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This is for anyone who has searched to find his or her reflection. For our forebears, who laid the foundation but could only dream of our accomplishments. And for the future of ballet, in hopes that it will continue striving to be better, to see us, to hear us, and to celebrate us.

—M. C.

For my parents, my brother, and all Black and brown children, to encourage them to believe in their dreams and make them come true.

—S. B.

With special thanks to Michelle Meadows for her contributions.





Like many young women growing up, I struggled to find my place and voice in the world, but “Black” was the one label I confidently wore with pride—it was one of the only things that was tangible and made sense in my very chaotic young life.

This was true until I discovered ballet at the age of thirteen. Ballet would provide a natural and strong identity for me, and throughout high school, I was simply known as “the ballerina.”

I entered the ballet world and was completely immersed in the beauty, blinded by my love and passion, and protected by my teachers, who created a bubble for me to exist in to focus solely on my training. It was a shock to my system when I joined American Ballet Theatre (ABT) four years later and I was no longer being shielded from the reality that I was a Black girl in a very white ballet world.

When I became a professional ballet dancer with ABT twenty years ago, my journey of true self-identity began. I spent the first decade of my career alone, the only Black woman in a company of eighty-plus dancers. I struggled to find my voice and define who I was in this space. I attempted to find others like me. I dug, I read, and I researched, uncovering so many of the Black ballerinas who came before me—dancers whose stories have not been told in earnest. So many of these women helped me to understand myself and discover my history.

Part of my mission is to bring awareness to the contributions of Black ballerinas. To give a sense of the rich histories of those who may not be documented in ballet history books, yet whose careers—and legacies—are no less valuable and inspiring.

This is in no way a comprehensive list of Black ballerinas; this is a list that is personal to my journey and hopefully a starting point for others to begin to do their own research. When discussing Black and brown ballerinas, I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge and highlight the real issue of colorism both inside and outside the Black community and how it has impacted what is presented onstage. There are varying forms of privilege in the world. I acknowledge that being biracial and/or lighter skinned is a privilege both in the world and in ballet. This privilege does not extend just to me but has dictated access and opportunity throughout our history, and so often not equitably. Black dancers are not a monolith, but it is my hope that the success of any of us will ultimately allow for the success of all of us.

In this book, I’m going to share my personal stories about, connections to, and experiences with these groundbreaking women.

Here are intimate snapshots of my discovery of and relationships to these women. I am infinitely grateful for their legacies. This is my bow to these amazing dancers.
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“What’s wonderful about being a ballerina is being able to tell a story without saying a single word.”






Lauren Anderson [image: ] (born 1965)


I can draw a direct line from Lauren Anderson to my own existence as a Black ballerina. I was seventeen years old the first time I saw Lauren, when she graced the cover of Dance Magazine in 1999. I was stopped dead in my tracks. Her dark-hued skin illuminated the page and filled me with immense pride. I think the impact of her image on me was more than I could comprehend at the time. Because of mainstream standards of beauty, and the weight associated with being a dark-skinned woman in our society, it was an anomaly to see her beauty in all its glory representing the very white and exclusive ballet world.

With all the excitement I felt, at the same time it hit me that I had been missing an important piece of classical ballet history. As a pre-professional ballet student, I had never before seen a Black ballerina on the cover of a dance publication—and it would change everything for me.

Lauren has been a mentor and friend of mine since we met while American Ballet Theatre (ABT) was touring through Texas in 2006, the same year Lauren retired from the stage. With all of the beautiful experiences we’ve shared over the years, the most incredible was in June 2015, when Lauren presented me with flowers during my bows at the Metropolitan Opera House after my New York City debut as the lead in Swan Lake. I was overwhelmed with love, support, and the significance of that historical moment. Lauren was the first Black ballerina to dance the lead in Swan Lake with the Houston Ballet, and that moment on the Met stage was a passing of the torch to me, the first Black ballerina to dance the lead in Swan Lake with ABT.

Lauren’s journey in the ballet world began at the Houston Ballet Academy. When her mother took her to see Dance Theatre of Harlem, Lauren was inspired by the first Black ballerina she ever saw perform: Virginia Johnson.

Another turning point in her life occurred when Ben Stevenson, Lauren’s mentor, and then artistic director of the Houston Ballet, cast her in the lead role in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. When Lauren asked him why she had been chosen for a role that had traditionally gone to white ballerinas, he answered, “Darling, you’re a dancer and dancers dance. The only color in art is on a canvas.”

Lauren danced with the Houston Ballet from 1983 to 2006. In 1990 Lauren became the first African American to be promoted to principal dancer at the Houston Ballet. But her groundbreaking success wasn’t universally accepted. Lauren found out years later that her company had shielded her as much as possible from racist remarks, hate mail, and even death threats.

And in her current role as program manager in the Houston Ballet’s Education and Community Engagement program, she is helping create more firsts, like our respective Swan Lake performances, because she knows how critical they are for sparking change.

Lauren’s perseverance and success have profoundly impacted me. I believe it is so important to support one another as we embark on our individual journeys, because we are all working to create a brighter future for the next generation, and Lauren has done and continues to do that in a multitude of ways.
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“The saying ‘Never forget where you came from’ was something that was taught to me as a very young girl, and I carry these words like a badge of honor.”






Aesha Ash [image: ] (born 1977)


I became aware of Aesha Ash in 2000, my senior year of high school. She was the dancing double for actress Zoe Saldana in the hit movie Center Stage. Five years my senior and dancing for New York City Ballet (NYCB), she was the epitome of beauty, grace, and strength in my eyes. Not until Aesha left NYCB after eight years with the company would I learn of all her struggles as a Black ballerina—struggles that I would also face in my own career.

We were each the only Black woman in our respective ballet companies for a significant number of years. The weight of this reality, along with the lack of support and understanding that often comes with being the “only,” left space for doubt to creep in. Microaggressions, like coded language about our Black bodies being a distraction onstage and not having the right shades of makeup available, were never hard to decipher. Nor did their subtlety make them hurt any less. These veiled comments and slights can easily chip away at one’s identity and self-worth, a common experience among Black ballerinas. After leaving NYCB in 2003, Aesha joined Béjart Ballet Lausanne in Switzerland as a soloist. Two years later she joined Alonzo King LINES Ballet in San Francisco, and then toured with Morphoses/The Wheeldon Company between 2007 and 2008.

Eventually all of the traumas Aesha endured over the years about her race took their toll, pushing her to almost say goodbye to the dance world altogether. However, Aesha crafted a second act for herself in which she was able to approach dance on her own terms. In 2011 she channeled her experiences into creating the Swan Dreams Project, using ballet and photography as a way to combat stereotypes and the objectification of Black women in ballet.

Growing up in Rochester, New York, Aesha hadn’t seen Black ballerinas. She remembers how she felt when, after starting at NYCB’s School of American Ballet (SAB), she saw a photo of ballerina Andrea Long-Naidu, who danced with NYCB and Dance Theatre of Harlem. Seeing the photo of a successful Black ballerina gave her hope, and through the Swan Dreams Project, she wants to make sure aspiring dancers of color know they belong in these spaces too.

Aesha, with a performer’s resilience and stamina, had another trick up her sleeve for her third act. When George Balanchine founded NYCB in 1948, he implemented a system that relied on students from the school and dancers from the company to eventually return as teachers and staff; however, this opportunity was rarely extended to its few Black alumni.

Over six decades later, in a full-circle move back to her old stomping grounds of NYCB, Aesha made history when she became the first Black female member of SAB’s permanent faculty in their eighty-six-year history. The opportunity for her not only to pass on her immense knowledge and experiences to the next generation of dancers but also to serve as a role model and mentor to Black and brown ballerinas is a huge deal and a step in the right direction for inclusion and representation in ballet.
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