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This was the dichotomy—the achievement of fragility and delicacy meant a core of strength. Butterflies are not weak.


—ALLEGRA KENT, ONCE A DANCER: AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY

















INTRODUCTION



THE FIGHT FOR THE FUTURE OF BALLET


Every day, in dance studios all across America, legions of children line up at the barre and take a ballet class. This book is about what they learn there, not just about dance, but about gender, race, and power, about the value of their bodies and minds. About their place in the world both in and outside of dance.


The vast majority of those who take ballet classes in the United States are girls, many of whom aspire to grow up to become the ultimate in femininity, the epitome of a very particular kind of womanhood: a ballerina.1 Very, very few of them—an infinitesimally small number—will achieve that goal. This book is also about what awaits those who do: what the select few who make it to the top of the ballet world experience and endure in order to live their dream of dancing professionally.


Despite its widespread popularity in the United States, despite its central place in American childhood, ballet can seem a world apart—a place governed by different rules than the larger culture of the country, isolated from its most pressing problems and its overlapping crises.


Certainly the nature of ballet—its association with the economic and cultural elite, its cultivated glamour and opacity, its inescapable Frenchness and fanciness, and the almost nunlike lives that so many of its professional practitioners lead—all contribute to this sense that ballet is another world entirely.


And it’s true that ballet does have some very odd rules. For example, a ballet class doesn’t end until the students bow (or curtsy) to the teacher and he or she bows back. Sometimes the bows are performed as an elaborate choreographed sequence, completed, like every ballet exercise, first on the right side and then on the left. It’s both an odd rule and a reinforcement of the sense that ballet is a separate world, governed by a different set of laws than the world where most people live.


But as the dance scholar Brenda Dixon Gottschild wrote in her landmark book The Black Dancing Body, “Dance is a measure of society, not something apart from it.”2 And ballet—just like American society—is cracking under the weight of multiple interlocking crises, some of them of its own making.


Given the millions of children whose early lives are shaped by ballet, the art form demands our attention. And perhaps the crises rocking American society can be seen with greater, necessary clarity by examining ballet. Because ballet, like the larger society in which it sits, finds itself at a turning point: Will it remain mired in its old traditions and entrenched prejudices, or will it remake itself into something less broken and more beautiful?
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While I was reporting this book, I met and interviewed dozens and dozens of inhabitants of the ballet world—dancers, teachers, choreographers, artistic directors, parents, health care providers—who told me stories that demonstrated just how badly ballet needs to be saved from itself.


What I found was an ecosystem in crisis, made fragile and brittle by years of inequality and rendered dysfunctional by sexism, racism, elitism, and a stubborn disregard for the physical and mental well-being of the dancers who make the art form possible.


I interviewed a gifted gender nonconforming dancer who was pushed out of ballet because their teachers refused to imagine what the art form might look like without its rigid gender binary. I interviewed a Black ballet mom whose biracial daughter was subject to racist treatment at the hands of a white ballet mom. A professional dancer who injured himself onstage and continued performing through excruciating pain because his company did not offer adequate health insurance and he could not afford to miss a show. A dancer who was kept offstage because she wasn’t thin enough for her artistic director’s taste, and an artistic director who described firing dancers for being “out of shape.” A Black choreographer who watched his white classmates get handed opportunities he was denied despite his comparable talent and potential. A former elite ballet student who remembered the creepy requests her teachers had made of her and her teenage classmates—and another former elite ballet student who sued one of the world’s most revered ballet institutions for creating what she called a “fraternity-like atmosphere,” a fertile environment for sexualized abuse of women by men.3


Each of these stories suggested that some essential part of the ballet world was breaking down. Together, they revealed that the ecosystem was perhaps already broken, and that, in turn, it was breaking people.


Inhabitants of the American ballet world—people who loved ballet and needed it to love them back—warned me that unless something changed, unless ballet’s gatekeepers could radically reimagine what the art form could be and whom it could serve, it would die: death by irrelevance, death by inaccessibility, death by excluding the very dancers and creators and audience members who could keep it alive and carry it into the future.


For some observers the die-off might have been difficult to detect, but the more marginalized members of the ballet world, made prophetic by their exclusion, could see it happening. They could feel it. It was a slow-motion extinction happening one ballet dancer and one ballet dream at a time.


And then the flood came.
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By April 2020, just a few months after I finished the bulk of the reporting for this book, the coronavirus pandemic had swept over the ballet world, wiping away familiar structures and leaving others in a desperate state.


Theaters and dance studios sat empty. Spring recitals were called off. Emerging choreographers had their debuts postponed, and retiring dancers had their farewell performances canceled. Ballet schools pivoted to Zoom classes and then to drastically reduced class sizes, and students staged digital performances and recorded video competition entries. Ballet companies pivoted to digital offerings, emergency fund appeals, and dance pods after canceling their spring seasons.


Around the country, professional ballet dancers kept dancing as best they could in their cramped apartments, using kitchen counters and balcony railings as makeshift barres as they tried to stay in shape through furloughs. Footage of dancers making do in their homes went viral, supposedly inspirational videos of dancers jumping on shin splint–inducing hardwood floors and attempting grand battements in their living rooms as their confused cats dodged their swinging legs.


Some dancers had company contracts to go back to but no idea when they’d be able to go back to them; others were still employed but were barely being paid. Still others saw their freelance dance performance opportunities disappear overnight but remained hopeful that the second half of the year could be salvaged.


By May, it was clear that wasn’t going to happen, as theaters stayed dark and companies that had canceled their spring seasons canceled their summer intensives and residencies. Then their fall seasons, then their Nutcrackers. The Nutcracker is to an American ballet company what the fall football season is to a state school: an essential source of revenue that funds the rest of the year’s operations.4 At some ballet companies, Nutcracker takings account for close to 50 percent of the year’s ticket sales.5


As was the case for so many parts of American life, the pandemic exposed the fragility and dysfunction of a system that had been working well enough for enough privileged people that its failings could be papered over and explained away. And as is the case for so many parts of American life, ballet is never going back to how it was before the flood.
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Nor should it: as I learned in my reporting, what was normal for some had already been a crisis for too many others. In the words of Sean Aaron Carmon, a Black contemporary dancer and choreographer who performed with Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater before joining the touring cast of Disney’s The Lion King, “Your normal was our oppression.”


Take, for example, the racial segregation of the American ballet world, where dancers of color and especially Black dancers have had to struggle for generations to get access to elite ballet training and achieve even a token presence in the nation’s most prestigious predominately white ballet institutions. There are still American ballet companies—high-profile ones in large and racially diverse cities, with big budgets and large feeder schools—that have just one or two Black dancers in their ranks.


It took two simultaneous crises—a global pandemic and a global mainstreaming of the Black Lives Matter movement—for a large number of American ballet companies to finally make meaningful public commitments to racial justice. In the spring of 2020, under pressure from dancers of color and amid a national reckoning with police brutality against Black people that prompted parallel outrage about employment discrimination in a range of fields, many American ballet companies and schools participated in well-publicized social media actions pronouncing their intention to become more diverse and inclusive.


Schools and companies pledged to do better at recruiting, hiring, and retaining dancers and faculty members of color, especially Black artists and teachers. Companies promised to commission and perform more works by choreographers of color and to remove offensive depictions of racial and ethnic minorities from their existing productions (for example, the “Chinese” tea segment of The Nutcracker, which is often performed in yellowface). White dancers committed to speaking out about racial injustices in their field. And in the months that followed, there were some signs of progress: dance schools and companies around the country introduced new rules permitting dancers of color to wear tights and shoes that matched their skin tone, and two of the nation’s most prestigious companies commissioned several new ballets by choreographers of color. What began in the summer of 2020 has the potential to prompt a genuine reckoning with the art form’s overwhelming and closely guarded whiteness.


Such a reckoning isn’t just long overdue; it’s essential, and those of us who care about the future of ballet should welcome it. If ballet survives, it will be because of the individuals and institutions who are demanding that it do better, who have long loved ballet and are now insisting that it, finally, love them back.







[image: image]










I caught my first glimpse of the future of ballet before the pandemic, in the spring of 2018. It came to me in the dark, as so many moments of revelation do, at the very end of a performance of Giselle, one of the most beloved ballets in the classical canon, with a title role that women in ballet dream of dancing.


The story of Giselle is classic fairy tale fare—the old kind of fairy tale, unsweetened and un-Disneyfied. A peasant girl, Giselle, falls for Albrecht, a duke in disguise. She doesn’t know that Albrecht, who appears to be a peasant, is in fact engaged to a noblewoman. When Albrecht’s deception is revealed by the jealous gamekeeper who also loves Giselle, she goes mad and dies of despair. In death, she joins the Wilis, forest spirits—all women, all victims of masculine betrayal—who trap men in the woods and force them to dance to their deaths. But when the Wilis descend on a grieving Albrecht, Giselle—in an act of love and forgiveness—saves his life. The two are reunited for a brief moment before she returns to her woodland grave and he returns to his castle on the hill.


Like many beloved story ballets, Giselle is a tragedy, a tale of love, betrayal, and forgiveness. And as in many beloved story ballets, the heroine dies (or stays dead) at the end. That’s the way the story has been told since the ballet was first staged in Paris in 1841, with choreography by two men and a libretto by two men, based on source material by two other men.


In almost three decades of watching ballet, I had only ever seen this version, the men’s version, of the story—until the evening at the Joyce Theater in New York City when I saw Dada Masilo’s version of Giselle.


Masilo, a Black South African choreographer, took the familiar music of Adolphe Adam and the choreography of Jules Perrot and Marius Petipa and remixed them, adding South African rhythms and steps to create something recognizable but radical. Masilo made other changes, too. For example, in the first act, she highlighted the sexualized shame that Giselle feels when she discovers that her lover has lied about his identity. In traditional productions, Giselle pulls down her hair in the famous “mad scene,” her change in appearance indicating to the audience that she, too, is coming undone. In Masilo’s production, Giselle is stripped of some of her clothing, left vulnerable, humiliated, and exposed by Albrecht’s deception.


And in the second act of Masilo’s Giselle, when Giselle is given the chance to save Albrecht from the deadly revenge of her ghost sisters, she does something I’d never seen her do before: she lets him die. He begs her for forgiveness, but she does not grant it. Instead, she lets the man who betrayed her die, and in the final moments of the music, she steps over his dead body and walks off the stage into a bright light.


This “cold-blooded” interpretation of Giselle, wrote the Undefeated’s Soraya Nadia McDonald in a beaming review, allowed the character to feel something I hadn’t seen in any other production: “untapped feminine rage.”6


McDonald compared the ballet’s final scene to the iconic moment in the movie Waiting to Exhale when Angela Bassett’s Bernadine, her face eloquent with rage and her nails impeccable, sets her cheating husband’s car alight. “Darkness cannot drive out darkness,” McDonald wrote, “but Masilo’s Giselle doesn’t need her love for Albrecht to serve as her guiding light. Choosing herself will suffice.”


When the curtain came down at the Joyce that night, I sat in my seat, mouth open, for quite a while. I was not just moved; I was flabbergasted. It had never occurred to me that Giselle had always had this option, that she could choose something else for herself and for the man who wronged her. That she could do something different with the strange power death had brought her.


In all those years of watching this ballet, I had never asked, Why does Giselle forgive the man who got her killed? What if she didn’t? What if he didn’t deserve her clemency? I did not think it was a coincidence that the first production to ask these questions, the first version of Giselle to truly reckon with the damage Albrecht’s lies do to Giselle’s spirit, was also the first version I’d ever seen that was choreographed by a woman of color.


Masilo’s production was an intoxicating taste of what this old art form might look like in the hands of the people it has long excluded.


I had had glimpses of this kind of revelation before, mostly by observing other people who were experiencing it. A year earlier, in the spring of 2017, I’d gone to Lincoln Center with the HuffPost Video team to interview audience members at a weekday matinee performance of American Ballet Theatre’s Swan Lake, starring Misty Copeland. Copeland had been promoted to principal dancer two years before, the first—and to date the only—Black woman to dance at that rank in the company’s eighty-one-year history (its closest domestic rival, New York City Ballet, which performs across Lincoln Center’s plaza, has never had a Black woman principal in its seventy-two-year history).


That day, we interviewed six-year-old girls and sixty-something-year-old women, many of whom had come to the ballet for the very first time specifically to see Misty. One had come as part of a group of Black women who had chartered a bus from Delaware. One teenage dance student said she hadn’t realized Black girls could do ballet until she learned about Copeland. And a trio of Black women said that before Copeland had been promoted to dancing principal roles at ABT, they had traveled the country to see her perform as a guest artist with other companies that would put her in principal roles.


I stood outside the Metropolitan Opera House that baking June day, watching a huge and racially diverse audience line up for a sold-out performance. They were buzzing with excitement, and so was I. It felt like we were standing at the culmination of a long struggle and the beginning of a thrilling new era.


While writing this book, I experienced that spark of hope over and over again, the sense that ballet can be saved from its own narrow, exclusive, and self-defeating understanding of who gets to dance and how, of who belongs in this art form and how they deserve to be treated. Of whose ballet dreams matter.
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As I was writing this book, there were two questions I was asked over and over again. First, was I ever a professional ballet dancer? I was not.


I started ballet lessons almost as soon as I could walk, and my parents’ photo albums are full of proof of how much I loved dancing. There are photos of me in ballet class in a cold and dusty church hall in Sydney, Australia, photos of me backstage in a recital costume and garish early-90s makeup, photos of me under the Christmas tree in a bathing suit and ballet slippers, because what is a bathing suit if not a leotard you can swim in?


Was I the most talented or skilled dancer on that recital stage? Grainy VHS evidence suggests I wasn’t. But I was the most committed dancer, the most delighted to be out there, the most extra. I just loved to dance.


I took ballet lessons on and off throughout my childhood, taking some time away for a detour into gymnastics, which reshaped my body in a way that I was told was incompatible with serious ballet training. Once I quit gymnastics and hit puberty, it became clear that in addition to lacking the rigorous training and exceptional talent a girl needs to make it as a ballet dancer, I really didn’t have the body for it—or rather, I had too much body for it.


But even as I moved into other styles of dance, like lyrical jazz and Broadway-style jazz, I never stopped trying to be good at ballet, and I never stopped loving it. I joined a mixed-style dance company in college, and after graduation I moved to New York City to begin a career in journalism. Eventually, at HuffPost, where I had originally been hired to cover breaking news, I carved out a mini beat for myself: the ballet beat.


My knowledge of the lives of professional ballet dancers comes not from experience but from five years of reporting. From this vantage point, as a white journalist, there are surely some intimate details I have missed, especially of the experiences of dancers of color, but there are certainly some large patterns that I have been able to identify.


The other question I was asked as I wrote this book was, Is Turning Pointe a history of ballet? It is not. There are already dozens of rigorously researched, beautifully written histories of ballet. I depended on many of them in order to write this book, and I’m quite sure historians are at work on even more of them as I write this sentence.


I am not a historian. I am a sociologist and media researcher by training, and a journalist and writer by trade. And so this book is not about ballet’s history. Instead, it is about ballet’s present and, most crucially, its future.


This book is also not a scandalized exposé, a revelation that a world defined by beauty and refinement has a secret, seedy underbelly. Because ballet’s secret, seedy underbelly isn’t a secret at all; it’s fodder for a steady supply of movies and television shows. Ballet’s unusual blend of glamour and repression makes it easy to fathom a twisted dark truth behind the upright glittering beauty we see onstage.


I almost wish I had written that kind of book: people love a good scandal. But instead, I wrote a book about an art form that I love, and the ways in which that art form is broken, and how that brokenness endangers its survival.


It’s true that some of that brokenness involves scandals, the kind of bleed-and-lead stories that make the papers. More often, though, it involves the kind of systemic and cultural exclusion—by race, by class, by gender—that shapes the rest of American life.


In fact, even the bleeding-and-leading stories, stories about sexual harassment, gruesome injury, and suicide, can be traced to those systemic problems and to the ballet world’s skewed power dynamics. Those power dynamics leave certain groups of people extraordinarily vulnerable to exploitation, and that exploitation can result in physical injury, mental illness, and obvious violations of bodily autonomy, workers’ rights, and basic human dignity.


And although I am not a historian, I believe that imagining ballet’s just and equitable future requires a full reckoning with its unjust and inequitable past. To give just one example, that means being honest about the Great Men who made great contributions to the art form, and how their shortcomings also contributed to ballet’s current brokenness.


It means talking about George Balanchine’s revolutionary choreography and his reactionary gender politics. It means quoting his inspirational aphorisms about art—“First comes the sweat, then comes the beauty”—without forgetting the appalling things he said to his dancers—“Now, Allegra, no more babies. Enough is enough. Babies are for Puerto Ricans.”7


It means admiring Jerome Robbins’s work—his groundbreaking The Cage and his gorgeous Dances at a Gathering—and acknowledging that he treated the dancers who performed those ballets with abusive cruelty.8


And it means noticing the ways in which the history of ballet, and thus our current understanding of the art form, have been shaped by the failure to be honest, the failure to recognize abuse as abuse, and the entrenched tendency to privilege excellent work over the experience of workers. That these workers are also artists is no excuse, even though it has long been used as one. For decades, the men—and they are almost all men—who have wielded power in ballet have been described in terms that accept the abuse of dancers as the cost of great dancing.


Historians have long written about “fiery” and “choleric” teachers, about “tyrannical” but “visionary” choreographers who worked their dancers “to the point of fainting”—before swiftly moving on to praise those men for their contributions to the art form. Consider historian Carol Lee’s description of Charles-Louis Didelot, a Swedish- and French-trained Frenchman who taught in Russia in the early 1800s:




Accounts of Didelot’s tempestuous classroom demeanor were legendary in their time and rank high among the most colorful stories to come down from thirteen generations of dancers.… A dynamo of energy and impatience, for up to five hours he would cajole, demand, slap, and rage at his youthful charges. He spared neither his foot nor his stick to elicit the proper execution of exercises and steps of the danse d’ecole. The more gifted the dancer, the harsher the blows. The students feared him and dreaded his classes. At the same time Didelot’s ferocious artistic integrity inspired his pupils and they worshipped their terrifying teacher.9





Or consider dance journalist Joseph Mazo’s 1974 account of New York City Ballet under cofounders Balanchine and Lincoln Kirstein: “Lincoln knows perfectly well why dancers become injured; he knows the stresses that weary and erode them, but a dancer who gets hurt is ‘an idiot’—because the resulting injury prevents him from performing [Balanchine’s] ballets. Still, there is an undertone to the calling of names, ‘idiot… fool… bitch… cow… stupid,’ the sound of a mother badmouthing children she loves, wishing them stronger, safer, more secure and more obedient.”10


Just as it is not somehow anti-ballet to take full account of the art form’s brokenness, it is not disrespectful to these men to be honest about their shortcomings. Rather, it is disrespectful to ballet, to the dancers who suffered at the hands of these men, and to the next generation of ballet dancers to ignore those shortcomings or to make excuses for them.


If ballet is going to survive in the twenty-first century, if it is going to chart a path into a more socially just future, this reckoning is due, too. In fact, it is long overdue.
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The reporting for this book included approximately one hundred interviews with members of the dance world—dancers and former dancers, teachers, choreographers, artistic directors, health care providers, students, parents—most conducted in late 2019 and early 2020. Not all of these people are quoted in the pages that follow, but many are. All but a few interviews were recorded and transcribed, in which cases I have removed verbal tics and filler words (“um,” “uh,” “like,” “you know”) unless they seemed essential to the tone of the quote. A handful of interviews were reconstructed from notes I took during the conversation. Some people are quoted anonymously or using a pseudonym so they could speak freely about institutions they once or still belonged to. When I interviewed people under eighteen, it was with a parent’s or guardian’s permission, and I have used pseudonyms for minors unless a parent gave me permission to use the minor’s real name.


Ballet is a global phenomenon. It began in France and Italy, but now you can learn or watch ballet everywhere from Sydney, Australia, where I grew up, to the suburbs of Iowa City, where I now live. With very few exceptions, this book is about the United States, mostly for practical reasons: that is where I live, and a book that reported on the experiences of ballet dancers in other countries would have required a travel budget and language proficiencies that I did not possess.


In choosing whom to interview for this book, I prioritized racial and geographical diversity, with mixed success; my sources were scattered all over the country, but because New York is the center of gravity in American ballet, many of the people I interviewed were based there, even if they’d begun their dance training elsewhere. Similarly, about 35 percent of my sources were people of color, with a concentration among dancers; this reflected a block in the pipeline that carries artists from dancing to positions of greater artistic and administrative power, like choreographing and running ballet companies.


Finally, everyone’s experience in the ballet world is different, and you may or may not find yours represented in this book—though I certainly hope that you do. If you find yourself reading about hardships that you have not personally experienced, or pain that you have not personally felt, I urge you not to imagine that just because it hasn’t happened to you, it does not happen at all.
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In the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, rebuilding ballet for a more just and equitable future isn’t simply a matter of remixing ballet’s old fairy tales into more contemporary narratives. If only it were that simple. Saving ballet from itself will take radical creativity and an unwavering commitment to justice.


Yes, it will mean telling new stories and installing new storytellers to bring them to life. But more than that, it will mean reimagining what kinds of bodies are worth putting onstage, which women are allowed to be seen as beautiful and graceful, whose childhood dreams are worth nurturing and subsidizing. The work will be hard and complicated, but the choice is simple: evolve or die.


Imagining a more just future for ballet is the only thing that will ensure its survival. Marginalized members of the ballet world have been saying as much for years, decades even, and it is time—past time—for the rest of the ballet world to listen.


Ballet is at a turning point. Whether it heads backward, enthralled by a narrow vision of a broken past, or finds the courage to imagine a more just and beautiful future, is the question of this book.
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CHAPTER 1



THE HIDDEN CURRICULUM


By virtue of its physical challenges, [ballet] demands young bodies, and by virtue of its musical and allusive complexities, it demands old wisdom.


MINDY ALOFF


Let’s begin where ballet does: at the barre. Picture a ballet barre somewhere in America. Perhaps it’s bolted to the wall of a sunlit state-of-the-art studio in midtown Manhattan, where the students have come from all over the nation to devote as many hours as they can to this centuries-old art form, living in residential dorms and taking their academic classes online. Maybe it’s a wobbly freestanding barre that’s been pulled out into the middle of a multipurpose room in a community center or a church hall in the rural-ish suburbs of Iowa, where students take a mix of tap, jazz, hip-hop, and ballet, scheduled around softball practice or rehearsals for the school play.


Wherever it is in the country—in the world, in fact—and at every level of difficulty, ballet class begins here. Left hand on the barre, feet fanned out in first position, shoulders down, chin up. A deep breath, and the music begins. Perhaps it’s from a piano played by a trained ballet class accompanist; more likely, it’s a recorded track on a made-for-ballet-class CD or playlist. Pliés, then tendus. Right leg, then left. Depending on whom you ask, the repetition and reliability are either confining or comforting—or both.


Every day, all over the United States, ballet classes unfold this way. Lots of them. Ballet has been a staple of American childhood for several generations, and in the last decade, the popularity of televised dance competitions like So You Think You Can Dance and Dancing with the Stars have helped create a growing market for private dance education. By one industry estimate, there were about fifty-three thousand dance schools in the US in 2019.1


Schools make up the largest part of ballet’s ecosystem, an enormous, teeming foundation layer on which the rest of the ballet world depends. Even so, these schools are where most inhabitants of the ballet world—most dancers, most teachers, most parents—will remain. Some students will continue dancing seriously after they graduate from high school, spending their college years in university dance programs and graduating with degrees or minors in dance. However, this route frequently forecloses the chance of joining a professional company, as the years between eighteen and twenty-two are prime dancing years.


A tiny number of America’s many ballet students will be deemed to have enough talent, the right training, and the “correct” body to become professionals. The nation’s largest ballet companies have between fifty and ninety dancers, and turnover can be slow, especially at the top. Smaller companies tend to have faster turnover but fewer members. Many companies have a strong preference for dancers who have been trained in part or in full by the private feeder schools that are associated with the company. For example, New York City Ballet hires many of its dancers as they graduate from its feeder school, the School of American Ballet, where, in the final years of high school, students are dancing almost full-time.


To increase their chances of getting into feeder schools (and, by extension, their associated companies), students may supplement their regular training with summer intensive programs, which are multiweek residential ballet camps open to students starting at about age twelve and are usually hosted by feeder schools. The lucky few might be offered an invitation to train at the school year-round.


Then there is the ballet competition scene, which was a rapidly growing industry before the pandemic made live ballet competitions impossible. As the ballet competition industry grew, it became more common for dancers to enter these contests, which offer them practice performing and might also put them in front of representatives of feeder schools and the companies they feed. At some competitions, entry to those schools is the prize. Some competitions do offer scholarship money for ballet training. But like summer intensives, dance competitions can be very expensive—there’s the cost of registration, costumes, private coaching, travel—and can heap an additional financial burden on already-stretched parents.


It’s true that not all the millions of girls who take dance classes are taking ballet, but a lot of them are, especially because many girls begin with ballet before branching out into other styles of dance. (As we’ll see later, it often goes the other way for boys, who can be convinced to take tap or hip-hop but have to be cajoled and incentivized into taking ballet classes.) In ballet classes, girls outnumber boys twenty to one.2 And many studios require dance students focused on jazz, modern, or lyrical styles to keep taking ballet, since most dance teachers believe that ballet technique is the foundation on which many other dance styles are built.


As Melissa Klapper painstakingly details in her cultural history of ballet in America, Ballet Class: An American History, over the course of the twentieth century, ballet education went from barely existing in the United States to being central to American childhood, and specifically to American girlhood.3 And so, it is not only the stories of the lucky and talented few who become professional ballet dancers that matter. The stories of all ballet’s dancers—the whole vast ecosystem—deserve our attention. Because it’s in ballet class, no matter how long they stick with it, that so many girls learn what it means to be a woman.
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One reason dancers often move on to other styles of dance after starting in ballet is that ballet classes can seem slow and unrewarding. At the beginning of ballet training, there is a large emphasis on small movements. A battement tendu, where the dancer stands on one foot and stretches the other foot away, knee straight and toes pointed, is a small and simple movement, one that a dancer will repeat dozens of times in a single class. Tendu to the front, to the side, to the back, to the side, all while tethered to the barre, as classical music plays.


As dancers grow stronger and more flexible, those small movements eventually become larger. A battement tendu becomes a grand battement, a big, flashy movement that impresses onlookers. And a grand battement can become a soaring jump, a grand jeté that flies across a studio or a stage such that, for a few thrilling seconds, the dancer defies gravity.


But building that technique takes time and endless repetition. “It may be difficult for those who have never watched a ballet class,” wrote Lincoln Kirstein, the cofounder of the New York City Ballet, “to appreciate the tedious practice and relentless correction, even of experienced performers, at the core of this vocation.” Ballet rewards those who start early in life, and its emphasis on slow, small movements performed dozens of times means it demands focus and discipline from very young children. Many of the professional dancers I interviewed remembered feeling bored and stifled by their early ballet classes.


Ballet class as we know it today dates from the 1830s, when Carlo Blasis, the director of the ballet school at La Scala in Milan—which still houses one of the world’s premier ballet schools and one of its finest ballet companies—codified a three-part class based on his devoted study of Leonardo da Vinci’s work on the human body. Blasis “pored over Leonardo… in an attempt to uncover the precise mechanics of an expressive body,” writes ballet historian Jennifer Homans, and “charted the weights and balances and contemplated the physics of moving thus and so without compromising balance and line.”4 Then he took what he’d learned and fashioned it into a ballet class. It began at the barre, then moved into the center of the room, and finally culminated with jumps and turns that crossed the whole length of the studio. And it lasted three hours.


Today, most ballet classes run between forty-five minutes for young students and ninety minutes for the oldest and most advanced. The first section, barre, is designed to warm up the body. Barre is a combination of stretching and strengthening that allows the dancer to practice, with a little extra support, the movements she’ll repeat in the center with nothing but her own body for balance. As the legendary ballerina and teacher Alexandra Danilova put it, “The barre gives you a third leg—you begin class with three legs and you finish with two.”5


It’s in the second and third parts of class, the two-legged parts, that students do something that outsiders might recognize as dancing. But this is deceptive, because barre is dancing too. Even though the dancer appears to be moving only one leg at a time or one side of her body at a time, make no mistake: her entire body is working hard, even with a third leg to help support her. By the end of barre, when the more advanced dancers often change out of their soft canvas ballet slippers and into their pointe shoes, they have also shed all their warm-up gear. One of my ballet teachers used to admonish us that if we weren’t sweating halfway through barre, we weren’t working hard enough.


For ballet students, class, as the name suggests, is a place for learning. It’s where they learn and perfect new skills. For the few students who go on to join professional ballet companies, class will become less about learning and more about daily body maintenance.


In a company, everyone—from the entry-level dancers (apprentices) to the established stars (principals)—takes a morning class together, in most companies five days a week. After a ninety-minute class and a short break, most of the company goes on to complete between four and six hours of rehearsals, either for the ballet they’ll perform that night or for some other production entirely. Then another break, a meal, hair and makeup, and then another, shorter class to get their bodies warm for the performance. Then it’s showtime. They leave the theater after a performance between 9 and 11 p.m. and come back twelve hours later for another company class.


Even ballet dancers who are paid to perform several nights a week spend vastly more time in class and rehearsal than they do onstage. And for students, whose performance opportunities are usually limited to twice-yearly recitals and, for some, competitions, it’s not even close: class is where they spend most of their ballet lives.
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New steps and ballet technique aren’t the only things young ballet students learn in class. Like every educational space, ballet has an official curriculum—how to lift the leg properly in a grand battement, for example, without hiking up the hip or bending the supporting leg—but it also has a hidden curriculum. The hidden curriculum consists of the unofficial and sometimes unintended lessons students pick up from the way the class is structured or conducted, and the way students are treated. It’s from the hidden curriculum, whether in biology class or ballet class, that students absorb assumptions, norms, and values.


So as they’re learning the proper way to lift their legs at the barre or how to spot to keep from getting dizzy in a pirouette (another of Carlo Blasis’s innovations), ballet students simultaneously learn a set of norms about how to be students and, in many ways, how to be girls and then women.


“In most dance technique classes,” writes feminist dance educator Susan Stinson, “the teacher is the authority and the only recognized source of knowledge.… The teacher’s voice is expected to be the only one heard, except in the case of a well-focused question. The teacher tells and shows the students what to do and, in some classes, how to do it. Students attempt to replicate the movement done by the teacher.”6 Then the teacher gives verbal—and often physical—corrections, instructing the students on what the movement should look like and how to get it closer to the ideal.


Ballet students are rarely permitted to talk to or interact with each other in the studio; instead, they are supposed to watch the teacher or look at themselves in the mirror. I did not realize how ingrained this habit was until I began sitting in on ballet classes to do research for this book and found that, by sheer force of habit, my eyes continually drifted to the teacher, even when I was there to observe the students.


“Some teachers give directions and corrections that refer to internal sensation and artistic qualities, not just the mechanics of the movement,” Stinson concedes. “But in reality, most dance training consists of learning how to follow directions and how to follow them well.” Stinson notes that although many ballet teachers are women, because of the way classes are structured and run, “the model for traditional dance pedagogy seems to be the authoritarian father.”7


Students learn that the ideal ballet dancer is silent, observant, and obedient. They also learn that she is white: the pink tights that almost every American girl is required to wear to ballet class were originally designed to mimic the color of white women’s skin, and today, girls wear them with matching pink slippers.8 And they learn that the ideal ballet dancer carries herself with an unruffled, effortless grace and perfect posture, her spine held straight and her neck long no matter how wildly her arms and legs might be moving. Slumping is frowned upon in ballet class, even between exercises. It is an expectation of patrician carriage that reflects ballet’s roots as an aristocratic art form.


The ideal dancer should also be pleasing and pleased, her face never conveying how hard she is working or how much pain she is in. “Dance itself is the enactment of an energy which must seem, in all respects, untrammeled, effortless, at every moment fully mastered,” Susan Sontag writes. “The dancer’s performance smile is not so much a smile as simply a categorical denial of what he or she is actually experiencing.”9


As puberty approaches, the hidden curriculum has yet more lessons for girls. As dance diversity consultant Theresa Ruth Howard explains it, at “an age when most girls are taught to be hypervigilant about the privacy and protection of their bodies, ballet requires that not only… the hands of their instructors, but those of their classmates [are allowed to] touch them in places only certain doctors and lovers should be familiar with. Should a girl be squeamish about being touched or handled, she is told she is in the wrong business.”10


It’s then that adolescent girls in ballet are taught to do three things, Howard says: “to physically submit, to disregard their feelings, and most injuriously to be silent about the first two.”


Ballet students learn from these unwritten rules that the perfect dancer is obedient and obliging. She is white, and if she is not wealthy, then she at least moves as if she is. And she adheres to ballet’s strict gender binary, which determines what training gear and costumes girls and boys and men and women wear, what shoes they put on their feet, what roles they are cast in, and what steps they perform.
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Katy Pyle, a white ballet teacher who was a ballet student in Texas and North Carolina in the 1990s, ran up against that gender binary often. They remember that from a young age, the way their body moved, as well as the way it looked, was surveilled and policed by their ballet teachers.


Pyle started serious ballet training at about age eleven, moving from their local dance school in their Texas hometown to a rigorous ballet program in Austin where they took classes five or six times a week. At the beginning, Pyle, who identified as a girl at the time, was excited about the opportunity to master new skills and advance their technique, and their teachers “were just really positive and excited.” But after about a year in the program, they remember, “I started to get more messaging about my body in terms of the need to be thin and small.” Pyle went to Russia on a performing trip and came home ill, having picked up several parasites while they were abroad.


“So I was super skinny and green, I remember being green, but my teacher was like, ‘Oh, looks like Russia really did you good. You look great in your unitard today.’” When the parasites started to die, Pyle started gaining back the weight they’d lost, and that’s when they developed an eating disorder, restricting their food intake in search of those positive comments about their body. They were thirteen years old.


It wasn’t just a question of how their body looked but how it moved, too. When it came time to cast performances, Pyle noticed that they were being cast in roles that called for big jumps and turns, not the roles that included delicate, feminine choreography. They had wanted to play a bird in a production of Peter and the Wolf but were cast as a cat instead. “I wasn’t birdlike.… I was heavier and more powerful and had more attack, and I was always jumping the highest.”


Later, when Pyle joined a ballet company as an apprentice, they looked up the ranks and noticed that there was a clear dichotomy in casting: the artistic leadership of the company cast the more petite, willowy women in the lead roles, while the more muscular and athletic-looking women were cast as understudies or sidekicks.


“There were women that were more muscular and strong and powerful, and they would never get lead roles,” Pyle remembers. “There was this one woman who was amazing. I think she was the best technician in that whole group, but she never got a leading role because she was too muscle-y and they didn’t like her body, so she was always the understudy for everything.”


Because they feared being relegated to the athletic understudy category, Pyle kept starving themself. “I was seeing I was going on that track, and that kind of encouraged me further into my eating disorder and trying to control my body so it didn’t end up that way,” they remember.


Pyle, who is now forty, remembers that their gender presentation was policed in less-obvious ways, too. In ballet, teachers traditionally refer to students as “girls and boys” or “ladies and gentlemen”—as in, Let’s begin in fifth position, ladies and gentlemen—though some teachers and company ballet teachers (often referred to as ballet masters and mistresses) have lately switched to the gender-neutral term “dancers.”


Pyle consistently got the message that they weren’t fitting properly into the “ladies” category; something about the way they danced was off in a way that their ballet teachers were constantly noticing and correcting. “Things would be too strong or too powerful, and I knew that I should be trying to appear weaker,” they remember, “that I should not look at something directly and move towards it, and that I should tilt my head softly and look at it sideways, and let myself be led instead of leading.”


This is what ballet’s hidden curriculum teaches girls: that the way to succeed is to be silent, pliant, and, in Pyle’s words, “sweet and pretty.” To not look at things head on but softly and from the side. To be led and looked at. Girls and women who fail to conform to the art form’s rigid gender binary are penalized or pushed out, or they punish their own bodies with starvation or other dangerous, disordered behavior.


“Dance training teaches them to be silent and do as they are told, reinforcing cultural expectations for both young children and women,” Stinson writes. “‘Finding one’s voice’ is a metaphor that appears frequently when women describe their own journeys from silence to critical thinking; for women, learning to think means learning to speak with their own voices. Traditional dance pedagogy, with its emphasis on silent conformity, does not facilitate such a journey. Dancers typically learn to reproduce what they receive, not to critique or create.”11
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The vast majority of ballet students in America are girls. Every single male ballet dancer I interviewed reported that when they were young students, they were the only boy in their ballet class. And every woman dancer I spoke to remembered that in their earliest classes there were just one or two boys, if that. Several men said they had been the only boy who took ballet in their entire dance school, and it was rare for parents of boys who currently dance to report multiple boys in their son’s class.


But boys do exist in ballet, and the hidden curriculum has a different set of lessons to teach them. Because boys are scarce, they are often treated as precious commodities in a dance school and are held to lower standards of talent, skill, and behavior than their female classmates. Stinson argues that while boys and girls are often in the same ballet classes with the same teachers—especially before they hit puberty, which is generally when girls start dancing in pointe shoes and boys start focusing more on jumps, turns, and partnering—in those classes they’re picking up different unwritten messages about their value and their place in the ballet world.12


For one thing, boys tend to start dance classes in general, and ballet class in particular, later than girls do. Stinson argues that starting late gives boys an advantage because, unlike very young girls, “they have developed some sense of individual identity and ‘voice.’”13 Even when they are young, the rules and the opportunities are different for boys, sometimes in very visible ways. Consider, for example, how ballet schools structure their dress codes.


While every dance studio is different, most have a dress code for ballet classes, even for very young students: at each grade level, the girls are assigned a leotard color that denotes their place in the school’s ranks. They wear that leotard, sometimes with a matching skirt, over tights and ballet shoes, and sometimes with a thin elastic belt, the color of which also changes as they move up the ranks. Some schools have restrictions on how girls can wear their hair, requiring neat ballet buns from a young age and limiting the kinds of scrunchies, clips, and ribbons girls can put in their hair.


Boys, if they are present, do not wear leotards or color-coded markers of their rank. Instead, at most schools boys wear the same thing, grade after grade, until shortly before puberty: a white T-shirt, black bike shorts, and ballet slippers in black or white. As they approach puberty, they might be asked to replace bike shorts with black tights, though boys often resist this transition. Some dance teachers put it off as long as possible, wary of scaring their few male students out of ballet entirely.


Several male dancers I spoke to remembered that they had resisted wearing tights until their late teens and that their dance schools had not pressed the matter. Sean Aaron Carmon, a Black contemporary ballet dancer who performed with Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater for seven years, took ballet classes as a child in Houston. Carmon vividly remembers the first time he put on tights for ballet class, in his early teens. He was embarrassed about “being looked at, stared at,” he says. “For most young boys, the last thing you want anyone staring at is your crotch… because you’re like, ‘Does it look like everybody else’s? Are they going to laugh because it’s small?’”


After an aunt joked that the tights made his penis look small, Carmon stopped wearing them. It wasn’t until he tried out for a college dance program that he relented—and then only because the audition dress code required them.


Eric Trope, a white dancer who performs in the corps de ballet of Miami City Ballet, resisted tights, too. In fact, he resisted taking ballet classes at all because of the specter of tights. “I think, in general, I just thought ballet was gonna be boring and not for me,” he recalls, “but I also remember the tights just being a huge factor. I didn’t want to face that part of it. I didn’t want to wear tights.… I guess I thought I’d be made fun of. And so, for a good year of ballet class, I took class in basketball shorts.”


Trope was embarrassed by the association between form-fitting clothing and femininity. And like Carmon, he was allowed to practice in loose pants until he was fourteen or fifteen years old, when he auditioned for a more rigorous ballet program that required tights.


Because boys are in short supply, teachers loosen the dress code in order to keep them enrolled, while they hold girls to rigid standards that require obedience and conformity. That double standard applies not just to clothing but to behavior, too. Ashley Bouder, a white principal dancer at New York City Ballet, remembers that girls in her ballet school were expected to be “perfect, not only in class but in attitude and decorum,” while the boys were “allowed to, in some cases, get away with murder in class, like… talking and acting up and doing anything, but it doesn’t matter because [the teachers] are just trying to keep them in the class.” As Stoner Winslett, the founding artistic director of the Richmond Ballet, puts it, boys in ballet are “treated like baby princes.”


British dance scholar Christy Adair explains that the privileged status of boys in ballet is inextricable from the marginalization of ballet—and the arts in general—in the culture at large. “Whilst training,” Adair observes, “men are far more likely to receive individual recognition because although they are in the minority, their power status within society is seen to legitimize the art. Therefore, teachers pay more attention to their male students in the hope that more men in dance will ease dance from its marginal position.”14


Doug Risner, a professor of dance at Wayne State University, has observed the same phenomenon. Boys “are highly prized in this feminized environment,” he says, and “it puts them in this weird political situation where faculty know… these are the boys they’ve been able to recruit, and so they get special treatment.… If they have conflicts at school, it’s much easier for them to be allowed to miss a rehearsal. They’re consulted more on their costumes, what they’re going to feel comfortable wearing.”


Winslett agrees. “If [boys] have to miss rehearsal to go to their soccer game, that’s tolerated because there’s not another boy to do the part,” she explains. “But, say a girl needs to miss rehearsal to go to the soccer game—well, there’s somebody else standing in the wings.” More likely, there are about a dozen somebody elses.


Boys’ dancing gets more attention, too, Risner says. For example, teachers often give boys individualized attention in class, correcting them by name, while the girls are corrected en masse. As in, Make sure you’re bringing that rond de jambe all the way around, Derek, and watch that supporting knee, ladies. Quite apart from the fact that all students should receive roughly the same amount of attention from their teachers, Risner says, girls “learn a lesson that boys are special. And that ties again back into patriarchy and what’s a girl’s place.”


Adair notes that the double standard for how girls and boys are treated inside ballet schools also finds its way into marketing and other public-facing materials. In one book about the Royal Ballet School, the prestigious feeder school for England’s Royal Ballet company, photographs show “the girls, all looking identical, carefully sew[ing] their ballet shoes.” The boys? They’re “rushing through the woods having a good time.”15


The major difference, Bouder concludes, is that girls “have to fit in and be quiet and just dance.” But the boys “are allowed to be creative, they’re allowed to misbehave and try things.… That’s pretty much how it is in a lot of places—not everywhere, but in a lot of places. They can do whatever as long as they keep showing up.”


The gendered differences in ballet’s hidden curriculum are one reason for the art form’s stark gender gap in leadership as you look up the ranks: the great majority of ballet companies are run by men, and the great majority of choreography that those companies perform, be it old or newly commissioned, is made by men (about this, much more in Chapter 8). When boys in ballet are taught from an early age that they are special and are permitted to exercise more creativity than girls, is it any wonder that they are far more likely to develop the belief that they are entitled to create and lead? Or that, as we’ll see later, they might develop the belief that they are entitled to the bodies of the many women around them?


It’s true that many boys who take ballet experience disturbingly high rates of bullying outside of their dance schools, sometimes in their own homes (about that, much more later). Inside the ballet studio, however, the hidden curriculum sets out very different rules and expectations, furnishing young boys and girls with very different understandings of their value in the ballet world and their rightful place in it. Girls come to understand that their limited value in a highly competitive environment, where each girl is one of many, lies in conformity and the performance of feminine perfection. Boys absorb the message that they are special and that special people can expect special treatment. And they learn that, as members of a privileged minority, boys who dance ballet will be expected to conform to certain masculine styles of movement—but they will also be permitted to play, transgress, and express their individuality. As we’ll see later in this book, the girls and boys who stay in ballet to become women and men carry these lessons with them, sometimes with disastrous consequences.


Of course, these imbalances between what girls and boys learn in addition to ballet technique mirror the differences in the messages they receive from the culture at large. And just like the culture at large, ballet’s hidden curriculum furnishes boys with expectations that, as men, they will be entitled to yet more special treatment and allowed to exercise both creativity and control. As Stinson writes, “To a young man, dance training may seem comparable to military training in that the necessary obedience is a rite of passage but not a permanent state. Once he is good enough, he will then have the power to tell others what to do, to reconceptualize what he has learned, to create art and not just reproduce it.”16


All the same, ballet’s gender binary puts extraordinary demands on boys’ bodies. The art form demands that boys and men move with the kind of refinement and grace that, outside of the ballet studio, reads as feminine—but its rigid gender binary also requires them to dance with the kind of attack and power for which Katy Pyle was penalized as a student. Some steps are considered too feminine for men to perform, and more than one gay professional dancer told me that teachers and artistic directors had instructed him to “butch up” his dancing, to dance “more solidly,” in order to stay within the confines of the binary.


And, Risner says, it’s often male teachers who are policing boys and young men this way. “When a boy is not dancing with bravura and strength and masculinity, he’s often called out, especially by a male teacher, that he has to dance like a man,” Risner says. “‘You’re dancing like a girl.’ And this just gets internalized by everyone, by the girls, by the boys, and it’s really challenging.” And there are few places where those demands are made more explicit and more visible than in pas de deux class, where students learn two essential components of performing ballet: how to partner and be partnered.
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The pas de deux (“step for two”) sits at the heart of most full-length story ballets, the crowd-pleasing classics that ballet companies rely on to fill the theater, like Swan Lake, Romeo and Juliet, Giselle, Don Quixote, and The Sleeping Beauty. And it is the pas de deux sections of choreography that are regularly excerpted and performed on their own at competitions and galas: the Black Swan pas de deux, the balcony scene, the Don Q pas de deux.


While same-sex pas de deux do exist in contemporary ballet choreography, the default pas de deux, and the most beloved and popular examples of it, are danced by one man and one woman who are depicting a romantic love story. As a general rule, pas de deux is strictly gendered, with a set role for each partner.


In a pas de deux, the woman performs pirouettes and balances assisted by the man, who steadies and spins her in the turns and provides support in the balances. He also lifts her, often onto his shoulders or over his head, and adds his lift to her jumps, throwing her into the air and catching her. Back in the 1830s, when men all but disappeared from ballet schools and ballet stages and the man’s role in the pas de deux was performed by women in drag, the pas de deux was considerably less acrobatic. As both male and female dancers have become stronger, pas de deux choreography has become more and more daring and physically demanding for both partners.


Because of the strength required of the male partner, students rarely start learning pas de deux before they hit puberty, and in any case, most local ballet schools have few if any boys to teach pas de deux to. Instead, students usually learn this skill in selective and intensive training programs or at one-off summer intensives that bring together a critical mass of male students.


One such program is at the Joffrey Ballet School (JBS) in New York City, which runs a year-round preprofessional program where students can train full-time from age thirteen onward. At JBS, a ballet trainee’s day starts at 8:30 or 8:45 a.m. with a ninety-minute single-sex ballet class, which is followed by a pas de deux class. After a third ballet class, the students take a lunch break, and they spend the afternoon taking classes in other dance disciplines like contemporary and jazz. Trainees head home—to the dorms or to apartments they rent on their own—between 4 and 6 p.m., and those who are still in high school then open their computers and turn to their online classes.


In January 2020, I spent several days at JBS, observing classes and interviewing students and faculty. The first thing I noticed about pas de deux class, where students were between the ages of sixteen and twenty-two, was how chatty and rowdy it was compared to the girls’ technique class that had preceded it, in which twenty-four girls had spoken perhaps twenty-four words between them. Now those twenty-four girls, still sweating from their just-ended class, had changed out of their canvas ballet slippers into pointe shoes and been joined by seven boys—two white, two Black, two East Asian, and one Latino—and the mood had become decidedly more social.


On this day, the pas de deux teacher was Marina Bogdanova, who also taught at Joffrey’s after-school youth division. In the heavily heated studio, she was one of two middle-aged Russian women with blonde bobs; the other was the accompanist, who sat behind a glossy black baby grand piano with her glasses on top of her head, fanning herself between exercises. Bogdanova instructed the dancers in a mix of heavily accented English and ballet’s French terminology, and instructed the accompanist in snippets of Russian.


As the boys stretched and chatted at the back of the studio, Bogdanova marshaled the girls into a long line and split them into groups of three or four. Then she assigned each group to a boy. For the next hour and a half, Bogdanova would demonstrate a series of steps, dancing the girl’s part and picking a volunteer boy to demonstrate the boy’s part. Then each boy would execute the sequence with each of the girls in his group, one after the next, several times over. When the girls weren’t dancing, they stood at the back of the studio, practicing balances, adjusting their pointe shoes, taking a breather. The boys, whose services were needed in the middle of the room at all times, took no breathers. This is a common occurrence when boys are scarce, Risner noted, and it takes a toll on boys’ bodies. “They get really injured,” he said. “It’s too much. How many girls can you lift over your head in one rehearsal?”


One reason pas de deux class is chattier than a regular ballet class is that pas de deux require collaboration and communication between partners. Students are learning to move their own bodies and how to work with other people’s. And though Bogdanova wielded the kind of top-down, unquestioned authority Stinson describes, there are other forms of learning and teaching happening in a class like this one.


One girl showed her partner the angle at which he’d need to set her down so that her weight would be properly distributed over the box of her pointe shoe. One boy reminded his partner to place her arms properly in a pirouette so that, standing behind her, he had space to place his hands at her waist to spin and stabilize her. Some partners grinned and giggled as they danced, making tiny adjustments and exchanging words as they went. “You’re too close”; “It’s my fault.” When the music ended, before a new girl arrived to take her turn, they debriefed, half in words and half in hand gestures that abbreviated the choreography they’d just practiced. “Better?” “Yeah.”


This kind of learning is profoundly intimate given how much the students are required to touch each other and how much trust they have to put in each other. The previous day, in a different pas de deux class, I’d watched as couples practiced a lift in which the girl stood in arabesque on pointe and the boy, standing behind her, placed one hand on her hip and the other on the underside of her raised leg. Bending his knees into a deep plié, he press-lifted her so that her hips were level with his shoulders. When one of the taller boys pressed his partner all the way over his head, her head came perilously close to the ceiling fan.


The teachers touch the students, too. Bogdanova gave verbal corrections, telling students when they had arrived at a position too late or too early, and she demonstrated the way she wanted the steps to look by dancing them herself. But she also gave physical corrections, grabbing girls’ thighs to pull them into proper placement and putting her hands on boys’ shoulders to correct the angle of their arms. The previous day’s teacher, Andrei Jouravlev, a tall and pale-skinned Russian with thick wavy brown hair, had demonstrated the boy’s part and picked a volunteer student to dance the girl’s steps. On one occasion, he picked a student whose long-sleeved leotard had a large keyhole in the back. When Jouravlev stood behind her and supported her pirouettes, his hands were on bare flesh.


In pas de deux classes, the gendered division of labor in ballet becomes clearer than ever. Combined with the introduction of pointe shoes—which also happens at about eleven years old, as girls are hitting puberty—the advent of pas de deux training marks the moment at which men’s and women’s paths diverge. At this time, dancers are assigned the deeply gendered roles they’ll be expected to play for the rest of their ballet training and, if they become professionals, for the rest of their classical ballet careers. Until this point, there have been small differences in movement—girls curtsy to thank their teachers at the end of class while boys bow—but the pas de deux amplifies those differences and requires dancers to fully take their places in ballet’s rigid gender binary.


Men lift and women are lifted. Men stand behind the women, assisting them, hoisting them, steadying them, often half hidden by them. If the man is doing his job well, if he is partnering seamlessly, the audience will at times forget that he’s there at all. The woman, meanwhile, entrusts the man with her body—her tool and her livelihood—and allows him to shape and manipulate it, to cart it across the stage, to toss it in the air.


There is a long history of feminist criticism of the classical ballet pas de deux. Some dance theorists maintain that the pas de deux is a prime example of ballet relegating a woman to utter passivity while a man performs his chivalrous duty, carrying her around the stage and displaying her body to the audience.


Of course, as the JBS students were learning, the lived experience of pas de deux is more complicated than that, because being partnered is strenuous work too. Even when a woman is playing a corpse, a deadweight, she is working: as former Miami City Ballet soloist Kathryn Morgan noted, describing the scene in Romeo and Juliet in which Romeo finds an apparently dead Juliet in the Capulet family tomb and then dances a grim pas de deux with her limp body, the dancer playing Juliet is still pointing her toes.17


But the audience is not supposed to see that work. They’re not supposed to notice that, in that arabesque press lift the JBS students were practicing in Jouravlev’s class, the woman has her hand braced against the man’s hand at her hip and is pressing down with all her might to take some of the strain off him. Similarly, it’s not enough for the boys to lift the girls up over their head; they must do it smoothly, gracefully, without grimacing or letting the audience know how complex the lift is and how tired their arms are. In reality, both partners are decorative and both are functional. Everyone was sweating profusely at the end of pas de deux class.


All the same, it’s hard to escape the sense that, in pas de deux, ballet’s hidden curriculum suddenly stops hiding—that here, the subtext becomes text. In ballet as in life, puberty brings with it a new onslaught of gendered expectations and a new rigidity in gender roles. In pas de deux class, those roles are literal, though pas de deux class does serve as a useful metaphor for the ballet world at large: as hard as the women are working, as beautifully as they are displayed onstage or in the studio, it’s the men who are in control.
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Katy Pyle was pushed out of ballet. After years of being told that their movement style was too “strong,” that they danced with too much “attack” and too much power—ballet’s code words for “masculinity”—and after years of starving themselves, with the tacit approval of their teachers, in an attempt to stave off the dreaded “athletic” body shape to which they were genetically predisposed, they quit.


Today, Pyle says that they were “very aware” of their sexuality when they were training in ballet. But they didn’t come out as lesbian until after they had quit and were in college. “I couldn’t come out, like I couldn’t make a way for me to see myself in ballet as a lesbian,” they say, “and so I had to get away from ballet enough to even recognize myself to myself.” They left ballet feeling “incredibly angry,” with a sense they had been betrayed by an art form that had required them to conceal themselves from themselves—and then pushed them out anyway. “What was so heartbreaking and painful about leaving ballet was that I gave up so many parts of myself and my identity in order to belong, and sort of denied and repressed myself. And I still didn’t belong.”


It took some time for Pyle to come back to ballet, but when they did, they brought a radical new vision with them. In 2011, Pyle founded Ballez, a company that is “just what it sounds like: it’s lesbians doing ballet. And Ballez is not just lesbians, it’s all the queers that ballet has left out.”18 Pyle envisions the company as a haven for people like them who do not fit into ballet’s rigid gender binary and have been excluded from ballet training and from the stories that ballet tells onstage.


One way that Pyle’s company is building that haven is by staging queer versions of the ballet canon’s classics. In Ballez’s production of The Firebird, the prince is now a lesbian princess, and the female firebird is now “a Tranimal (part bird, part Prince).” In Giselle of Loneliness, the cast of queer dancers interacts with the audience as the dancers stage an audition for “the iconic titular role of the frail and tortured ideal of white femininity in ballet.” Ballez’s take on Giselle—a ballet about a woman who dies when the man she loves betrays her and then, in death, forgives and saves him—“reveals our experience as dancers tortured by ballet itself, and asks, ‘what parts of ourselves do we have to give up, or kill off, in order to belong? And for how long will audiences participate in that demand?’”19


Ballez also runs drop-in classes for adults in New York City and in 2019 posted a series of free tutorials with Pyle to YouTube, so that would-be students can take Ballez classes from anywhere. When the pandemic hit and dance studios all over the country were scrambling to put their classes on camera, Ballez was a step ahead, thanks to their democratizing approach to ballet.


One Saturday in January 2020, I took a Ballez class in Manhattan, in a rented dance studio just a few floors above the classrooms where students at American Ballet Theatre’s elite feeder school were taking the kinds of conventional classes Pyle had taken as a child and teenager.


Ballez class began late, something I had never experienced before. And when it did begin, Pyle asked their students—two cisgender men, two nonbinary people, and four cisgender women including me—to arrange the portable barres not in rows, as is often the case, but in a rectangle in the middle of the room. Then Pyle invited us to stand inside the rectangle, and one by one, we shared our preferred gender pronouns and said a few words about our relationship to ballet.


Pyle went first. “One thing I’ve been thinking about is that ballet has been reserved for the elite, that you had to have a certain race or class or whatever to be let in,” they said, gesturing to the space inside the barres. Now, Pyle said, they want “all of us not to just be allowed in [to ballet] but to own it.” Pyle was echoing Ballez’s mission statement, which demands more than mere inclusion for those who, like Pyle, were allowed into ballet, but only if they suppressed their queerness. “We who have been deemed unworthy of the pride, nobility, and belonging in ballet’s centuries long hierarchical history,” the mission statement declares, “are coming back into the castle now, to take back the movements, magic, creativity and power that we have always been integral to creating.”20


Pyle says that some students come to her classes “traumatized,” as Pyle was, by their experiences in conventional ballet training. “I’m still working on that [trauma] all the time,” Pyle tells me. “There’s a tremendous amount of people that have been traumatized by ballet. Hopefully they come to Ballez.… It’s a lot of pressure for me as well to [provide] one of the only spaces where that can be okay or that can be something that can be acknowledged and worked on.”


One of those people is MJ Markovitz, a twenty-one-year-old Ballez company member. As we went around the rectangle in class and introduced ourselves, MJ, who is white, told us they used they/them pronouns and related a story about their ballet training that sounded dispiritingly similar to Pyle’s stories from two decades ago. “I’ve always been told to do less, that I have too much strength and power,” MJ said. “I think I probably wouldn’t have been told that if I were assigned male.”


MJ is a full-time student at the Ailey School, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater–affiliated school that trains students to be contemporary dancers and whose curriculum includes a daily ballet class. They identify as nonbinary but are required to take that class in a leotard and pink tights. And, they said, they are also barred from dancing the men’s choreography, like doing jumping exercises at a slower tempo to allow for bigger leaps with more hang time.


The first time MJ took a Ballez class, they said, “I cried the entire subway ride home, because I didn’t know dance could feel this good.” They were coming to terms with their gender identity and hadn’t realized the toll that a traditional ballet environment had been taking on them. Like Pyle before them, they “had always been told to make [themselves] smaller and more petite and feminine,” and they grew up thinking they could never be a ballet dancer because they lacked the hyperfeminine movement quality their teachers demanded.


MJ said that even though they danced all day during the week, they found the time and energy to come to Ballez’s weekend class because without it, they “wouldn’t be able to handle” the rigid binary of their traditional ballet training. Being in a dedicated queer ballet space, with a teacher who intimately understood their experience, felt restorative. “Without this,” MJ said, “I would feel so shitty and out of my own body.”


From its very first moments, a Ballez class is run differently from a conventional ballet class. For one thing, students are permitted to talk—in fact, they are encouraged to talk—during class. And as barre progressed, Pyle urged us to dance in ways that were consistent with our body’s limits, even if they were not consistent with ballet technique’s desired aesthetic. “Let your back go a lot more than your teachers told you when you were eight,” Pyle said as we stood balancing with one leg behind us in attitude. “Save your back.” And once we had cleared the barres away and were dancing in the center of the room, all the dancers were asked and allowed to do the kinds of big turning jumps, the tours en l’air, that are usually reserved for men’s class—and the only person to put on pointe shoes was a cisgender man.


Pyle, who also teaches ballet at the New School, believes that conventional ballet training traumatizes not only queer dancers but straight women, too. “Women are disempowered from the beginning of training inside of ballet,” they tell me, “and that is a value system and a belief system that has become intertwined with the training.” Pyle says that some people have told them that the kind of top-down authoritarian pedagogy Stinson criticizes, the rigidity and discipline that is imposed on ballet dancers from such a young age, is “inherent to the training and necessary to the training.” But Pyle doesn’t think it is necessary or inherent. “I don’t think that women need to be in abusive relationships, and I don’t think we need to be in those kinds of subservient relationships with art forms as artists.”


Pyle says that their company has struggled to find acceptance in the ballet world, and the funding that acceptance would bring. Even amid an industry-wide debate about gender and racial diversity in who gets to dance and who gets to choreograph, Pyle finds that Ballez is often left out of performance programs designed to open ballet’s gates a little wider. While the gatekeepers of the ballet world can imagine more dancers of color onstage or more ballets created by cisgender women, they can’t seem to see Pyle’s larger, more radical vision.


Still, Pyle is optimistic about the queer future of ballet and about the shifts in training and treatment of dancers that it will make possible. Their Gen Z students have them feeling especially hopeful. “There is movement there,” Pyle says. “There’s this whole generation that is like, ‘Why would we continue in this way that things have been?’ And I think that the Gen Z kids are gonna make radical change happen as soon as they get the money or some power.… Once those people are running things, this whole landscape is going to look really different.”


MJ Markovitz, at twenty-one, is just barely older than those Gen Z dancers, and they’re hopeful, too. As much as they love ballet, ballet hasn’t loved them back, and they want to see Ballez become the art form’s new norm in their lifetime. “I don’t think ballet should survive a gender-neutral future,” MJ tells me. “It’s traditionally been very patriarchal and homophobic and racist. Ballet can still exist, but the more we make space for people to exist, the more satisfying it will be to exist.”


Pyle knows that their vision of ballet—gender neutral, open to all, a place where girls aren’t replaceable automatons and boys aren’t, in Stoner Winslett’s words, “baby princes”—is radical, and that it might render both ballet training and ballet performance unrecognizable to many people. “But,” they said, “that’s not unusual in the history of dance. Radical things happen, and the kind of boring, unoriginal shit gets forgotten. The radical things are remembered.”
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