
tempo indication is “andante” and the time signature is a 2/4 with an accent on the first beat of
each measure. This piece reflects the movement of the stretched leg (when the accent of the
tendu is on the count, not before). Another matching piece is the “Polka” which can be of faster
tempo and more appropriate for the second tendu combination.

3. Battement Dégagé
Dégagé means “disengaged.” This term is applied to the movement of the pointed foot
that is so stretched that it is lifted from the floor — an extension of the tendu. In other national
training systems this is called glissé (“skipped”) or jeté (“thrown”), showing similar action.
Appropriate music can either be a quick duple meter (polka or other) that emphasizes a brisk
movement, or a triple meter (gigue, mazurka, polonaise) that underlines the roundness of the
movement when there is no accent. Dégagé exercises are usually 32 dancers’ counts long.
“The New Doll” from Children’s Album is a fitting selection for the battement dégagé, as
it is a fast 3/8 with a staccato accompaniment.

4. Rond de Jambe
There are two rond de jambe steps: à terre and en l’air. Rond de jambe à terre indicates a
circular movement of the leg on the floor. The working leg and foot ideally form the shape of the
letter D on the floor. Music for the rond de jambe combinations is usually a slow and flowing 3/4

36

Notes section in Suzanne Knosp’s My Favorite Classical Music for Ballet Class.
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that enhances the roundness of the movement. If the ronds are fast, then a duple meter can be
used. It is ideal if the start of the circular movement falls on eighth notes on the score. Ronds de
jambe are oftentimes paired with ports des bras or cambrés (meaning “arched,” for movements
of the upper body). When playing in a duple meter, which is less frequent, pianists can choose to
change the music to a contrasting triple when entering the port des bras or cambré section. This
part is almost always in triple meter as it matches the sweep of the movement. An andante 4/4 or
a tango can also work for a rond de jambe exercise, when teachers ask for a duple meter. This
combination is usually 32 counts of rond de jambe with an additional 16 or 32 counts of port de
bras.
The other rond de jambe exercise, usually called by its full name, rond de jambe en l'air,
is an oval movement of the leg in the air. This step can be executed with the accompaniment of
various musical forms, depending on whether the quality of the movement is smooth and slow or
staccato and fast.
A musical selection from Children’s Album fitting the rond de jambe à terre combination
is the “German Song” and one that matches the rond de jambe en l’air exercise is the “Italian
Song.” Due to the somewhat asymmetrical structure of the melodic line, dancers might need
assistance in counting the “Italian Song” correctly. The author has made slight changes to the
original to resolve this issue (see Part Six).

5. Battement Fondu
Fondu means “melted” or “sinking down.” The term describes the movement in which
the standing leg, bending, bears the whole weight of the body, and then lifts it up slowly. Music
for battement fondus should reflect this legato and controlled motion. It can be a duple or a triple
meter. Very often a tango will be requested. A fondu exercise is typically 32 dancers’ counts
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long. A selection from Children’s Album that can be appropriate is “Sweet Dream,” a moderato
and lyrical 3/4.

6. Battement Frappé
Frappé means “struck.” This term is applied to the movement of the flexed foot towards
the ankle and then out again in a fast motion. The instructor might ask for a single, a double, or
occasionally a triple frappé. A duple meter with dotted rhythm (e.g., a march), or another fast
duple such as polka or coda37 are generally most fitting. A frappé exercise is normally 32
dancers’ counts long.
“Nanny’s Tale” from Children’s Album can be used for battement frappé exercises. The
piece is a moderato 2/4 with staccato articulations that match the swift and sharp movement of
this combination.

7. Grand Battement
Grand battement could be translated as “large beating” (of the extended or bent leg). This
is one of the most spectacular movements in ballet, where the whole leg has to be lifted as high
as possible with a straight knee and then brought back to its previous position. A march is often
the most suitable music for this exercise if it is performed in duple meter. When triple meter is
needed, a grand waltz or a polonaise are appropriate. Sometimes a tango or a coda work as well.
Grand battement exercises are usually 16 or 32 dancers’ counts long.

37

The musical form named coda here describes the type of music found in the finale of a typical pas de
deux in classical ballet. A more appropriate term musically is the galop. This music is a fast 2/4 with a polka-style or
“stride” accompaniment pattern and a melody that incorporates chromatic stepwise motion with simple rhythms.
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There are two pieces that are fitting for the grand battement step from Children’s Album:
“The Wooden Soldiers’ March” and “The Doll’s Funeral.” The first is a 2/4 march (indicated
Tempo di Marcia) with accompaniment in the middle register, reminiscent of The Nutcracker,
and the second is a slower 2/4 march (indicated Grave). For both pieces, the author suggests a
richer accompaniment with full chords that support the big movements of the dancers (see Part
Six).

8. Stretch
This optional barre exercise does not require a specific musical form, but usually music
used for plié combinations is appropriate to assist in establishing a relaxing atmosphere in the
class. Often the dancers do not have to count, thus the music does not have to be “square.” In
such cases, the instructor will tell the pianist to play “anything you'd like.”
Music fitting for this exercise from Children’s Album is “Mummy.” This piece is a
moderato 3/4 with a continuous eighth-note accompaniment. The structure of the phrases and the
positioning of the slurs might confuse the dancer on where “count 1” falls. Since stretch
exercises usually do not require counting, this should not cause any issues.

Combinations in the Center
9. Adagio
Usually, the first exercise in center is a battement tendu. The same principles as for the
tendu at the barre are applied here too. The second exercise in center is the adagio (or adage)
which is not to be confused with the tempo indication. The term is applied to combinations of
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movements that are slow and legato, or as Cavalli states, “sustained, controlled, deceivingly
powerful, smooth, elongated, reaching, and extending beyond the body.”38
Music for adagios reflects these characteristics, therefore it is quite slow and can be
either duple or triple meter (like the music for pliés). To the novice accompanist, the adagio
combination might seem like a series of static poses while in fact it requires total and constant
control of the body from the dancer. Adagio exercises can be 16 or 32 dancers’ counts long.
The “Doll’s Illness” from Children’s Album is a slow duple (Lento 2/4) with a melody
that is disrupted by rests. Adding arpeggiated figures as an accompaniment and playing fuller
chords on the right hand, along with correct use of pedal, result in a most fitting adagio (see Part
Six).

10. Turns: Pirouette
Pirouette can be translated as “twirl.” It is one category of turns used by the dancers and
can have many components. It is a combination of movements found either as an exercise by
itself, or as part of other exercises such as battement tendu in center or adagio. The quality of
this movement can vary depending on the context. What is of importance for the accompanist is
to keep a steady rhythm which acts as support to the dancer. The preparation before the pirouette
(demi-plié) should be assisted by a crescendo and an ascending pattern on the score. A waltz or a
mazurka are most proper for pirouette exercises, which can last for 8, 16, or 32 dancers’ counts.
There are other types of turns such as soutenu (“sustained”) turns and tours en l'air as
well as turns that can occur in succession such as chaînés (“chains”), piqué (“pricked”) turns,
and fouettés (“whipped”). Music most appropriate for repetitive turns are codas.

38

Cavalli, Dance and Music, 107.

33
“The Organ-Grinder Sings” from Children’s Album is a moderato 3/4 waltz with a
singing melody that, with optional additions of ascending patterns, can offer support to dancers
performing turning movements.

11. Jumps: Petit Allegro, Medium Allegro, Grand Allegro
The jumps, or in French sautés, are as crucial as turns in a dancer’s training. Jumps can
be found in various combinations throughout the ballet class, but there is a logical progression
going from small jumps landing on two feet to large jumps landing on one foot. Simpler jumps
are the changements — meaning “change” (of feet) — and then follows a broad category of
varying steps in the petit allegro, medium allegro, and grand allegro exercises. The term allegro
here, as in the previously discussed adagio, does not refer to the tempo of the music, but to the
style of the music and the movement. These exercises are generally 16 dancers’ counts long.
Petit allegro combinations are about the cleanliness of execution rather than the height of
the jumps. Steps can include glissade (“gliding”), pas de bourrée (literal translation being
“drunk” step), assemblé (“assembled”), or jeté. The music varies greatly and can either be a
duple or a triple meter, though according to Knosp, the first petit allegro exercises are almost
always done in 2/4. Musical forms in triple meter that can match this combination are gigues,
tarantellas, or polonaises. It should be stressed that the novice ballet pianist should not try to
understand and analyze all the different steps; they should locate where the accents are to find
the most suitable meter and tempo for each exercise.39
Medium allegro (or petit allegro II) combinations can be faster than the previous petit
allegro exercise. Dancers perform connecting steps and explore more space in this combination.

39

Suggested by Cavalli in Dance and Music, 118.
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A duple meter with a dotted rhythm (e.g., ragtime) or fast triple (e.g., fast 6/8) are typically used
to accompany these exercises.
Grand allegro combinations are where the dancers execute big leaps diagonally across
the floor (from one corner of the room to the other). The music should be broad and powerful
and provide enough time for the dancers to land. Typically, a “grand” waltz is most appropriate.
The exercise lasts for 16 dancers’ counts but it is done in groups (of normally two to six
dancers), therefore the pianist has to repeat material. The meter can either be duple or triple with
a fast 6/8 being a great choice.
Exercises that are done across the floor as the above are performed in pairs or groups, are
usually repeated on the other side, and can get quite long. It is advisable not to repeat the same
music for more than 16 or 32 counts as it becomes monotonous and negatively affects the
dancers’ energy levels. Memorization in situations as these is extremely valuable. Lishka
addresses this issue:
Changing music during long, continuous combinations will help to conserve the strength
of the accompanist and will avoid the dreary mental predicament in which he finds
himself pounding out the same measures over and over again. The accompanist will of
course not be able to change music if he has nothing memorized and cannot reach for a
convenient score in the midst of a combination.40
Pieces that match the above exercises from Children’s Album are the “Neapolitan Song”
for petit allegro and the “Waltz” for grand allegro combinations. The first is also found in Act
III of Swan Lake as “Neapolitan dance” and has a very distinctive rhythmic pattern that inspires
the dancers to move. It works well for long combinations as it has another section (which in the
ballet is accelerated but this should be avoided in class unless requested by the instructor). The

40

Gerald R. Lishka, A Handbook for the Ballet Accompanist, 13.

35
“Waltz” has the appropriate emphasis on beat 2 of the measure, when the landing after the jump
might occur. The pickup to beat 1 and the structure of the melody also give the impetus to the
dancers to prepare for a high jump.

12. Révérence
At the very end, as a courtesy to the teacher and the pianist, the dancers might do a
révérence (“curtsey” or “bow”). This combination includes usually slow steps with cambré or
ports des bras movements, and perhaps a bow towards the teacher and the musician. It is class
etiquette for the pianist to acknowledge the dancers at the end of the révérence, by getting up and
clapping, or even by bowing back to the dancers and the instructor. This last exercise can be 8 or
16 counts long. Music most fitting for this combination is a slow 3/4 like the music for pliés and
stretches, with less movement on the score. A suitable piece from Children’s Album is “Morning
Prayer” (Example 12).

36

PART FOUR: ADAPTATIONS OF PIANO MUSIC
Piano music often needs to be edited to fit the ballet class. Alterations to the score that
might be essential include adding preparatory measures (introduction); changing phrase length
(phrase reduction, phrase extension, balances, finishes); changing the form (repeats, order of
phrases, transitions); changing accompaniment patterns; making metric alterations (changing
time signature, shifting the barline); and reinterpreting markings on the score (tempo, dynamics,
accents).
The author illustrates how to approach each type of adaptation by using Tchaikovsky’s
Children’s Album, Op. 39 as a guiding model. For this purpose, only a few excerpts are featured
below. The full scores can be found in Part Six of this paper. Seventeen of the twenty-four pieces
are accompanied by video recordings with dancers from The University of Arizona School of
Dance performing appropriate steps for each musical selection (see Appendix B: Video
Submissions).

Adding Preparatory Measures
For every combination in the ballet class, the dancers are expected to assume a
preparatory position before performing the exercise. The teacher gives the desired tempo and
then the word “and” or a “thank you” towards the pianist, expecting that the latter will play the
right preparation. This introduction is almost always in four dancers’ counts. It gives enough
time for the dancers to prepare physically and mentally and find their placement promptly.
Introductory measures are crucial for a successful performance but have not always been the
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norm. Cavalli states: “I remember how pleased Mr. Brunson was when I introduced him to 4count preparations which I had learned at another school.”41
Instructors do not always need an introduction, especially in beginner classes where
students do not prepare with port des bras. Very short combinations such as the révérence might
also not require a preparation. Two chords with a tonic-dominant motion (I-V or I-V7) can
suffice. However, the author finds these short “intros” to be vague, even for advanced classes.
An easy way to create a convincing introduction is to play the last four dancers’ counts of
a piece, finishing on a perfect or imperfect authentic cadence.42 The numbers in the following
musical examples indicate the dancers’ counts.

Example 5. “The New Doll” with a four-count introduction ending on an imperfect authentic cadence.

41

Cavalli, Dance and Music, 147. Ballet accompaniment has changed and crystallized only in the last few
years. When most textbooks in the topic were written, it was almost a fresh occupation with no tradition and no solid
rules. Nowadays there are expectations from the accompanists that are considered common ground for dancers and
musicians alike. Combinations have grown to be much longer than in previous decades. One instance of this is the
four-count preparation, which was not established at all schools or not preferred over the ambiguous two-chord
preparation. In the Bournonville method, three chords are used as preparation, often with a fermata on the last chord.
This is still used in Russian methods as well.
42

For a cadence to be considered perfect, the V and the I must be in root position and the soprano in the
tonic chord must be the root.
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An alternative is to create an introduction based on the opening material of the piece,
again ending in an authentic cadence (Example 6). One could argue that authentic cadences do
not suggest a continuation to the listener. In such cases, the pianist can choose to end on a half
cadence (Example 7). Nevertheless, the author finds that ending on the tonic has never confused
the dancers.

Example 6. “The Wooden Soldiers’ March”(adapted) with a four-count introduction ending on a perfect authentic
cadence.

Example 7. “The Wooden Soldiers’ March” with a four-count introduction ending on a half cadence.
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If the music does not start on the tonic, the pianist ought to come up with a convincing
harmonic progression that leads to the first chord of the piece. This is also obligatory when the
ending of the piece is in a different key than the beginning.

Changing Phrase Length
There will often be times when the phrase length of a piece needs to be altered to fit a
combination. The “squaring off” should be as seamless as possible and stylistically permissible.
The edited phrases should progress logically and smoothly to the next section and have definitive
beginnings and endings.
Cavalli uses the words “ethical” and “heretical” for cutting out measures of a phrase of
famous composers, but underlines that it is up to the pianist’s taste and awareness to decide
whether this is permissible or not. The value of a piece lies in its suitability for an exercise and
the level of adaptation one has to go through. One could argue that works that do not fit square
phrasing should not be considered for the ballet class. Such a decision would reduce the available
repertoire tremendously. Cavalli defends her standpoint by stating that for the dancers to move to
an example she cut off is “a valuable emotional, physical, and educational experience.”43
Two examples of phrase editing are illustrated here. The first is an instance of phrase
reduction from the “Mazurka.”

43

Cavalli, Dance and Music, 137-138.
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Example 8. “Mazurka,” mm. 13-22. The “X” indicates the two extra measures that extend the phrase.

Tchaikovsky would occasionally extend his square phrasing, as in this case with two
extra measures at the end (Example 8). Sets of phrases of eight counts are a prerequisite for a
piece to be suitable for the ballet class. Therefore, these two extra measures have to be omitted.
The last measure of the phrase (m. 16) is blended seamlessly into the second extra measure (m.
18; see Example 9).

Example 9. “Mazurka,” mm. 13-20 adapted for “square” phrasing.
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Oftentimes the phrases are not long enough, in which case they need to be extended to fit
the ballet class. Example 10 illustrates an instance of phrase extension in “Kamarinskaja.” This
piece is organized in sets of phrases of 6 (the first measure is considered a pickup to “1”).
However, only rarely do teachers work with other than sets of phrases of 8 in the ballet class. In
order to make the music appropriate for this setting, these phrases have to be extended. By
adding one measure after count 3 and then another after count 6, one can create “square”
phrasing (Example 11).

Example 10. “Kamarinskaja,” opening phrase extended to fit eight dancers’ counts.

Example 11. “Kamarinskaja,” mm. 1-17, originally structured in sets of six dancers’ counts.
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Ballet pianists might occasionally need to make a phrase longer for ending balances and
finishes. Many times, the teacher will ask for 4, 8, or even 16 counts of balance at the end of an
exercise. A solution is to repeat the last measures just played. Increasing the dynamic level and
ascending to higher registers helps the dancers focus on their balance. If there is unaccompanied
movement at the end of a combination, it is preferable to add a few extra chords so that the
movement is not “hanging” (e.g., a I-V7-I or a I-IV-I motion).

Changing the Form
Repeating sections or changing the order of phrases is frequently required in a ballet
class. This has to be done when a piece has an odd number of phrases or insufficient phrases for
an entire combination. It is important for the novice ballet pianist to remember that combinations
at the barre are repeated on the other side, and that repetition of material is unavoidable. When
exercises are repeated on the other side, three possibilities exist:

A. a rest after one side and a repeat of the exact material for the other side exactly as
played earlier (with the proper introduction),

B. an instant repeat of the material with no music rest (possible only when the last step of
the dancers is a turn to the other side),

C. a transition to the other side with preparatory measures, whereas the transition can be
the same as the introduction or follow a harmonic progression that will lead to the initial
key (if that is other than the tonic).
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Example 12 is a case of a piece that requires phrase repetition. “Mummy” has three sets
of phrases. Typically, an even number of phrases is needed in ballet exercises. Here, if the pianist
were to repeat the last phrase, it would sound monotonous as it is a concluding phrase.
Therefore, it is recommended to repeat the first phrase, which could be variated with arpeggios
or ornamentations.
Example 12. “Mummy” complete. The three 8-count phrases are shown with numbers on the score.

1

2

3
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An instance of changing the order of phrases is found in the “Italian Song.” This piece is
originally 6 phrases long, a form often found in pieces from Children’s Album (Example 13). If
the pianist were to repeat the last two phrases, then the form would not be symmetrical. A
solution is to play the order of phrases as follows: 1, 2, 3, 4, 1, 2, 5, 6.

Changing Accompaniment Patterns
The pianist might choose to enhance or change the accompaniment pattern of a piece in
order to support a certain movement of the dancers or to sustain consistency in a piece of music.
A richer sound in marches helps the dancer make larger movements; an arpeggiated
accompaniment with a sustained quality for pliés, ports des bras, or adagios, helps the dancer
move more legato; a polka-style accompaniment assists the dancer in small jumps. This list is
indicative of the numerous possibilities of accompaniment styles that can be used in the ballet
class.
It should be noted that the ballet pianist should develop a kinesthetic awareness that will
allow them to translate movement to music. The pianist should have a firm understanding of why
a specific accompaniment pattern is most suitable for a particular combination. The music should
be supportive to the dancers, providing the correct tempo, rhythmic pattern, and necessary
quality of accompaniment for each movement.
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Example 13. “Italian Song,” complete. The six 8-count phrases are indicated with numbers on the score.

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Making Metric Alterations
Sometimes, the distribution of meter and the time signature do not coincide with what
dancers hear as the first count. Therefore, it is necessary to make adjustments so that the score
reflects the dancers’ counts.
The initial impression when listening to “The Lark’s Song” is that it is in duple meter.
This is caused by the 2-beat long rhythmic pattern of the right hand which does not fall on the
same beat of the measure every time. Only with the score in hand is it clear that the piece is
written in a 3/4 time signature (Example 14).

Example 14. “The Lark’s Song,” mm. 1-6.

Thus, changing the time signature (with the appropriate edits in the score) will bring
musicians’ and dancers’ counts in agreement (Example 15).
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Example 15. “The Lark’s Song,” opening measures with a changed time signature: 2/4 instead of the
original 3/4. The numbers indicate the dancers’ counts.

Reinterpreting Markings
Part of the pianist’s training in playing for dance is to change the interpretation of the
music to support the movement. For the purposes of this paper, “interpretation” here is limited to
tempo fluctuations, dynamic changes, and accents. These adjustments are an element of the
ballet class and of choreographed pieces. Three selections from Children’s Album were
choreographed, in order to demonstrate how these pieces are appropriate for variations and the
adagio class. The ending result is a triptych that resembles the traditional grand pas de deux in
the ballet repertoire (see Footnote 4).
“The New Doll” is a demonstration of a male variation. Shorter than the female one (as
is the tradition in ballets), this piece allows the dancer to perform swift movements across the
floor, quick footwork, and big jumps. It is a fast 3/8 with a repeated rhythmic pattern on the left
hand throughout, which provides security to the dancer. Here the adaptations made include
inserting an introduction and editing the dynamics. The preparatory measures are taken from the
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last four counts of the piece (Example 5). The dynamics have been changed in the ending
measures (mm. 53-57) where instead of a pianissimo, a crescendo to the last chord was more in
line with the dance. No fluctuations in tempo are desired except on these last few measures of the
piece, following the dancer’s movement.

Example 16. “The New Doll,” ending measures; the first two as seen in the original, and the last two as adapted for
the choreographed piece.

“Baba-Jaga” is a demonstration of a female variation, where the dancer is en pointe
performing balances, jumps, and fast footwork. The music is a quick and intense 6/8, perhaps the
most aggressive piece in terms of character from this anthology. There is no need for
introductory measures, as the pickup to m. 1 suffices as preparation for the dancer — in this case.
Two components are adapted for this “variation”: the dynamics and the rhythm of the ending
measures. The dynamics in the score start as piano with sforzandos, continue with a few
instances of diminuendos and crescendos, one section in forte, and end pianissimo. This is not
enough support for the female dancer’s big movements and the intensity she needs to perform in
character. Therefore, the dynamic levels are increased to forte with the contrasting softer sections
retained (mm. 12-20). The main crescendo leading to the peak of the piece (mm. 19-25) and the
big diminuendo in the closing section (mm. 32-end) remain intact. The closing measures (mm.
44-45) are extended to half tempo for the specific needs of this choreography. The ending chord
is lengthened and more emphasized in comparison to the original, so as to underline the final
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movement of the ballerina. Additionally, a slight ritardando in the closing section is vital to
align with her turns (mm. 36-43).

Example 17. “Baba-Jaga,” ending measures (the first two as seen in the original, and the
last four as adapted for the choreography).

Perhaps the most demanding piece in terms of synchronization is “Sweet Dream,” used
for a pas de deux. The choreography is carefully curated to the music, with partnering techniques
of the advanced level from both dancers. “Sweet Dream” is a moderato 3/4 with an indication
“with much feeling” making it ideal for an adagio combination or the partnering class.
The time it takes for the dancers to perform specific movements or steps can slightly vary
from rehearsal to rehearsal. This disparity demands from the pianist absolute alertness. Keeping
notes on the score to indicate when a movement happens is essential. Looking ahead and
visualizing the next steps is beneficial. Finally, memorizing the music — at least partially — is
crucial for the pianist so as to free them from the score. It is only then that they can focus on the
dancers and respond to live movement.
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PART FIVE: CONCLUSION
This critical essay serves as a brief introduction to ballet accompaniment principles and
the structure of the ballet class. The author attempts to elucidate the process of adapting existing
piano music for the ballet class through selections from Tchaikovsky’s Children’s Album. In this
paper, the reader can find a practical model for six types of adaptation: adding preparatory
measures (introduction); changing phrase length (phrase reduction, phrase extension, balances,
finishes); changing the form (repeats, order of phrases, transitions); changing accompaniment
patterns; making metric alterations (changing time signature, shifting the barline); and finally,
reinterpreting markings on the score (tempo, dynamics, accents).
Although technology and the internet provide ballet instructors with thousands of
recordings of music for their ballet class, having a live musician in the studio is essential.
Experienced ballet pianists know exactly what the instructor and the dancers need; they decide in
a matter of seconds what piece is most appropriate for a combination from their repertoire. This
valuable decision-making skill along with the ability to make any necessary adjustments on the
spot, make the ballet pianist an asset. Ballet accompaniment requires training, skill, willingness
to adapt and to be flexible, and kinesthetic awareness. Novice ballet pianists should remember
that dance musicians do not only accompany dance; they are an integral part of the art form.
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PART SIX: TCHAIKOVSKY’S CHILDREN’S ALBUM, OP. 39
This is a complete edition of Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Children's Album, Op. 39:
Collection of Easy Pieces for Children à la Schumann, adapted for the ballet class by the author
of this critical essay. This edition aims to assist the ballet pianist by providing a model for the
adaptation of intermediate piano literature and by expanding their repertoire for the ballet class.
As there are a few discrepancies between publications of Children’s Album, the Wiener Urtext
Edition44 was used as the source for the translated titles, tempo indications, and the dynamic,
articulation, and phrase markings (see Appendix A: Publication Issues).
Each piece from Children’s Album is matched with a specific ballet exercise. Seventeen
of the twenty-four pieces are accompanied by video recordings of dancers from The University
of Arizona School of Dance performing appropriate steps for each selection (see Appendix B:
Video Submissions). The order follows the traditional sequence of exercises in a ballet class
rather than the original published order of the pieces. The suggested ballet step or combination is
inserted as a subtitle to each piece. The preparatory measures (introductions) end with a double
barline that marks the beginning of the combination and of the original score. Each 8-count
phrase is similarly distinguished. If there are balances or finishes at the end of a piece, these are
also distinguished by a double barline. Wherever it was necessary to alter tempo indications,
dynamics, articulations, phrasing, or rhythm, this is indicated with an asterisk on the score and a
footnote where the changes are clarified.
The author’s intention was to adapt the score minimally. Therefore, some typical
combinations from the ballet class have been omitted. It should be noted that each piece from the

44
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Children's Album, Op. 39: Collection of Easy Pieces for Children à la
Schumann (Vienna: Wiener Urtext Edition, 2000). There are a few discrepancies in the order of pieces and some of
the expressive markings on the score between the autograph and the first edition of Children’s Album. For further
details, see Appendix A.
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collection can accompany more than one exercise and that the adaptations can be limitless. The
author however limits each piece to one combination, in what is considered common practice in
the United States. Other pianists or dance teachers might find these recommendations to be
unsuitable for their style. Moreover, three pieces — “Russian Song,” “Farmer Playing on the
Accordion,” and “At Church” — were omitted from this edition. These pieces, being imitative of
Russian folk and church music, would require editing that would change their character
significantly. As the intention was to retain the original essence and character of the music, the
pieces were not included in this edition.
It is the author’s hope that this music edition will serve well as a guide to new ballet
pianists attempting to adapt intermediate piano music to suit the ballet class.
Contents
“Old French Song” – plié
“Winter Morning” – battement tendu
“Polka” – battement tendu
“The New Doll” – battement dégagé, pas de cheval
“Sweet Dream” – battement fondu
“German Song” – rond de jambe à terre
“Italian Song” – rond de jambe en l’air
“Nanny’s Tale” – battement frappé
“Mummy” – port des bras, stretch at the barre
“The Doll’s Funeral” – grand battement
“The Wooden Soldiers’ March” – grand battement
“Kamarinskaja” – battement tendu in center
“The Doll’s Illness” – adagio
“Mazurka” – waltz combination
“The Organ-Grinder Sings” pirouette
“Hobbyhorse” – petit battement, petit allegro
“The Lark’s Song” petit allegro
“Neapolitan Song” – petit allegro
“Baba-Jaga” – medium allegro
“Waltz” – grand allegro
“Morning Prayer” – révérence
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APPENDIX: NOTES ON PUBLICATIONS
A few publication issues regarding Tchaikovsky’s Children's Album, Op. 39: Collection
of Easy Pieces for Children à la Schumann, need to be addressed. These concern mostly the
order of the pieces and the titles as translated from the original Russian source. Tchaikovsky
completed writing his collection in May and July 1878 in Kamenka of today’s Ukraine, then
thoroughly revised it in the same month. This second revision is what survives. The album was
first published in November of the same year (Moscow: P. Jurgenson, 1878), but it is doubtful
whether Tchaikovsky thoroughly proof-read this edition before giving his imprimatur to the
publisher.45 Thus, the first edition differs from the autograph in the order of pieces, and there are
some omissions or deficiencies in dynamics, articulation, and phrasing. Therefore, the autograph
might be considered “the authentic version of the cycle.”46
Three editions are referenced here for comparison: one is found on the IMSLP database
(Schirmer, 1904);47 the other is based on the 1878 edition with fingering by Russian pianist and
pedagogue Viktor Merzhanov of the Moscow Conservatory (Schott, 1994);48 and the last is
based on the autograph (Wiener Urtext Edition, 2000).49 The following table shows the order and
title of the pieces for each of these editions.

45
Moreover, Tchaikovsky gave Russian titles to the editor, but a staff member added French titles to some
of the pieces, and some of these translations were incorrect. From the preface written by Thomas Kohlhase in
Tchaikovsky, Children's Album, Wiener Urtext Edition (see Footnote 49).
46

Ibid.

47

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Children’s Album, Op. 39, ed. Adolf Ruthardt (New York: Schirmer, 1904).

48

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Children's Album, ed. Viktor Merzhanov (Mainz: Schott, 1994).

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Children's Album, Op. 39: Collection of Easy Pieces for Children à la
Schumann (Vienna: Wiener Urtext Edition, 2000).
49

86
SCHIRMER

SCHOTT

WIENER URTEXT

1
2
3
4
5

Morning Prayer
Winter Morning
Mama
The Little Horseman
March of the Wooden Soldiers

Morning Prayer
Winter Morning
Hobby-Horse
Mummy
The Toy Soldiers’ March

6
7
8
9
10
11
12

The New Doll
The Sick Doll
The Doll’s Burial
Waltz
Polka
Mazurka
Russian Song

13

Peasant Prelude

14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

Folk Song
Italian Song
Od French Song
German Song
Neapolitan Song
The Nurse’s Tale
The Witch52
Sweet Dream
Song of the Lark
In Church
The Hurdy-Gurdy Man

Dolly Is Ill50
Dolly’s Funeral
Waltz
My New Dolly
Mazurka
Russian Song
Farmer Playing on the
Accordion
Kamarinskaja, Russian
Popular Dance
Polka
Italian Song
Od French Song
German Song
Neapolitan Song
A Nursery Tale
The Witch in the Wood53
Sweet Dream
The Lark
The Organgrinder’s Song
At Church

Morning Prayer
Winter Morning
Mummy
Hobbyhorse
The Wooden Soldiers’
March
The New Doll
The Doll’s Illness
The Doll’s Funeral
Waltz
Polka
Mazurka
Russian Song51
Farmer Playing on the
Accordion
Kamarinskaja
Italian Song
Old French Song
German Song
Neapolitan Song
Nanny’s Tale
Baba-Jaga
Sweet Dream
The Lark’s Song
At Church
The Organ-Grinder Sings

There is a footnote stating that the autograph bears the title “La maladie de poupée.” Tchaikovsky,
Children’s Album, ed. by Merzhanov, 12.
50

51
This is based on the theme of the folksong ‘O my poor head’ (Голова ль ты моя головушка), which the
composer also arranged as No. 2 of his Fifty Russian Folksongs. In “Kamarinskaja,” Tchaikovsky used another
popular Russian folk tune of the same name (Камаринская). There are three more instances where he re-used
material. The melody from the “Old French Song” is used in the minstrels’ song from Act II of the opera The Maid
of Orleans; the “Neapolitan Song” is part of Act III in Swan Lake; and “The Organ-Grinder Sings” was used again
in the middle section of “Reverie interrompue” from Twelve Pieces, Op. 40.
52
This refers to the Russian folktale character Baba-Jaga, a witch living in the woods inside a hut with
hen’s legs. She is also featured in Modest Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition, which was composed in 1874 but
not published until 1886 (thus not preceding Children’s Album).
53

Ibid.
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APPENDIX B: VIDEO SUBMISSIONS
Part of this project was the filming of seventeen of the twenty-four pieces from
Tchaikovsky’s Children’s Album, Op. 39 set to dance. Stephen Straub, graduate student at The
University of Arizona School of Dance, served as the instructor and choreographer to an
ensemble of eight dancers from the university: Azelle Chang, Liana Corona, Kristen Flowers,
Danielle Goodman, Camryn Hill, Nathan Mariano, Alexandra O’Neal, and Sasha Reist. Abigail
Mentzer Designs made the skirts and masks, and the costume shop of the School of Dance
provided the outfit for the male dancer. The videos were filmed on April 2, 2021, in Studio 301
of the Stevie Eller Dance Theatre of The University of Arizona School of Dance in Tucson,
Arizona.
The intention of this project was to demonstrate the basic combinations of a typical ballet
technique class with the available music. The following is a list of these submissions with their
respective hyperlinks. The videos are supplementary files to this critical essay and the music
edition and have been archived with The University of Arizona. A playlist is also available on
YouTube. The adaptations of the musical selections in the videos might differ from the
adaptations included in the author’s music edition in terms of sets of phrases or accompaniment
patterns. These minor variations have arisen because the process of making the dances was
concurrent with the process of exploring various adaptations of the score.
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Complete playlist available on YouTube.

Combinations at the Barre:
Plié: “Old French Song”
Battement tendu: “Winter Morning”
Battement dégagé/pas de cheval: “Italian Song”
Rond de jambe: “German Song”
Battement frappé: “Nanny’s Tale”
Barre Stretch: “Mummy”
Grand battement: “The Wooden Soldiers’ March”

Combinations in the Center:
Battement tendu: “Polka”
Adagio (rehearsal): “The Doll’s Illness”
Pirouette: “The Organ-Grinder Sings”
Petit allegro: “Neapolitan Song”
Grand allegro: “Waltz”
Pointe classwork (bourrée): “The Lark’s Song”
Male variation: “The New Doll” (dancer: Nathan Mariano)
Female variation: “Baba-Jaga” (dancer: Danielle Goodman)
Pas de deux: “Sweet Dream” (dancers: Danielle Goodman, Nathan Mariano)
Révérence: “Morning Prayer” (all dancers)
Note: where there are no dancers indicated, these pieces were performed by Azelle Chang, Liana
Corona, Kristen Flowers, Camryn Hill, Alexandra O’Neal, and Sasha Reist.
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