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Praise for Mary Helen Bowers and Ballet Beautiful:


“Ballet Beautiful completely transformed my body in a way I never thought possible. It toned and lengthened the muscles in my arms and legs and . . . eradicated cellulite and lifted and firmed my butt. I never thought I would comfortably wear short shorts again, but Ballet Beautiful changed that! The best part is it’s so easy to maintain because I can do it from anywhere. Mary Helen Bowers is truly a body-sculpting magician. I could seriously go on forever about Ballet Beautiful—it is simply life-altering.”


—Rachel Antonoff, designer


“[A] demanding—and rewarding—program that has attracted a roster of models and actresses, including Karen Elson.”


—Vogue


“In the ten plus years I’ve been an editor at Harper’s Bazaar, I’ve tried every exercise program imaginable, from complicated machines to simply sweating it out. But nothing—or no one—has transformed my body the way Mary Helen Bowers’ Ballet Beautiful program has. Mary Helen’s method garners results: long, lean muscle tone, better posture, a more controlled core. Mary Helen has made it impossible not to do Ballet Beautiful, whether it’s her private sessions, group classes, online workouts or DVDs, so not only do I love how I look and feel, but I love that there are no excuses.”


—Kristina O’Neill, executive editor, Harper’s Bazaar


“I SWEAR to you that after my first class with Mary Helen my tight jeans that I usually have to wiggle myself into slid on with no problem.”


—Tracee Ellis Ross, actress


“[T]he class strengthens and limbers the body through ballet-based movements.”


—New York magazine


“Women have long coveted sinewy arms, high and tight derrieres, lean legs and a regal posture. Now, in search of this shape, many of them are ditching yoga and Pilates and lining up at the ballet barre. . . . At the front of the corps is Mary Helen Bowers, who trained Ms. [Natalie] Portman for the movie [Black Swan].”


—The New York Times


“All you need is enough space for a yoga mat . . . but the movements are designed to strengthen the muscles you would use if you were taking a ballet class.”


—Wall Street Journal


“Shows off a celebrity fitness trend that could just be the next Pilates.”


—Publishers Weekly


“The program definitely works . . . but feeling like a dancer in training is enough to keep us coming back for more.”


—Gotham.com


“Ballerina Mary Helen Bowers . . . set the barre high.”


—Womens’ Health




BALLET BEAUTIFUL




[image: images]




BALLET


BEAUTIFUL


Transform Your Body and
Gain the Strength, Grace, and
Focus of a Ballet Dancer


MARY HELEN BOWERS


[image: images]


A Member of the Perseus Books Group




Copyright © 2012 by Mary Helen Bowers


[image: images]


Ballet Beautiful Registered Trademark © 2012 by Mary Helen Bowers Photos by Yelena Yemchuk Illustrations on pages 50-52 by Costanza Theodoli-Braschi


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States of America. For information, address Da Capo Press, 44 Farnsworth Street, Third Floor, Boston, MA 02210


Design by Cynthia Young at Sagecraft.


Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book is available from the Library of Congress.


First Da Capo Press edition 2012


ISBN: 978-0-7382-1589-1 (e-book)


Published by Da Capo Press


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


www.dacapopress.com


Note: The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. This book is intended only as an informative guide for those wishing to know more about health issues. In no way is this book intended to replace, countermand, or conflict with the advice given to you by your own physician. The ultimate decision concerning care should be made between you and your doctor. We strongly recommend you follow his or her advice. Information in this book is general and is offered with no guarantees on the part of the authors or Da Capo Press. The authors and publisher disclaim all liability in connection with the use of this book. The names and identifying details of people associated with events described in this book have been changed. Any similarity to actual persons is coincidental.


Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA, 19103, or call (800) 810–4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1




 


 


To my parents,
who taught me that no dream is ever out of reach,
and to my brothers, who taught me to be tough!


And to Paul,
a source of endless inspiration and love.




CONTENTS


Foreword by Natalie Portman


Introduction


PART I
BUILDING YOUR BALLET BEAUTIFUL MINDSET


1The Genesis of Ballet Beautiful: My Story


2Mindset: The Key to Health, Happiness, and Success


3Your Baseline: Achieving Balance and Paying Attention to How You Feel


PART II
THE BALLET BEAUTIFUL PROGRAM


4The Ballet Beautiful Method: The Basics


5The Classic 60-Minute Ballet Beautiful Workout


615-Minute Ballet Beautiful Blasts!


PART III
THE BALLET BEAUTIFUL LIFESTYLE


7Dieting is a Waste of Time


8The Ballet Beautiful Kitchen


9Putting It All Together: What a Ballet Beautiful Week Looks Like


 


Acknowledgments


Index




FOREWORD


When I go to the ballet, I am always in awe of the dancers’ bodies as much as I am of the beauty they express through movement: the definition in their arms, their strong legs, and the length—that beautiful line that extends from their fingertips to their toes, through their necks and torsos. I had the privilege of working with Mary Helen Bowers for a year in preparation for the film Black Swan, and her system works for nondancers by simplifying the balletic exercises that result in these beautiful lines.


Mary Helen’s technique is based on the motions that ballerinas use all day long. It allows anyone to achieve the long, toned physique of a dancer. I had had essentially the same body since I was 14 years old, and after a couple of months working with Mary Helen it had been completely transformed. I gained length, strength, and tone. My arms and legs completely changed shape. My posture looked, as my dad said, like I had swallowed a broom. And it was all possible without equipment. For so many of us, with our transient lives and hectic schedules, the ability to do a workout at home with zero equipment is truly a gift.


My new regimen gave me a sense of discipline, a much better body image, and so much more strength, but in a way that always guarded against injury. Mary Helen’s knowledge of healthy diet in conjunction with the exercises was also helpful in achieving the fitness goals we had set out. It was a truly comprehensive approach that allowed me to be physically convincing as a ballet dancer in a relatively short time. I hope that with this book you will also enjoy the insider knowledge that Mary Helen shares and learn how simply you too can attain the ballet body.


—Natalie Portman




INTRODUCTION


LIVING BALLET BEAUTIFULLY


Artistic, Athletic, Attainable


Those three words have become my inspiration for the type of life I want to create, one that is healthy, fun, and full of possibility—not just for myself but for others. These words are close to my heart because they also represent the promise of Ballet Beautiful, a transformative approach to reshaping the body so that it becomes slender, long, and lean with the strength, grace, and elegant carriage of a ballerina. I used this method to train and prepare Natalie Portman for her Academy Award—winning role in Black Swan. I have also helped thousands of women around the world lose weight, turn fat into lean muscle, and recontour their bodies so that they too achieve the elegant posture and grace of a ballerina. The basis of my Ballet Beautiful program—and the book you now hold in your hands—is deeply connected to ballet’s incredible artistry and rich yet mysterious tradition. Grace matched with strength is the essence of ballet and the inspiration for this program.


What makes this program remarkably unique is how it enables women, including myself, to embrace the emergence of their own inner beauty. Again and again, I have seen women incorporate my Ballet Beautiful method into their lives and then quite tangibly connect to a deep confidence. As Katherine, one of my longtime clients, told me, “Ballet Beautiful has allowed me to feel prettier than I ever thought possible.”


With Ballet Beautiful, you too can attain and embody a truly feminine energy, poise, and power.


Achieving my dream of becoming a professional ballerina at age 16 was more challenging and more rewarding than I could ever have imagined. To create the Ballet Beautiful method I took all that is inspiring, strengthening, and empowering in ballet and its techniques and transformed it into a doable, streamlined system of movements that anyone can do at home, whether or not they have any dance training or experience. Of course, I didn’t do that overnight. The end result is a product of my own trials and errors and what I’ve learned along the way. I developed the Ballet Beautiful method over the last 15 years as I gradually understood and then integrated all that I know about ballet, exercise, and nutrition into a comprehensive approach to life. Today Ballet Beautiful has become a total-body workout and lifestyle that allows anyone to achieve the toned, powerful body shape and beautiful posture of a ballerina.


As I began to craft and share my Ballet Beautiful method, I realized that one of the most important steps in achieving a physical transformation—in fact, what you have to do before any real and lasting change can take place—is to integrate a mindset that sets you up for success and helps you connect more deeply with your goals. This step is not as simple as giving yourself a pep talk. It is a strategy for implementing change, experiencing growth, and achieving something truly remarkable. I believe that there is incredible beauty, power, and grace in all of us and that it is possible to be both very feminine and very strong. This is the essence of Ballet Beautiful. With my program, I help women believe in themselves (as well as in the value of their dreams), envision themselves in a body and a life imbued with power and grace, and then achieve that goal. A shift to a healthier lifestyle happens organically with this new mindset, and anyone who practices it becomes truly Ballet Beautiful.


In the pages ahead, I will show you how to dig deep and really connect with this inherent part of yourself. I will show you how to attain the elegant silhouette and strength of a ballet dancer. And I will show you this in a fast-working program that you can do in the comfort and privacy of your own home.


Along with the exercises and mindset, I have also designed an approach to eating that has allowed me and my clients to feel satisfied and strong while also getting the best possible nutrition. This eating plan is filled with delicious, satisfying foods that will keep your metabolism humming and your body lean and strong. Ballerinas can be known for  extreme discipline, even deprivation, when it comes to dieting. That approach does not work for me. My eating plan is based on a system of balance and contentment that supports health and weight loss so that any woman can achieve her ideal weight and then maintain it naturally.


Living Ballet Beautifully


The response to Ballet Beautiful has been tremendous! Thousands of women around the world have embraced this method, including some of today’s most inspiring celebrities, A-list actresses, and supermodels in over 50 countries. One of the reasons Ballet Beautiful works so well for women in the spotlight is the same reason it will work for you—it lets you look incredible, feel healthy, and savor your femininity. With Ballet Beautiful, grace is both a physical and an emotional quality, a truly feminine balance of artistry and athleticism.


And the immediate results are incredibly motivating! In just one week, you will feel tighter and you may begin to see a change in how your clothes fit your body; in two weeks, your body’s silhouette will be longer, leaner, and more toned. Over time, as your body responds to the program, these results become more dramatic:


•Your arms become taut and strong, not bulky.


•Your legs will be elongated, toned, and lean, not overly rounded by too much muscle.


•High and tight, your butt will be the perfect shape for wearing jeans . . . or a bathing suit.


•Your center will become narrow, flat, and strong.


•You’ll see an elegance to your posture and carriage and feel an increased flexibility.


Many of my clients describe these results as being “immediate” and “addictive.” The exercises are very targeted—you can feel them waking up your “ballet muscles” as you  go. You will feel tighter and more pulled in after the first workout. You might even begin standing a little straighter too! I’ll never forget when my friend told me about sliding into her tightest pair of skinny jeans with ease on the night of her first Ballet Beautiful workout. We’ve all had to dance our way into a pair of jeans before—just imagine the feeling of having them slide right on! Translation? Bring on Ballet Beautiful!


I relish the process of working hard for a true reward—witnessing the physical transformation of others through Ballet Beautiful is always very exciting to me! Our Facebook page has a wonderful community of Ballet Beauties celebrating their progress with the program and sharing incredible success stories. One fan recently commented, “I noticed a change in the definition in my arms after three days of doing Swan Arms!” Another hardworking fan wrote, “Hello Mary Helen and the Ballet Beautiful Community! I just had to tell you that I got my sister hooked on Ballet Beautiful and I can’t wait for her to start seeing the kind of amazing results for her body that I’ve been seeing in my own! Thank you!!” I have clients who describe losing five pounds in the first week and others who see their transformation blossom over time as they tighten, tone, and elongate their muscles.


I work with a wide range of clients: women in their late thirties who want their bodies back after childbirth; forty-something women who have been so busy building their careers and taking care of kids (or not) that they haven’t worked out in a decade; students and young models who wish to add muscle and definition to their lean frames; and women in their sixties who are fighting the effects of aging and staying youthful by strengthening their bones and muscles in a way that is not high-impact or stressful. In fact, one client in her midsixties who used the method while recovering from a shoulder injury said after four weeks, “I have never felt stronger! Ballet Beautiful has changed my life!”


Ballet Beautiful works for every woman because it is tied to the way the female body inherently moves, the inner lines of women’s proportions, and the physiological structure of their form. I will show you how to use my ballet-inspired movements to strengthen your center and align your spine for better posture. I will help you cue into your joints and muscles as you do specific exercises to maximize the results, protect yourself from strain, and gain better body awareness.


These exercises are designed to target and define the sleek “ballet muscles” for every body type. There is no dancing involved, just focused, ballet-inspired exercises and  stretches to strengthen and lengthen your body with very little impact. You will be able to transform your body and your mind in the privacy of your own home, getting to know the program with no interruptions and reaping all the benefits of a hundred private classes.


Ballet Beautiful is challenging, which is why the results are so incredible. The exercises work deep in your muscles, changing the shape of your figure from the inside out. I’ve designed the program in such a way that you can either work your body as a whole or break the sections down to target specific body parts or trouble spots (we all have them!), including arms, center, legs, and butt. Either way, the effect is the same: strong, lean, long muscles with improved flexibility and posture.


We will begin by working together to shift your mindset and connect to your intrinsic ability to make better choices and find a way to live the life of your dreams. Getting into the Ballet Beautiful mindset before we begin the workout is important because I want you to succeed! This shift in attitude will truly motivate you to take care of your body and treat it with respect, gentleness, and forgiveness—even as you power through my 15-Minute Butt Blast! The Ballet Beautiful mindset is about finding balance, listening to yourself and how you feel, and ultimately achieving satisfaction. Together these factors lay the groundwork for you to live Ballet Beautifully.


You will also learn to adapt to a simple yet wholesome way of eating that doesn’t require overthinking; instead, you’ll learn five principles to guide your food choices as you adjust how you eat to benefit weight loss (if that is what you desire) or support your body as it moves into its new Ballet Beautiful shape. You will feel stronger, and you will also feel more clear-headed, more energetic, and yes, even happier! As one woman, an incredibly talented up-and-coming artist, shared: “Through Ballet Beautiful, I discovered that I didn’t need to be banging my body into the ground every day. I started thinking about life in terms of subtlety and longevity; lengthening my limbs instead of compressing them through hours of low-impact cardio. Now I feel graceful for the first time since I was a teenager, with boundless energy and confidence.” Ballet Beautiful is more than just a workout or a diet—it is a state of mind.


Maybe you are frustrated with where you are or looking for ways to make changes, having tried and failed in the past. I will guide you toward your goal by helping you identify and uproot old patterns and bad behaviors. Ballet Beautiful will give you the  tools to transform how you take care of yourself, making regular exercise and healthy eating rewarding and pleasurable parts of your daily life.


This program is flexible and designed to meet you exactly where you are, to help you define your goals, and to give you the inner resources to achieve all that you desire—for your body, your spirit, and your mind. Ballet Beautiful will also help you create more time and energy in your busy schedule for exercise and healthy meals. Once you fit Ballet Beautiful into your life, you too can achieve a sleek physique and become more efficient, productive, and energetic.


How the Book Works


This book is organized into three parts. Part I, “Building Your Ballet Beautiful Mindset,” focuses on developing a mindset that will empower you and prepare you for incredible growth and change. I always say that Ballet Beautiful is more than just a workout—it’s a way of living with grace, strength, and beauty. This state of being is the starting place for becoming Ballet Beautiful. With this mindset, you will tap into something greater than just a workout or a diet plan. Just as yoga is about more than just stretching, the positive Ballet Beautiful mindset teaches you to believe in yourself and all that you can accomplish. It also puts in place a system for setting clear goals so that you will never again look at obstacles or fixed behavior patterns in the same way.


If you feel stuck in an attitude that is blocking you, we will work together to shift that. If you need help identifying realistic, meaningful goals, we will do that too. These initial chapters lay the groundwork for the next two parts of the program.


Part II, “The Ballet Beautiful Program,” introduces my approach to total-body fitness: the transformative exercises and stretches, the techniques behind them, and the targeted results they produce. The Ballet Beautiful method is made up of my Classic 60-Minute Workout and my 15-Minute Ballet Beautiful Blasts. Every exercise and stretch is influenced by my love for ballet and what I have learned about strengthening and sculpting the body. These are my own personal exercises. I would never share or suggest a movement that I would not use myself! The Blasts include four sets of exercises from my Cardio Series that are energizing and fun! All of the options provide incredible results and are designed to be customized so as to meet your body’s needs and your schedule.  You can create up to 25 different combinations of workouts—some that are only 15 minutes in length, others that are 30 minutes, others that are 45, and still others that can extend to 60 minutes. You will soon see that this program is inherently adaptable to your needs!


Part III, “The Ballet Beautiful Lifestyle,” offers an approach to eating and living that is founded on the simplicity of great nutrition. If you are looking for something radical or extreme, you won’t find it here. My own experiments with extreme dieting were far from positive. I lost weight, sure, but I was miserable. I also put the weight back on in the end. I learned a lot from this experience and now stay far away from extreme diets. This balanced approach is the foundation of the five lifestyle principles I developed to build on the mindset and show you how to eat well and be nourished, not just feed your body. These principles enable you to keep your mind and body in balance and make you feel grounded, satisfied, and centered in your life.


The five Ballet Beautiful lifestyle principles are:
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1.Be prepared.


2.Eat well and often.


3.Substitute for satisfaction.


4.Be flexible.


5.Forgive and move on.












The chapters in Part III give you the tools to put the mindset, the exercises, and the eating plan into motion and transform your lifestyle so that you strengthen and tone your body, lose weight, and stay in shape in a completely natural and effortless way. I will also give you a seven-day meal plan that makes it easy to shift to eating Ballet Beautifully, as well as my favorite delicious and easy-to-prepare recipes to enjoy along the way!


The secret to any successful approach to healthy eating and weight loss is satisfaction. I am adamant about the idea that only by finding satisfaction in how you eat can you achieve and maintain weight loss in a natural, healthy way. Here you will focus not on what you cannot eat, but rather on what you can eat. And you may be surprised by just  how much that is! You won’t be hungry or deprived because I’m not going to ask you to juice, fast, or practice drastic, low-calorie consumption. The Ballet Beautiful diet is a balanced diet, and it works!


I’ve included many easy-to-remember tips on how to shop and how to put together quick-and-easy meals using my “flash cooking” techniques and some delicious (but very simple!) recipes that make it easy and enjoyable to stick with this program. Rather than focusing on the negatives—using our energy to try to memorize or fantasize about long lists of forbidden foods—we’ll focus on the positive. Together we will open doors to incredible possibilities and achieve a healthy new way of living.


I’ve designed this program for real people living busy, demanding lives. I take into account the pressures and difficulties of a modern life because I am living one too. Ballet Beautiful provides a flexible, portable, and attainable program for health, wellness, and fitness, even on days when you are short on time. With Ballet Beautiful, true transformation is possible, and that is something that I am very excited to share with you!
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PART I


BUILDING YOUR BALLET BEAUTIFUL MINDSET


Health, fitness, and an ideal figure are attainable!




Chapter 1


The Genesis of Ballet Beautiful


My Story


As a little girl, I wanted nothing more than to become a ballerina. I danced everywhere I went, read every book on ballet I could find, and spent hours imagining what dancing as a ballerina in New York City might be like. My love for ballet has been a part of my life for just about as long as I can remember, and that remains true today. At the heart of the Ballet Beautiful program is the story of how my own experiences as a professional ballerina with the New York City Ballet led me to understand how to truly take care of myself—both my body and my mind—in how I live every day.


I began developing the fundamentals of the Ballet Beautiful method while recovering from an injury to my left foot early in my professional dance career. Because ballet is so physically demanding, I was used to dealing with pain in my body on a daily basis. I never really stopped to think about it. I adored dancing, and my focus was always on my performance; pain in my body was a minor and accepted irritation that I always found ways to work around. Blisters, strained muscles, and the terrible sensation of feeling the floor with your toes in a dying pair of pointe shoes are all de rigueur for a professional ballerina—not to mention incredible stress from the constant fear that an injury will prevent you from taking the stage that night. In the world of ballet, managing these physical demands while remaining strong and healthy onstage is just part of the job.


During an early season with the New York City Ballet that was particularly busy and rewarding for me, I was dancing three ballets a night, six days a week, on top of ballet class every morning and a full day of rehearsals. These were long, hard, but also very happy days. I was dancing all of my favorite Balanchine ballets, including Donizetti Variations, Mozartiana, Serenade, and stark, neoclassical leotard ballets that have no story lines, fluffy tutus, or sets and whose focus is on the dancing and music only, like Episodes, The Four Temperaments, and Le Tombeau de Couperin. Performing this repertoire was artistic heaven. Almost nightly I danced a selection of the greatest ballets ever created, onstage at Lincoln Center. Life was almost perfect for me. As an artist, my soul was full! But over the course of the season, the grueling schedule began to take its toll on my body.


I was in constant pain. I wrapped my foot during rehearsals and for the shows, but no amount of tending helped me heal—I was often barely able to walk in the hours before the curtain went up or the next morning when I awoke.


As my injury progressed, it took more and more effort to rehearse and perform through the pain. I had to will myself to ignore the strong signals my body was sending me to take time off; sheer will and adrenaline carried me through every performance. In this way ballet can be like an addictive drug—I found it very hard to take time off even when I knew that continuing to dance was hurting me. The pain didn’t take away my urge to dance and perform. If anything, it magnified that desire and made it stronger as I considered what my life would be like without ballet.


Night after night the curtain fell, and I limped offstage and upstairs to the dressing room to cut off the ribbons on my pointe shoes and dunk my feet in ice. Finally, after weeks of pushing myself beyond my limits, I had to admit that my injury had become a serious problem. No dancer wants to leave the stage, however, and surrender her roles to another. Ballet is a very competitive world—there is always someone waiting in the wings to step in. I wasn’t happy about the idea that my physical weakness might alter or threaten my career and that other girls might get the chance to dance my hard-won parts.


Trying not to panic, I gave in to the reality of my injury when I realized that no amount of ice, ibuprofen, or warming up before a show would allow me to perform. I had been living on my own in New York City since I was 15 years old, and I worried about how to get the right care for my foot and how to manage the stress of being replaced by another dancer while I was recovering. After I went to the doctor and was fitted for a giant boot, I stopped performing, taking class, and rehearsing every day. I began to focus on healing instead.


After a significant rest period, I was ready to get back in shape. I joined a health club in New York and started experimenting with exercise and training my body outside of a dance studio for the first time. I was worried about having taken off so much time, and it was hard to imagine being in good enough condition to perform again. I began trying different fitness classes and machines, always looking for a way to make the exercises work on my body as a dancer. I couldn’t risk overdeveloping my muscles or dramatically changing my shape. In a kickboxing class, I did jumping jacks to a grand plié in second position, never lifted weights heavier than three or five pounds, kept perfect ballet posture and included tons of stretching between exercises and sets. As I began to notice that working outside of a ballet studio made a difference in my performance ballet class, I discovered the incredible benefits of cross-training as my body got stronger. Old aches and pains in my knees and tendons went away, and soon I was performing at a higher level. Inspired, I began experimenting in my free time with creating new targeted exercises to build endurance and strength and to develop the muscles I needed for peak performance as a ballet dancer. It was a pivotal discovery, and the genesis for what became the Ballet Beautiful method.


Initially, I created core exercises in the Ballet Beautiful method as a way to support my healing, but as my foot recovered I soon realized that the workout I had devised for myself enabled me to return to the stage a completely different dancer: I was stronger, leaner, and more in touch with my body than ever before. Whereas before I danced with confidence in my technique, I now danced with a new confidence in my body, a confidence that felt almost effortless. I am grateful for the longevity that this workout gave me in a physically punishing career that can be frightfully short.


Several years later, after ten years of dancing with the New York City Ballet, I made the really hard decision to retire from the company to pursue my degree at Columbia University and other interests outside of dance. This decision was difficult because of what ballet means to me. I have a very deep love for ballet that is hard to explain. I can only tell you that I feel as if ballet is what I was born to do and that every step in my life up to that point had propelled me toward dancing with the New York City Ballet. We were fated to be together! It was painful to leave the stage that I loved so much and worked so hard to dance on every night. But I had also begun to listen to another part of myself that wanted more balance, new forms of expression, and intellectual challenges.


I was also growing tired of the constant sacrifice that ballet requires. My childhood was very normal and happy—my mom is a retired children’s librarian, and my father is a CPA. I went to public school in Charlotte, North Carolina, before moving to New York to attend the School of American Ballet (the official school of the New York City Ballet) at age fifteen. Even though I have always had this wild and almost inexplicable love for ballet, I have also always known that somehow there would be more for me than dance. I certainly didn’t know what that meant when I retired from the company, or how ballet would remain an important part of my life down the road. Even as part of me mourned the loss of my dancing career and my beloved stage, another part delighted in the adventure ahead. I was finally ready to experience new challenges, set new goals, and discover a world and identity for myself beyond the stage.


I thought that making such a radical change might leave me feeling empty or depressed. The opposite happened: I was thrilled! After so many years of living and breathing ballet, I loved having freedom in my daily schedule and a blank slate for my future just waiting to be written. It was scary, for sure, but liberating too. And one of my first challenges was learning how to relax and enjoy myself as I focused on my studies and began building a new life.


When I started at Columbia University, I was ready for a break. I took a year off from dancing and working out to rest my body and my mind. I let this happen naturally—I didn’t want to work out and I did not push myself to. It came as no surprise when, without the daily workouts, my body softened and I got out of shape. I had to buy new clothes and jeans to fit my new curvy form. When I felt ready to start moving again, I did not want to go to the gym or back to ballet class. I didn’t freak out—I just went with those feelings and decided to back off and work out at home.


Slowly, I returned to the workout method that I had devised for my old injury, making adjustments as I went. Because my figure had changed, I was uncomfortable around other dancers. I enjoyed the privacy and solitude of working out at home. In my new life as a full-time student, not only did I drop the extra pounds, I got into the best shape of my life. As I developed new body awareness, I made changes in a slow and steady way, experimenting with what my body needed, noticing how it responded to certain exercises, foods, and lifestyle choices. With no pressure to don a leotard and tights, I was able to take my time and think through my workout systematically. Because I was doing it just for me, I felt happy and excited when I would see a change. The workout became once again a program that was all about making my body fitter, stronger, and more efficient, not about having to look a certain way. I didn’t have to feel bad about gaining weight or wasting money on the gym.


This was a very creative time. Without any pressure or expectations, I refined the movements and added new exercises, tweaked my diet, and made adjustments as I went along. But what was truly remarkable was how good I felt—as if I had discovered a hidden secret. I had figured out how to take the strength, grace, and artistry of ballet—the elements of dance that I cherish and that I missed the most in my daily life—and apply them to my life outside of Lincoln Center. The results were amazing. I found myself more focused and confident, more energetic and productive. I began looking forward to my at-home workouts as a way to take some time just for me rather than as a punishment for having overeaten or as a boring, tedious chore. I also realized over time that my body was in better shape than it had ever been when I was dancing full-time—all without stepping inside a ballet studio. As I became leaner, more toned, and more confident, my friends and family wanted to know why!
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“Mary Holen's tachnique ... allows anyono to achieve the long, toned physique of a dancer.”
NATALIE PORTMAN, Academy Award-winning actress, Black Swan
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