
 

Samba �  
Brief History
Samba is a dance and musical genre originating in Brazil, with roots from Africa via the West African slave 
trade and African religious traditions, particularly Angola and the Congo. Introduced in 1917, the Samba 
wasn't adopted by Brazil as a ballroom dance until 1930. 

In Brazil, Samba is mostly danced solo, and remains especially popular during celebrations of the Brazilian 
Carnival in Rio de Janeiro. The festive mood of the dance is responsible for its continued popularity. Samba 
is considered to be one of the most popular Brazilian cultural expressions, being is an icon of Brazilian 
national identity. 

Samba National Day is celebrated on December 2 every year!

Samba has a very specific rhythm, highlighted by characteristic Brazilian musical instruments. To achieve 
the true character of the Samba, a dancer must give it a happy, flirtatious and exuberant interpretation. 

Characteristics and Technique
Tempo:                                                          80-125 beats per minute
Rhythm:                                                        1a2, 3a4
Time signature:                                             2/4

Principal characteristics of the Samba are the rapid steps taken on a quarter of a beat and the pronounced 
rocking motion and sway of the dance. The basic footwork of the Samba includes fast, three-step weight 
changes with a slight knee lift, led with alternating feet. The basic rhythm is ‘quick, quick, slow’.

The major action of Samba, the ‘Samba Bounce Action’ gives the dance its unique look and feel. It is a 
gentle, rhythmic action felt through the knees and ankles. This action should appear effortless and carefree 
and should never be exaggerated. The ‘Samba Bounce Action’ is quite difficult to master, but really adds to 
the overall character of the Samba. It is produced by the flexing and straightening of the knees and ankles, 
the supporting leg taking most of the weight.  

In addition to a bounce action, many Samba figures also require a pelvic tic action, which is difficult to 
accomplish, but without it the dance loses much of its effect. The pelvis is tilted forward in an upward 
direction on beat 1, tilted backwards or diagonally backwards on step 2 (beat ‘a’), and returned to centre on 
step 3 (beat ‘2’).

Timing
There are many different beat values in Samba, the main Samba Basic Movement is timed 1a2. This 
consists of 3 steps in a forward/backward direction and is split into ¾ of a beat on step ‘1’, ¼ of a beat on 
step ‘a’, and 1 full beat on step ‘2’.

The ‘bounce’ action takes ½ of a beat of music for each flexing & straightening movement and is timed 
&1&2. Therefore, the overall timing for the basic step including the bounce action is ‘&1&a2’.

In other steps such as Voltas, which are a sequence of ‘quick’ steps, the timing is syncopated further to 
‘1a2a3a4’, which is split into ¾ beat on steps ‘1,2,3,4’ and ¼ beat on steps ‘a’.

Begin with a proud elegant posture, all weight on LF (hip to left) feet slightly apart, knees soft. Arms should 
be held naturally by your side, elbows slightly lifted in basic Latin position. 

http://www.dancelovers.com/learn_samba.html
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Samba Basic Movement

Whisk

Foot Position Footwork Body Movement/
Action 
Amount of Turn

Rhythm Beat 
value

RF back
LF closed to RF with part weight
Replace weight fully onto RF
LF forward
RF closed to LF with part weight
Replace weight fully onto LF

Ball Flat
Ball
Ball Flat
Ball Flat
Ball
Ball Flat

Samba Bounce Action 
and Pelvic Tic Action 
are used throughout

1
a
2
1
a
2

¾ 
¼ 
1
¾ 
¼ 
1

Notes

Foot Position Footwork Body Movement/
Action 
Amount of Turn

Rhythm Beat 
value

RF side
LF crossed behind RF with part weight
Replace weight fully onto RF
LF side
RF crossed behind LF with part weight
Replace weight fully onto LF

Ball Flat
Toe
Ball Flat
Ball Flat
Toe
Ball Flat

Samba Bounce Action 
and Pelvic Tic Action 
are used throughout

1
a
2
1
a
2

¾ 
¼ 
1
¾ 
¼ 
1

Notes



 

Plait

Travelling Voltas 

Corta Jaca

Foot Position Footwork Body Movement/
Action 
Amount of Turn

Rhythm Beat 
value

RF forward to face RDF
LF forward to face LDF
RF forward to face RDF
LF forward to face LDF
RF forward to face RDF

Ball Flat
Ball Flat
Ball Flat
Ball Flat
Ball Flat

Swivel to R
Swivel to L
Swivel to R
Swivel to L
Swivel to R

Slow
Slow
Quick
Quick
Slow

1
1
½ 
½ 
1

Notes
Turn is in the lower part of the body
The moving foot brushes the standing foot on each step
This step can also be danced on the toes which helps with the swivel action.

Foot Position Footwork Body Movement/
Action 
Amount of Turn

Rhythm Beat 
value

RF cross in front of LF
LF side & slightly back with part weight
RF cross in front of LF
LF side & slightly back with part weight
RF cross in front of LF
LF side & slightly back with part weight
RF cross in front of LF

Ball flat
Toe
Ball flat
Toe
Ball flat
Toe
Ball flat

Samba Bounce Action 
and Pelvic Tic Action 
are used throughout

1
a
2
a
3
a
4

¾ 
¼ 
¾
¼
¾
¼
1

Notes
Each of the ‘crossing actions’ above should be danced toe to heel (toe turned out) so that the crossing 
foot doesn’t travel past the back foot. 

Foot Position Footwork Body Movement/
Action 
Amount of Turn

Rhythm Beat 
value



 

RF forward and slightly rightwards with 
part weight
LF slip to right
RF back and slightly rightwards with 
part weight
LF slip to right
RF forward and slightly rightwards with 
part weight
LF slip to right
RF back and slightly rightwards  with 
part weight
LF slip to right

Heel

Flat
Toe

Flat
Heel

Flat
Toe

Flat

Knees remain slightly 
flexed throughout

Pelvic Tic Action is 
used throughout. There 
is no Samba Bounce 
Action used in this step

Quick

Quick
Quick

Quick
Quick

Quick
Quick 

Quick

½ 

½ 
½

½
½

½
½ 

½ 

Notes
Pelvic Tic Action is used throughout. Can also be danced with LF lead



 

Stationary Samba Walks

Foot Position Footwork Body Movement/
Action 
Amount of Turn

Rhythm Beat 
value

RF close to LF

LF back, toe turned out with part 
weight
RF slip backwards

LF close to RF (slightly fwds)

RF back, toe turned out with part 
weight
LF slip backwards

Ball flat

IET
Flat

Ball flat

IET
Flat

Knees flexed, pelvis 
tilted forward
Pelvis tilted backwards
R knee straight, pelvis 
normal
Knees flexed, pelvis 
tilted forward
Pelvis tilted backwards
L knee straight, pelvis 
normal

1

a
2

1

a
2

¾ 

¼ 
1

¾ 

¼ 
1

Notes
In order that the movement remains on the spot, each of the closing steps after the first step will be taken 
slightly forwards.
Pelvic Tic Action is used throughout. There is no Samba Bounce action used in this step.


