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To my parents





Author’s Note



My memories of the School of American Ballet are occasionally intermingled with memories of other ballet schools and summer programs I attended in the early to mid-2000s. I am not exploring just one institution, but the culture of preprofessional ballet training during that time period.


“Rachel” and “Michelle” are, at their request, composites. All other names and stories are unchanged.
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Introduction



We are eleven or twelve years old, but most of us look younger; we have been chosen, in part, because we are small for our age. Our smiles are tense, our necks stretched, our backs erect. Perhaps we are pretending, as we’ve been taught, that a puppeteer is pulling up our heads by a string. We have been told that our ballet school is the best in the world; we have been told that we are lucky. There are twenty of us in the photo, and we all want the same thing: to dance with the New York City Ballet.


My cheek is tilted up toward the light, but my eyes are pointed down. This year, my body has begun to defy me: the curve of my hip is peeking out from my torso, disrupting the once-smooth line of my leg. I can control my muscles and my weight, but, I am learning, I cannot control my bones.


For picture day, at least, I have managed to subdue my frizzy hair. It lies flat against my head, slicked into a bun so tight I can almost feel it tugging at my scalp. I don’t want to add any volume to my head: our founder, George Balanchine, said that a dancer’s head should be small, and this will always be his school, even if he has been dead for twenty years.


I am kneeling. My wrists are crossed in front of my heart—a gesture that, in classical ballets like Giselle, signifies love. Of course, I didn’t choose this pose; I was only doing what I was told. Our teacher has arranged us in three rows and told us what to do with our hands and arms and legs. They don’t have to tell us to smile.


I hadn’t thought about this photo in over a decade when it popped up on my laptop one afternoon a few years ago. My primary social media vice is Twitter, and I was late to joining Instagram. My feed consisted of only a few types of content: skillets of hearty pasta and aspirational loaves of bread from the New York Times Cooking account; flowers hand-painted on fancy hotel walls, from a childhood friend who is now a wallpaper influencer; and all the mundane updates, selfies, and vacation snaps from a handful of women I hadn’t spoken to since we were kids at the School of American Ballet.


I’ve forgotten who was in my fifth-grade class at school, and I stopped caring about the high school hot girls long ago. But these women—I follow them like they’re characters on my own private reality TV show. I feel like a voyeur, a creep, but I can’t help it: I need to know what happened to the girls I once spent hours with each week; the girls I once knew so well that I could recognize them by the curve of their fingers or the shape of their pointed toes.


When I see the picture, I feel, suddenly, less like a voyeur. I see my own face, and I feel like I have permission to be looking. I copy and paste the picture into a group chat and tell my friends to guess which little dancer is me. No one has any trouble. One says I look sad. Another says it makes him uncomfortable; it reminds him of the poster for Cuties, the French film about preteen dancers that drew comparisons to child porn and inspired a campaign to #CancelNetflix.


I zoom in on the picture. On the wall behind us are three Hopperesque paintings, scenes of our own studios: leggy women in leotards, and in the middle—engaged in what looks like a standoff with a dancer in pink—New York City Ballet’s artistic director, Peter Martins, the man who could one day determine our fate. His hands are planted confrontationally on his hips, his chiseled jaw jutting forward. The painter has, in a few brushstrokes, captured his aura—his aggression. He looks angry. He looks like someone who would drag a woman down a flight of stairs. Like someone who would bully women about their weight and trade sex for roles. Fifteen years later, in the midst of #MeToo, dancers would allege—in an anonymous letter and in interviews with the New York Times and the Washington Post—that he did all those things.


But perhaps Martins learned from his predecessor, George Balanchine, pictured beside him, who in 1965 said that he chose dancers for the New York City Ballet “as you would choose horses.” The older teachers, the ones who danced for him, still called him Mr. B, and we were in awe of their link to our hero. Dancers “are obedient animals,” Mr. B told Life magazine. “They are trained to wait and wait and wait until you say do this and they do, stop and they stop. . . . Then you say thank you, now go home.”


I didn’t care if dancers were obedient animals or ethereal fairies or powerful athletes: whatever they were, I wanted to be one, had wanted to as far back as I could remember. From the earliest toddler “ballet” lessons I was enrolled in, I lobbied my parents for more. My favorite part of those classes was not the reward at the end—when we were finally allowed to freestyle, to flap our arms and make believe we were butterflies or birds—but when we stood at the barre: when we were told what to do, and when it was hard. When I arranged my feet in the neat little V of first position and earned the pretty teacher’s praise.


At home, my shelves were lined with ballet-themed picture books—Angelina Ballerina, Ballet Stories for Children—and I turned the pages, staring at the pink tutus and white swans before I knew how to make out the words beside them. I rescued a tiny plastic ballerina from the top of a cupcake and developed an unnatural attachment to her, taking the figurine with me everywhere I went. When she slipped through my fingers, fell onto the sidewalk, and was crushed beneath the wheels of my stroller, I was devastated.


At night, after class, I would sit cross-legged on my bedroom floor, take one foot in both hands, and mold it, pressing my instep into a perfect arch and curling my toes into little Cs. What would my life be like if my feet looked like this? I would admire the shape, then release my hands and try to hold it, clenching my muscles as hard as I could. When I got frustrated, I would mash my foot into the floor, faking a higher arch by letting the full weight of my body fall on my metatarsals. I would stay that way until I couldn’t stand it anymore.


If success is some combination of talent and hard work, then, in my case, the scale was tilted almost entirely toward work. “I auditioned to get into a famous ballet school called the School of American Ballet, abbreviated as SAB,” I explained to my diary in the autumn of 2001. I kept diaries sporadically throughout my childhood, writing regularly for a few weeks or months before losing interest, but every time I started a new one, I dutifully relayed the whole story: How I had auditioned for SAB twice and been rejected. How, when I was nine, my mom had said I could try one more time. How it was raining on the day of my third audition. I knew what to expect by then, and I forced my arches off the ground and sucked in my stomach as the ballet mistresses looked me up and down, making notes on a clipboard and whispering behind their hands. Afterward, I lingered in the dressing room, thrilled to breathe the same air and touch the same lockers as real students at the school. I unpinned the audition number—2—from the front of my leotard and stashed it in my bag with my slippers and tights.


When my mom told me that someone from SAB had called, that I had finally gotten in, I jumped up and down in the street, screaming. It was a few days after 9/11 and the sidewalks were nearly empty. A handful of dejected people, sitting aimlessly on their stoops, stared at me as if I had violated the code of silence. The city was in mourning, but it was the best day of my life. At home, I uncrumpled my audition paper, stapled it to my bulletin board, and decided that 2 would be my lucky number, rain my lucky weather.


Most afternoons from then on, I would hurry out of school as soon as the bell rang and hightail it across Central Park in a cab. The thrill of jogging up the escalator at Lincoln Center, pushing open the glass doors like I belonged, never wore off. I learned to pour all my energy, mental and physical, into microscopic adjustments to the way I moved. I loved that when I entered the studio, I didn’t have to worry about saying the right thing; I didn’t have to talk at all.


“I say that I don’t want to become a ballerina, because my parents think it is a bad job, and maybe they’re right,” I wrote in my diary—whose cover was embossed with a picture of pointe shoes—when I was eleven. “It is true that it might be hard to find a new job because you can’t go to college because of ballet classes. But it is true, too, that it is my dream to become a ballerina. I love ballet.”


I was born in 1992: the Year of the Woman. It was a time of girl power and optimism, feminist zines and riot grrrls. My friends dismembered Barbies and cut off their hair. Teenage girls on TV slew vampires and confidently cast magic spells. My mom wore flannel shirts and no makeup. My teachers urged me to speak up, challenge authority, and think for myself. Still, I couldn’t help noticing that it was usually boys who raised their hands (or, more often, called out the answers without bothering). I wondered whether my teachers had misled me—whether speaking up was unseemly after all. I wondered how many times I could roll up the waistband of my skirt before crossing some ill-defined line into indecency. How much makeup I could wear without looking high-maintenance. As a girl—according to T-shirt slogans, pop music, my parents—I could be anything I wanted. My options were endless, I was told, and overwhelming. Should I study Spanish or French? Wear jeans or a dress? Did I want to become a doctor, a writer, a stay-at-home mom?


But after school, I retreated into a world in which these responsibilities evaporated. My daily four p.m. code-switch gave me whiplash, but once I recovered, it was a relief. At ballet, no one asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up; it went without saying. Of course I wanted to be a dancer. The dress code was strict and hadn’t changed in decades. Making an effort on my appearance was mandatory, and hiding this effort was unnecessary. I took lessons in stage makeup, learned to layer powder and bronzer and blush, to paint on a face that was, by the end, only loosely based on my actual face. But focusing on my looks wasn’t vain; it was part of my art.


At ballet, girls followed the rules and did as we were told. “Don’t think, dear,” one teacher liked to say, affecting a faint Russian accent as she repeated George Balanchine’s famous dictum. We couldn’t go to the water fountain or the bathroom without permission. At the end of class, we curtsied to our teachers and thanked them—the only time we were allowed to speak.


I loved the hyperfeminine trappings of it all, the unapologetic girlishness. Every year, when I graduated to a new level and a new leotard—sky blue, bubblegum pink, hunter green—I went shopping for a new hair wreath to match, a gaudy mass of ribbons, beads, and satin flowers to wrap around my bun. I idolized the older girls around me, and the women in the company were like gods.


Outside the studio, I latched onto ballet as my identity. I wore my hair to school in a tight bun, and when I started needing a bra, I instead wore a leotard under my clothes. I relished my classmates’ gasps when I faux casually eased into a straddle split during gym class warm-ups, or when I bent all the way backward playing limbo at bar mitzvahs. Anyone who entered my bedroom at home would be confronted by a veritable shrine to ballet. I collected pairs of pointe shoes autographed by NYCB dancers and nailed them to the wall above my bed. (We would leave notes at the stage door, complimenting our favorite dancers and asking for their worn-out shoes.) Inside the dresser were drawers of oversized T-shirts emblazoned with the logos of various summer programs I’d passed through. The wall above it was dominated by a giant poster of Degas’s La classe de danse, and I would fall asleep studying it: the girl posing in an eternal arabesque, the girl pouting on the sidelines, the girl primping in the back.


* * *


The twelve-year-olds in the class photo would be disappointed to learn that we did not all become dancers in the New York City Ballet; today, only one of us is a professional ballerina. The others are personal trainers or ballet teachers or makeup artists or college graduates. Just a few years after the photo was taken, I looked at my adolescent body—at my hips, which had continued to widen; at my feet, their underdeveloped arches—and conceded that my dreams were becoming far-fetched.


But even though I could stop going to class, avoid Lincoln Center, and cancel my subscription to Pointe magazine, I couldn’t unlearn the values of ballet. Sometimes, in social settings or at school, I felt like I was still reading from a different script. And even as I finished high school and college and built a writing career I loved, I couldn’t stop stalking my old ballet classmates on Facebook or dreaming about dancing at night.


“Ballet is woman,” Balanchine famously said. Every day on my way to class, I walked by a banner bearing that quote. Ballet had given me a way to be a girl—a specific template of femininity. What did it mean to be a woman without ballet? As an adult, I struggled with contradictions that had plagued me since middle school: how to be ambitious but unthreatening, feminine but strong. I sold a book, and the man I was dating said it made him feel bad. I promoted the book, and men online critiqued my appearance. “This girl is too bubbly!” wrote a man who saw me on TV. “I found it very difficult to listen to you on account of your vocal fry,” wrote another. I wondered how the values I had internalized at ballet continued to influence my psyche and behavior. I wondered why I still felt susceptible to feminine tropes that many of my peers had recognized as outdated, and shaken off. (I did not ditch the man who resented my book; I told him how much I liked his articles, how important I thought they were.)


I found myself missing ballet—the only environment where I had been able to throw myself into my work without worrying about the sound of my voice. Where hard work made me not just stronger and more successful but more feminine, too. Where I fully inhabited my physical being while also engaging my brain—solving, for myself, the mind-body problem.


And then I felt guilty about harboring affection for a system that clearly harmed women. If I’d had any doubt, the flood of allegations that came out during #MeToo—including NYCB “ballet master” Peter Martins’s long history of sexual bullying—made it impossible to deny. Everyone, it seemed, was reevaluating their relationship to the art of “monstrous men.” The once-canonical movies of Woody Allen and Roman Polanski were downgraded to guilty pleasures; DJs stopped playing R. Kelly. “Certain pieces of art seem to have been rendered inconsumable by their maker’s transgressions—how can one watch The Cosby Show after the rape allegations against Bill Cosby?” asked Claire Dederer in a viral Paris Review essay. “Do we believe genius gets special dispensation, a behavioral hall pass?” Her words haunted me as I got on the subway to go see Jewels, my favorite Balanchine ballet. Balanchine, the brilliant choreographer whose work still took my breath away; Balanchine, the tyrant who punished his dancers for getting pregnant and required them to wear his favorite perfume. Balanchine, my problematic fave.


As I wrestled with my feelings about ballet and femininity and my body, I wondered how my old friends were faring. What had become of the ambitious girls in my SAB class? How had they coped with the disappointment of not making it? How had growing up in a world where our looks were constantly critiqued, where abusive men were in charge, where we learned to talk with our bodies instead of our voices, affected our lives? How had it shaped our ideas about how a woman should be and how the sexes interact? How did we reconcile our past, and our residual love for ballet, with the feminist consciousness we eventually developed?


These questions matter not just for elite ballet students—according to a Teen Vogue web series, three hundred thousand students train at the professional level every year, undeterred by the fact that just two percent will make it into a company—or for the many more recreational ballet students, or even for the millions who have taken their children to The Nutcracker or signed up for a barre class or admired Misty Copeland on Instagram. Even those who have never been to Lincoln Center have inevitably been influenced by the aesthetics of ballet. Over the past few years, ballerinas have been featured in major ad campaigns for cars, sneakers, watches, and jeans; they have appeared on runways at New York Fashion Week and in music videos for Kanye West and Taylor Swift. Clothing inspired by dancers’ costumes—leotards, ballet flats, tutus à la Carrie Bradshaw—cycle in and out of fashion. An Allure video chronicling “A Ballerina’s Entire Routine” has been viewed almost ten million times. Marie Claire, Cosmopolitan, and Vogue regularly interview dancers about their makeup tricks and eating habits. Fashionable women, hoping to achieve a “ballet body,” sign up for pricey barre classes based on traditional warm-ups or stream workouts from Ballet Beautiful—a series founded by the dancer who helped Natalie Portman achieve her skeletal Black Swan figure.


For many young girls, wanting to be a ballerina is practically as much a stage of development as holding a crayon or riding a bike. When the journalist Peggy Orenstein looked through a stack of exercises by the children in her daughter’s preschool class—they had been prompted to fill in the clause “If I were a [blank]”—she noticed that the girls had imagined themselves in only four occupations: princess, fairy, butterfly—and ballerina. (The boys, meanwhile, filled in a broad range of makebelieve roles, including superhero, fireman, athlete, and raisin.) Ballerinas are as much a part of the lexicon of little-girlhood as Barbie: Mattel, in fact, began selling a Ballerina Barbie in the 1970s, and entered into a sponsorship deal with the English National Ballet in 2001.


Ballet does not exist in a vacuum. It is a laboratory of femaleness—a test-tube world in the middle of modern New York or London or Paris in which traditional femininity is exaggerated. The traits ballet takes to an extreme—the beauty, the thinness, the stoicism and silence and submission—are valued in girls and women everywhere. By excavating the psyche of a dancer, we can understand the contradictions and challenges of being a woman today.





Mr. B


I don’t know when I first became aware of George Balanchine; it may have been before I started forming longterm memories. As far as I can remember, he was always a part of my consciousness—a ghost or a god looming over my childhood. By the time I entered the School of American Ballet in 2001, Balanchine—who founded the school in 1934, and the New York City Ballet in 1948—had been dead for almost two decades. But it didn’t feel that way to us. He grinned at us from larger-than-life photos lining the hallways and watched over us as a bust beside the elevator. “Mr. B said,” one of the older teachers would begin—a note of pride in her voice—and we listened, rapt; we were the chosen ones, the special recipients of secret knowledge. We stood up a little taller and took those corrections extra seriously, striving to please the master we would never meet. My classmate Rachel has similar memories. “Our teachers would speak about him as if he was still alive,” she said, “as if he were some sort of savior.”


Like an evangelist always trying to proclaim my faith, I found ways to incorporate Balanchine into my life outside the studio. When I had to write a “biography” of an American figure for my fourth-grade history class, I chose him. A few years later, assigned to write an essay about my role model for an English class, I chose Darci Kistler—Balanchine’s last muse, and the only one still dancing.


From beyond the grave, Balanchine had given us the best Christmas gift a kid could want: when he choreographed his version of the Russian Nutcracker ballet in 1954, he had created roles for more than a hundred children. Before I started at SAB, I had been a wide-eyed member of the Nutcracker audience, one among the throngs of children for whom the ballet was a holiday tradition. (Ballet companies all over the country rely on families’ annual pilgrimages to The Nutcracker; NYCB’s five-week, forty-seven-show run accounts for almost half of the company’s annual ticket sales. Nearly every regional troupe has its own rendition, from the burlesque Nutcracker in Seattle to the Cracked Nutz parody in Columbus, Ohio.)


In October 2001, a handwritten casting sheet was posted outside the dressing room. We crowded around, scanning for our names, and I jumped when I saw mine; I didn’t care that I had been given one of the smallest parts. As a toy soldier in the ballet’s battle scene, I would spend only about three minutes onstage each night, but I took my responsibilities—sashaying in a line, aiming a fake rifle at men in mouse costumes—very seriously. “I’m rehearsing for The Nutcracker. Yes, the ‘real’ Nutcracker at Lincoln Center,” I bragged to my own diary.


Backstage, older girls helped us get ready, dipping bottle caps in paint and tracing bright red circles on our cheeks. My favorite part of the night was just before I went on: I would huddle with my friends in the wings, giddy with the anticipation of going onstage and the thrill of sharing the space with real company dancers. I watched the grown-up snowflakes warm up for Act II, casually glamorous in their tutus and sweatshirts, and breathed in the musky stew of makeup, hairspray, and sweat. I’d hear my cue and run onstage, and the giddiness—which had escalated, briefly, into nerves—disappeared, leaving only a pleasurable alertness in its wake.


Beside me in the phalanx of red-cheeked soldiers was my friend Lily. I don’t remember how, exactly, Lily and I became friends. We had been assigned to stand next to each other at the barre—forgotten residents of tall-girl Siberia—but talking in class was forbidden, and we were as obedient as everyone else; our alliance must have been forged in the dressing room, or in the stolen moments before the teacher arrived. I know that by the time we were cast as battle scene comrades, we had the kind of all-consuming teenage friendship that feels like a love affair. We groomed each other like cats—sticking bobby pins in each other’s buns and helping each other stretch—and played jacks on the floor, a Nutcracker tradition that had been passed down for decades. (I would start practicing jacks around the same time we began rehearsing in October, sitting in a straddle and bouncing a palm-sized rubber ball on the livingroom floor; proficiency at jacks was as much a social currency as packing the right lipstick in our plastic Caboodles.) Lanky and studious, Lily had a longer commute to Lincoln Center than most of us; she came in every day from Queens, where she lived with her Hungarian immigrant parents. A competitive, tomboyish kid, ballet for Lily was not about the dream of wearing a tutu but about the physical challenge and the drive to succeed. I don’t remember whether Lily and I commiserated openly about our height—whether we admitted to wishing we could join our shorter classmates in the Stahlbaums’ stately living room in Act I, or under Mother Ginger’s skirt in the Land of Sweets—but I’m sure a sense of indignation was part of the glue that bound us together.


After our army was trounced, and the mice—played by company men in puffy fat suits—hauled us, flailing and kicking, into the wings, I would join my friends backstage to watch the second act on the basement monitor or, if I spotted a free seat in the theater, sneak into the audience. After I got home, I would pick dirty scraps of paper “snow”—which fell from the ceiling in a magical Act I blizzard—out of my clothes or my hair, like grains of sand after a day at the beach. But I didn’t mind; I gathered them up and kept them as souvenirs, stashing them in an antique matchbox in my dresser. (They’re still there, next to a yellowed wedge of the Styrofoam cheese we soldiers used to distract the mice.)


Some nights, I went to bed without washing the red circles off my cheeks, and wore them proudly to school the next morning. I wanted everyone to know I was special.


I was thrilled to be a part of it all, but I envied my classmates who got to wear frilly dresses and curl their hair for the party scene in Act I. While they were onstage at a lavish Christmas Eve soirée, I was in the basement, finishing my homework and zipping up my own boyish costume of boxy blue trousers and a mustard-yellow jacket. I listened to the muffled strains of the festive music streaming in from the orchestra pit and felt like I was peering through the keyhole at the nightly party I was never invited to.


Emily, the tiniest girl in our class, looked like a living doll in her long blue dress with its lace smock and white sleeves. Quiet and unassuming in the classroom, she came alive onstage; by the time she first danced in The Nutcracker at age eight, she was already a veteran performer, having grown up singing in the Metropolitan Opera’s Children’s Chorus on the other side of Lincoln Center Plaza. Backstage at The Nutcracker, Emily’s mom—a distinguished ballet dancer herself—knew just how to hot-iron her glossy dark hair, how to contour her cheeks and outline her enormous eyes. Emily was so shy that her classmates at school sometimes wondered if she was mute; it was only at ballet that she felt like she could be herself. Every night onstage, she danced and played with her friends, flirted and bickered with the boys, without ever having to open her mouth.


The Nutcracker was extra special for Emily that year: her older brother was in the party scene, and her best friend, Meiying, had been cast as Marie—the host of the party and the young star of the show. The winner, in the words of a New York Times reporter who trailed us backstage, of “the most soughtafter role in Little Girldom.” As the two shortest girls in the class, Meiying and Emily were often pitted against each other for roles, but instead of succumbing to cattiness or competition, they forged a bond that transcended their circumstances. Meiying was as outgoing as Emily was shy, at ease chatting with adults and vamping for the cameras. But she drew inspiration from Emily’s technical prowess—she knew that standing beside Emily at the barre made her a better dancer.


Meiying and I attended the same middle school, and it was a relief to have someone at school I could talk to about rehearsals and ballet gossip; who understood why I had bags under my eyes during Nutcracker season. Our mothers took turns taking us from school to ballet in the afternoons, and Meiying and I were allies for that half hour, united in our frantic pursuit of a single goal: to reach Lincoln Center before the clock struck four. There was never enough time. We became experts at brushing our hair into neat buns without looking in the mirror, and even—if we ran into traffic—changing into our leotards and tights without (we hoped) flashing the taxi driver. But once we arrived, we had a tacit understanding that we would go our separate ways: I to my gangly crew on the tall side of the barre, and Meiying to her friends on the other side of the room—to the girls who, like her, were tiny and favored.


Meiying shared the role of Marie with dark-haired, darkeyed Rachel. A natural performer and a girly-girl, Rachel was only three when she resolved to become a ballet dancer. Rachel’s grandmother had taken her to Coppélia, and the curtain rose for Act III on the most beautiful sight she had ever seen: twenty-four girls, students at SAB, in shiny pink bodices and puffy tutus the color of cotton candy. Rachel knew then, with absolute certainty, that she wanted to be up there with them. Like Emily, Rachel hailed from a showbiz family: her mom was a TV actress and her dad was a stagehand at Lincoln Center. Now, at age nine, she seemed well on her way to achieving her dream. There was a moment each night when Rachel was alone onstage—staring in awe as the twinkling Christmas tree began to grow into the ceiling—and her father, who was crouching behind the tree, would throw her a wink.


Half the magic of The Nutcracker was the pride we took in carrying on a tradition that stretched all the way back to 1954. In knowing that we wore the same, slightly smelly costumes that had been passed down for years. And in knowing we were dancing steps that had been choreographed by the great George Balanchine himself.


But it was bittersweet, too. We would never meet Balanchine; we would never know what he thought of our production. Everyone around us—the dancers and choreographers, the company as a whole—was struggling to find a way forward without their founder, their father, their raison d’être. The New York City Ballet had been so deeply entwined with Balanchine’s genius, with his particular preferences and personality, that when he died, some said the company should just shut down. Even star dancers felt adrift. In 2006, fifteen years into her tenure as a principal dancer, Wendy Whelan told the New York Times that she sometimes doubted whether she deserved to be at NYCB at all. “Balanchine never knew me, so do I actually belong here?”


George Balanchine wasn’t just a giant of the insular world of ballet; he transcended it, giving ballet—at least for a while—a place at the heart of American culture. In the 1970s and ’80s, Irving Howe and Susan Sontag debated the finer points of Balanchine’s latest work in the pages of Harper’s and the London Review of Books; the editor of The New Yorker served on the board of the New York City Ballet. The writer Gore Vidal took adult ballet classes, and the artist Edward Gorey was a daily fixture at Lincoln Center. And it wasn’t just intellectuals who cared about ballet; Balanchine had worked in film and theater and knew how to draw a crowd. Tickets cost a couple bucks, and ordinary New Yorkers would line up around the block to get the best seats for a Balanchine premiere or a new dancer’s debut. “Longtime friends once fell out for good disagreeing over the degrees of goddess stature of their favorite dancers, over a specific ballet interpretation,” James Wolcott wrote in his memoir of 1970s New York. Balanchine’s ballerinas—Maria Tallchief, Gelsey Kirkland, Suzanne Farrell—were bona fide celebrities, feted not just for their beauty or their makeup tricks, but for their artistry and technique.


Born Georgi Balanchivadze in 1904 into an artistic, financially precarious family in Saint Petersburg, the man who would one day revolutionize ballet was not, at first, interested in it at all. His father was a musician and his little brother would grow up to become a composer; his first love was piano. In 1913, his mother—hoping to set her children on a path toward a stable career and, one day, a pension—brought Georgi along to his sister Tamara’s audition for the prestigious, state-sponsored Imperial Ballet School. Tamara, who dreamed of becoming a dancer, failed the exam, but an official noticed her little brother and suggested he apply, too. Nine-year-old Georgi had never taken a ballet class, but based on the way he carried himself as he walked back and forth before a panel of judges, he was offered a place on the spot.


Georgi would have preferred to stay home and focus on his music lessons, but he didn’t have a choice. His mother went home without him that day, leaving Georgi “alone in an alien circumstance, committed to studying an art he had no interest in,” Robert Gottlieb wrote in George Balanchine: The Ballet Maker.


After one botched attempt to run away—his aunt, who he hoped would take him in, instead marched him back to the school—Georgi resigned himself to the ascetic life of the academy, standing at the barre every day and performing repetitive exercises whose purpose he didn’t understand. It wasn’t until his second year, when he got his first taste of performing—as a tiny cupid in The Sleeping Beauty—that he fell in love with ballet; with the beautiful orchestra music and the opulence of the Mariinsky Theatre. He started working harder in class and experimenting with his own choreography. By his early teens, he had earned a reputation for pushing the boundaries, and scandalized his teachers by writing an intimate partnering scene into a student piece.


But as he was refining his technique as a dancer and finding his voice as a choreographer, the world outside the gates was crumbling. In 1917, civil war broke out and the school shut down. Georgi’s family fled to Tbilisi, leaving him to fend for himself. He managed to find some work playing piano for silent films—he asked to be paid in scraps of food, since cash had lost its value—but as the war raged on, he and his friends took to scouring the countryside for anything edible, including horse feed and even stray cats. “By the middle of 1918 few cats or dogs were to be seen in St. Petersburg,” wrote Bernard Taper in his 1963 book Balanchine: A Biography. “Most pets had gone into the stew pot.”


In 1924, Balanchine and three of his classmates wrangled permission to dance in Germany for two months, and from there fled to Paris, defecting from the Soviet Union. It was an easy decision for Balanchine; the Russia he had known as a child and an Imperial ballet student was gone. “I never doubted, I always knew,” he told the writer Solomon Volkov, “if there were ever an opportunity—I’d leave!” The Parisbased impresario Serge Diaghilev, who needed a new choreographer for his Ballets Russes, caught wind of the young Russians’ arrival and arranged a meeting. After assuring Diaghilev that he could make ballets “very fast,” according to Taper, the twenty-one-year-old émigré “Georgi Melotonovitch Balanchivadze—or George Balanchine, as he would henceforth be known—found himself ballet master of the most famous and remarkable ballet company in the world.” Balanchine stayed at the Ballets Russes until Diaghilev died, and then took temporary positions in London, Copenhagen, and Monte Carlo. But he couldn’t do his best work this way. He wanted a company of his own.


Meanwhile, in New York, Lincoln Kirstein—the young, Harvard-educated heir to the Filene’s Department Store fortune—dreamed of setting up an American ballet company on par with the great troupes of Russia and France. A restless entrepreneur and serial patron of the arts, Kirstein—still in his twenties—had already founded a literary journal, Hound & Horn, and curated an exhibit of American murals for the Museum of Modern Art. He discovered Balanchine while scouting for choreographers in Europe and in 1933 brought the twenty-nine-year-old to New York to start a new company. “But first, a school,” Balanchine said, according to SAB lore. The School of American Ballet was founded just months after Balanchine landed at Ellis Island. The first crop of students arrived with haphazard training but with other qualities that excited the founders. Kirstein compared the girls to “basketball champions and queens of the tennis court”; with these strong, healthy Americans, he hoped, “the purity and regal behavior of the elder ballerina were to be replaced by a raciness, an alert celerity” like that of “the champion athlete.”


It would be another fourteen turbulent years before Kirstein cobbled together the money to give the New York City Ballet a permanent home, but in 1948, NYCB had its first season at City Center on West Fifty-Fifth Street. With stability at last, and a roster of SAB-trained dancers, Balanchine flourished. The hits came one after another: from crowd-pleasing narrative ballets (the Russian folklore-inspired Firebird in 1949; the blockbuster Nutcracker five years later) to patriotic tributes (the exuberant Western Symphony in 1954, with dancing cowboys and American folk tunes; the tongue-in-cheek Stars and Stripes in 1958, in which dancers march and salute in front of an enormous American flag). But it was the abstract pieces—Allegro Brillante (1956), Agon (1957), Tchaikovsky Pas de Deux (1960), Raymonda Variations (1961)—for which Balanchine became best known, for which Susan Sontag called him “the greatest choreographer who ever lived,” and for which the critic James Wolcott wrote that he “was regarded not simply as a creative genius but as God’s junior partner.”


Ballets like this had never been seen before. The ballets of Balanchine’s childhood—Sleeping Beauty, Coppélia, Swan Lake—told sentimental stories about doomed princesses and jolly peasants; dancers acted them out with an esoteric system of mimed gestures. (Pantomime is impossible for the uninitiated to understand: a first-time ballet-goer would have no idea that a dancer raising her fists, for example, is talking about a wicked magician, or that a dancer tapping her forehead is explaining that she is a queen.)


Balanchine wanted a night at the ballet to be something you didn’t have to study for. He wanted to express adult emotions and relationships, and he wanted to do it not through sign language but through steps alone. In two-person pas de deux and in bigger group dances, he explored love and romance, God and death, tension and release; coming together and falling apart, reaching and striving and pulling away. Everyone onstage had a role to play: whereas the corps—or “body”—of the ballet traditionally spent most of their time posing on the sidelines, the dozens of dancers in Balanchine’s corps were in constant motion, weaving in and out of intricate formations, echoing the leads and enacting their own dynamics. The effect was to give his work an aliveness, an energy that was new to ballet.


Another of Balanchine’s innovations was to strip away the fussy tutus and elaborate sets of the Mariinsky: in ballets like The Four Temperaments and Episodes, he dressed his dancers in simple black practice clothes. His pared-down “leotard ballets” helped the audience focus on the dancers’ bodies, the steps, and—crucially—the score. “When too much goes on, on stage, you don’t hear the music,” he said. And as much as he believed that ballet was a calling, a serious endeavor, he considered the music even more important. “If you don’t want to see what’s on the stage,” he suggested in the 1965 interview with Life magazine, “close your eyes and for two dollars you get a beautiful concert.”


Balanchine scoffed at critics’ attempts to “understand” his ballets, insisting that they were meant only to be appreciated for their beauty. “When you have a garden full of pretty flowers, you don’t demand of them, ‘What do you mean? What is your significance?’” he said. “A flower doesn’t tell you a story. It’s in itself a beautiful thing.”


His ambitious choreography challenged the dancers, and Balanchine coached them and the students at SAB in an extreme, dynamic style of movement. The “Balanchine technique” emphasized speed and energy, training dancers to perform the off-balance steps and jazzy distortions that became his trademark. “It was literally impossible to do what he wanted as he wanted it,” one student, Joan Brady, wrote in her memoir The Unmaking of a Dancer. But that was fine: spontaneity and attack were more important to him than perfection, and he never got angry if a dancer fell down; it proved that she was taking risks. The only crime was to be boring.


Balanchine wanted to keep his audience in suspense, unable to guess what would happen next. Russian dancers might be able to do enormous tricks—huge leaps and endless turns—but the time in between could drag. Even the pièces de résistance were predictable: if you saw a dancer bend her knees and lower herself into a deep plié,* you could be sure that a big jump was coming.


So Balanchine taught his dancers to short-circuit the preparatory steps—taking off for a jump, for example, from only a shallow plié. The viewer wouldn’t know if a dancer with slightly bent knees was planning to hurl herself into the air for a jump or to launch into a pirouette or a fouetté* turn—or if she was going to do something as simple as a tendu,† or just straighten her knees and stand back up.


This succeeded in preserving an element of surprise, but it also had a catastrophic impact on dancers’ knees. Balanchine pushed his dancers to their limits—and sometimes beyond. And they were so eager to impress him that they rarely protested. Edward Villella, who was a principal dancer in the 1960s and ’70s, recalled in his memoir Prodigal Son how Balanchine would sometimes skimp on warm-ups not just in choreography, but even in class—spending only a few minutes at the barre before rushing the dancers into center. “Everybody was aching, sore, barely able to move, but they’d be saying, ‘Oh yes, Mr. B. Of course, Mr. B.’” The studio was Balanchine’s lab, and the dancers were his guinea pigs. “Balanchine . . . just forced turnout,” Villella wrote. “He’d grab a leg and twist it in the socket.” He wanted to find out how far the human body could go.


Some blame Balanchine and the spread of his technique for the shortening of dancers’ careers: the average age of a professional ballerina’s retirement declined, according to an analysis by The Telegraph, from forty in the 1980s to twenty-nine in the 1990s. And while stars of England’s Royal Ballet and Russia’s Bolshoi performed into old age—Margot Fonteyn gave her last performance at the age of sixty-six; Maya Plisetskaya debuted a new role on her seventieth—such longevity was unheard of at Balanchine’s company.


Still, Balanchine was beloved. He had the charisma of a preacher and the unpretentiousness of a folk hero. He was gracious with his collaborators, always acknowledging the work of the musicians, the conductor, the costume designer, the stagehands. He resisted the “genius” label foisted on him by the press, insisting that he was only a craftsman—comparing himself to a gardener, a cabinetmaker, a chef. (Inventing new steps is “like making salad, you know?” he told Barbara Fisher, who danced for New York City Ballet in the 1940s and ’50s and later published a memoir. “Just mix up same old vegetables a little different.”) He peppered his speech with quotable, enigmatic aphorisms, many of them borrowed from the likes of Pushkin and Hegel, Tchaikovsky (“My muse must come to me on union time”) and the Russian poet Mayakovsky (“I am not a man, but a cloud in trousers”). But his high-mindedness came with a practical streak. He didn’t consider himself above commercial projects; in 1941, he even accepted a commission from the Ringling Brothers Circus to make a ballet for elephants. He had no tolerance for diva behavior among his dancers, either. In contrast to the star system and strict hierarchies of the Mariinsky and the Paris Opera, the dancers of the New York City Ballet were listed in alphabetical order.


Though he was a stickler for technical details—the precise angle of the foot in tendu, the degree of rotation in the hip socket—he wasn’t precious about his own choreography. If a dancer couldn’t do a certain step, he thought little of changing it; if she felt inspired to improvise, then that was fine, too. He worked with the confidence of someone who had no fear of running out of ideas.


Perhaps it helped that he had an endlessly replenishing stream of beautiful eighteen-year-old women to work with. Balanchine’s ballets are inextricably linked to the dancers who inspired them—his “muses.” “Almost no one refers without irony to a living muse except in the world of ballet,” Francine Prose writes in The Lives of the Muses, her study of nine (mostly historical) women who have inspired and sometimes slept with famous artists. It was an observation that surprised me, even as I realized that it was true; I was so accustomed to hearing renowned dancers described as the muses of great choreographers that I had come to think of it as an aspirational title. I hadn’t considered how outdated the term is, how sexist and objectifying—how it implies that a woman’s role is not to create art but to passively inspire it. Yet to be a muse for Balanchine was the highest honor, a label worn with pride. All the girls tried to catch his eye; Villella summed up the atmosphere at Balanchine’s school: “I had the feeling all the ballet mothers sitting in the hall would have gladly thrown their twelve-year-old daughters at him on the chance he’d become entranced with one of them and make her a star.”


Balanchine racked up a total of five wives, all of whom he choreographed on, from his seventeen-year-old Russian classmate Tamara Geva in 1923 to twenty-one-year-old Maria Tallchief in 1946, and twenty-three-year-old SAB graduate Tanaquil Le Clercq in 1952. (Balanchine had known “Tanny” since she was a child; it is unsettling to read, in Barbara Fisher’s memoir, of Balanchine correcting his “prize pupil” and mocking her in front of her peers, warning her that if she didn’t straighten her knees, her long legs looked like “cooked asparagus.”)


For Balanchine, romance was the natural next step in a good working relationship. “When we were married, it was almost really like I was the material he wanted to use,” Balanchine’s third wife, Maria Tallchief—then in her sixties—reflected in the 1989 documentary Dancing for Mr. B. She looks pained; she hesitates, stumbling over the word “material.” “I think he had become really interested in me as a talent.” Was he interested in her as a woman? Was there even a difference? “I was a very immature young girl,” she says. She was taken aback when he suggested they marry. “He suddenly one night proposed. . . . I said to Balanchine, ‘Well, George, you know, I don’t know what to say.’ He said, ‘That doesn’t make any difference.’”


Tallchief quickly succumbed, but one of Balanchine’s last muses—and perhaps his greatest—refused the promotion from principal dancer to wife. In one light, the story of Suzanne Farrell is a clear-cut case of sexual harassment. The older man, the all-powerful boss, becomes obsessed with a naïve young woman in his employ; when she rejects him, he retaliates by wrecking her career. In another, it is a tragic romance: two people, drawn inexorably to each other, doomed to express their love only through art.


The first encounter between Suzanne Farrell and George Balanchine occurred in the same place where, over the next twenty years, the relationship would unfold—where it would heat up, spiral out of control, explode, and then heal: in the studio. It was 1960, and it was Suzanne’s fifteenth birthday. Balanchine was fifty-six. Suzanne’s family had sacrificed everything to prepare her for her SAB audition. Back in Cincinnati, her mother had cleaned houses and worked overnight shifts as a nurse’s aide to pay for Suzanne’s ballet lessons. Now, she had left her husband behind and moved the family to New York to further her daughter’s career.


Suzanne counted twenty-nine steps as she and her mother ascended the long staircase to the school at the top of 2291 Broadway. They waited in the hallway until Balanchine summoned Suzanne into an empty studio and asked if she had a routine. She hadn’t prepared one, but she offered to show him the piece she had learned for her recital in Ohio. There was no pianist in the corner, so she hummed along to fill the silence as she danced. After a few minutes, he told her to stop and remove her pointe shoes so he could inspect her feet. The next day, the phone rang: Balanchine not only had admitted her to SAB, but had granted her a full scholarship. For the rest of her career, Suzanne would always sew the ribbons on her pointe shoes with twenty-nine stitches.


Desperate to show that she was worthy of the opportunity Balanchine had bestowed, Suzanne worked obsessively—writing down every correction and grading her own daily performance in class. Balanchine occasionally dropped in to observe the students, and his every passing comment had all the weight of Holy Scripture. “I seemed to grow extrasensory receptors to his every step, nod, word, and glance,” she wrote in her 1990 memoir, Holding On to the Air. “I kept a count in my diary of any and all Balanchine sightings.”


Before long, her hard work began to pay off. Balanchine took her into the company when she was just sixteen. In pictures from this time, she looks even younger; with round cheeks and a dimple in her chin, wisps of hair escaping her bun, she could pass for a child. But Balanchine had noticed her: for her precocious technique and languid musicality, and for her unselfconscious beauty. Her hair was long and frayed at the ends, as if she hadn’t had it cut since leaving Ohio. She thought of herself as plain.


In her very first season, Suzanne was asked to learn soloist roles. In rehearsals, Balanchine took every opportunity to touch her, demonstrating the role of her partner in pas de deux. On pointe, she towered over him by several inches, but he liked to look in the mirror and say, “Look how well we fit together.” It was only later that she realized what he meant; she was a cloistered teen whose entire romantic experience consisted of a single chaste kiss. “Aside from some vague knowledge about ‘consequences,’ my education and interest in sex were almost nonexistent,” she wrote. But Balanchine didn’t care. His 1963 Meditation—an intense pas de deux between Suzanne, looking virginal in a white chiffon dress, and an older man, danced by Jacques d’Amboise—was seen as a public declaration of his love.


Over the next few years, Balanchine showered her with attention, giving her lead roles in almost all of his ballets. It wasn’t just her youth or her beauty or her talent that made her his new favorite. As he explained to Diana Adams, the muse Suzanne replaced: “Well, you see, dear, Suzanne never resisted.” No matter what steps he threw at her—no matter if they seemed dangerous or impossible, or if they hurt—she didn’t question him. “If he thought I could do something, I would believe him,” she wrote, “often against my own reasoning.”
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