
Misty Copeland’s life becomes far more extraordinary when ballet is understood not from 
the audience seat but from inside the dancer’s body. From the audience, ballet can 
appear light, effortless, almost weightless. A ballerina floats across the stage, balances 
on the ends of her toes, turns rapidly, extends one leg behind her until the body seems to 
form a perfect line, and then smiles as though nothing difficult is happening. From inside 
that body, almost everything feels different. The feet are under tremendous pressure, the 
calves are working constantly, the hips must rotate in ways ordinary walking never 
requires, the abdomen and back are stabilizing nearly every movement, and the dancer is 
continuously making microscopic corrections that the audience should never notice. 
Ballet demands strength while often trying to hide the appearance of effort. It asks the 
performer to create softness with a body operating like an elite athletic machine. 
Understanding Misty Copeland begins there, because she did not merely enter an art 
form in which Black women had historically been underrepresented; she entered one of 
the most technically demanding, aesthetically controlled, tradition-bound performance 
cultures in the world and eventually became responsible for changing what millions of 
people imagined when they heard the word ballerina. 

A professional ballet dancer starts each day with vocabulary that has been developing 
for centuries. The barre is the horizontal support along the studio wall where dancers 
begin class, warming and organizing the body through carefully repeated exercises 
before moving into the center of the room. Turnout is the outward rotation of the legs 
from the hip joints, creating the foundational alignment from which much classical ballet 
movement develops. A plié is the bending of the knees while maintaining that turned-out 
alignment, and although it looks elementary, it absorbs force, prepares jumps, 
strengthens the legs, and appears everywhere in ballet. A tendu stretches the foot 
outward along the floor until the toes reach full extension. An arabesque places one leg 
behind the body while the dancer balances on the other, requiring strength and 
alignment from the foot all the way through the spine. Adagio refers to slower 
combinations demanding control, balance, line, and sustained movement, while allegro 
refers to quicker jumping and traveling combinations. None of these are tricks learned 
once and discarded. A principal dancer who has performed for decades still returns to 
pliés and tendus because ballet is built through continual refinement of fundamentals, 
the same way a concert pianist still practices scales. 

Then comes pointe work, the image most associated with the ballerina. Dancing en 
pointe means rising onto the very tips of specialized pointe shoes so that the dancer’s 
body appears elevated above the floor. The shoe contains a hardened toe box and 
supportive structure, but the shoe does not perform the balance for the dancer. The 
ankles, intrinsic muscles of the feet, calves, thighs, hips, abdominal muscles, and back 
must organize the entire body above an area not much larger than the end of the toes. 
Pointe shoes can rub, bruise, blister, soften, break down, and require continual 
adjustment, but a professional ballerina is still expected to make the result appear 
delicate. That contradiction tells us something about ballet itself: much of the art is the 
concealment of labor. The audience receives a swan; the dancer experiences repetition, 



pain management, calluses, sweat, discipline, correction, and thousands of hours during 
which beauty is constructed from movements that initially felt anything but beautiful. 

Misty entered this world extraordinarily late by elite ballet standards. She was thirteen 
when she encountered formal ballet through the Boys & Girls Club in San Pedro, 
California, during a period when her family was experiencing significant instability and at 
one point living in a motel. Many dancers headed toward major professional companies 
begin around four, five, six, or seven years old, and by thirteen some already have years 
of structured classical training behind them. Misty walked into ballet without that 
childhood foundation, without familiarity with classical music, and initially without 
traditional ballet clothing or the cultural knowledge that comes from growing up inside 
dance schools. Yet ballet teacher Cynthia “Cindy” Bradley quickly recognized unusual 
physical and artistic ability in her. Misty herself has described how the discipline, 
regularity, and structure of the studio offered something that had often been missing 
elsewhere in her childhood: consistency. That matters because ballet is repetitive in a 
way that can be strangely reassuring. The barre is in the same place. The order of 
exercises follows recognizable logic. Five basic positions of the feet remain five basic 
positions whether home life is peaceful or chaotic. For a shy child whose environment 
had frequently changed, the studio provided rules she could learn and a body she could 
gradually command. (Los Angeles Times) 

Calling her a prodigy is accurate, but the word should not be allowed to erase the work. A 
prodigy is someone who displays unusually advanced ability at a young age or soon 
after beginning an activity, and Misty progressed at a pace that astonished teachers. 
What another dancer might require years to acquire, she could sometimes understand 
and reproduce remarkably quickly. She had musicality, which means the ability to make 
movement respond intelligently to rhythm, phrasing, accents, and emotional changes 
inside the music rather than merely keeping time. She also had exceptional physical 
facility, meaning her body possessed characteristics that could support advanced ballet 
training, including flexibility, coordination, foot articulation, strength, and an instinctive 
understanding of line. But a ballet teacher would immediately distinguish facility from 
finished technique. Natural rotation does not create clean turnout without training. A 
beautiful foot does not automatically produce stable pointe work. Long lines do not 
automatically produce artistry. Misty’s gift was not that she somehow skipped technique; 
it was that she absorbed technique at extraordinary speed while still having to submit to 
the same unforgiving corrections every serious dancer receives. 

Her rapid rise brought another kind of pressure because she did not have the luxury of 
developing anonymously for very long. Within a short period she was winning 
recognition, receiving scholarship opportunities, attending prestigious programs, and 
being spoken about as someone with professional potential. She studied at the San 
Francisco Ballet School and later attended American Ballet Theatre’s Summer Intensive 
on scholarship before joining ABT’s Studio Company in 2000 and the main company’s 
corps de ballet in 2001. The corps de ballet is the ensemble of dancers forming the 
structural foundation of a classical company. Audiences naturally look toward the 
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principal dancers in front, but the corps creates the forests, courts, villages, ghostly 
formations, swan lines, and large-scale patterns upon which classical ballets depend. 
Corps dancers must often move with extreme uniformity, matching arms, head positions, 
timing, spacing, body angles, and musical phrasing so closely that twenty individual 
people appear to breathe as one organism. This is where Misty’s racial experience 
became especially complicated, because an art form built around visual uniformity had 
historically confused uniformity of movement with uniformity of body and skin. Her 
movement could match perfectly while her appearance made her immediately visible. 

That visibility matters in a way someone outside ballet might not immediately grasp. In 
an ordinary workplace, being the only Black employee can create pressure, but in ballet 
the employee is physically displayed under stage lighting in costumes specifically 
designed to reveal line, proportion, musculature, and synchronization. There is almost 
nowhere for the body to disappear. When twenty women in identical white tutus form 
diagonal lines and execute the same movement simultaneously, the aesthetic tradition 
emphasizes sameness. The problem begins when artistic sameness becomes attached to 
a historically narrow image of who a ballerina is supposed to be: pale skin, particular 
proportions, certain hair textures easily arranged into traditional styles, and a body 
associated with generations of European classical imagery. Misty could execute the 
choreography and still be treated as though the eye should interpret difference as 
disruption. The question was no longer merely whether she could perform ballet. She 
had to confront whether ballet institutions were willing to allow Blackness to exist inside 
classical uniformity without demanding that Blackness be visually softened, concealed, 
or explained. 

This was not simply a philosophical concern. Copeland has described being required 
during parts of her early career to lighten her skin for certain classical ballets. Ballet 
contains a tradition called ballet blanc, literally “white ballet,” referring particularly to 
scenes in nineteenth-century works such as Giselle and Swan Lake where female 
dancers appear in white costumes as supernatural beings, spirits, or swans. Historically, 
makeup practices sometimes attempted to give performers an otherworldly, uniform 
appearance, but for a Black dancer the practice could cross from theatrical 
transformation into something psychologically different: being asked to alter the color of 
the body because the surrounding tradition had been constructed around whiteness as 
the presumed visual norm. Misty eventually challenged the practice directly, asking why 
reducing shine or making a dancer appear supernatural required making brown skin 
lighter rather than simply using powder appropriate for brown skin. She later said those 
repeated experiences could make her feel as though she were losing herself. That is not 
an abstract debate about costume design. Imagine spending decades training your body 
to become capable of entering a great classical work and then being told that the body 
must become visually less itself before it can properly belong inside the picture. (Diane 
Rehm) 

Even the ordinary equipment of ballet carried similar messages. For generations, “ballet 
pink” tights and shoes functioned as the default because the classical aesthetic had 
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been developed around lighter European skin tones. The traditional purpose of the 
tights-and-shoes combination is partly to extend the visual line of the leg through the 
foot, making the body appear continuous rather than visually interrupted. On a white 
dancer, pale pink can approximate flesh tone under stage light. On a dark-skinned 
dancer, it obviously does not. Black dancers therefore spent years “pancaking” shoes, 
meaning applying makeup or pigment to pointe shoes so their footwear could better 
match their skin. Think about what appears inside that little detail. The dancer has 
already paid for extremely specialized footwear and must then alter the supposedly 
neutral product because the manufacturer’s idea of neutral never included her. No one 
dramatic act of discrimination is necessary for exclusion to communicate itself. 
Sometimes belonging is questioned through hundreds of small objects, colors, costume 
assumptions, hair instructions, makeup traditions, and casting expectations that quietly 
say the institution imagined somebody else when it designed normal. Copeland spoke 
repeatedly about these seemingly small details because small things repeated every day 
become psychological architecture. (PBS) 

Her body then changed, and this became one of the harshest periods of her 
development. Misty had entered professional ballet with a very lean adolescent physique, 
but puberty arrived unusually late, around nineteen, after she had already joined 
American Ballet Theatre. Her breasts developed, her hips and musculature changed, and 
the body ABT had recruited no longer looked exactly like the younger body that had 
entered the company. To somebody outside ballet this may sound ordinary because 
puberty changes almost everybody. Inside elite classical dance, where a performer’s 
body is both artistic instrument and visual material, those changes can become 
professionally terrifying. Costumes designed for narrower bodies fit differently. 
Balancing mechanics can feel different because the body’s center of mass has shifted. 
Turns that once felt automatic may need subtle recalibration. A dancer who has spent 
years learning exactly where the body is in space can suddenly feel as though someone 
has rearranged the instrument overnight. 

Misty was then confronted with language suggesting she needed to “lengthen,” an 
indirect ballet expression that in context meant reducing or reshaping the appearance of 
her body. The idea of the “classical line” is important here. Ballet prizes the visual 
continuation of movement through the body: the leg extends through a pointed foot, the 
neck continues through the crown of the head, the arms create curves rather than 
disconnected positions, and the whole body is organized so the audience sees flowing 
geometry rather than isolated joints. A dancer can therefore be critiqued for anything 
believed to interrupt that line, but aesthetic language can also conceal cultural bias. A 
muscular calf can suddenly be called bulky. A fuller chest can be treated as disruptive. 
Strong thighs can be interpreted differently depending upon who possesses them. Misty 
eventually came to understand that some criticism was technical and useful while other 
criticism reflected assumptions about what a ballerina had historically looked like. 
Learning to separate those two forms of correction became one of the most difficult 
forms of intelligence she had to develop. (Teen Vogue) 
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A serious dancer cannot simply reject every criticism by saying, “This is my body, accept 
it.” Ballet would punish that attitude immediately because technique demands correction. 
The knee must be aligned correctly to prevent injury. The pelvis cannot be thrown wildly 
out of position because the dancer prefers how it feels. Pointe work requires sufficient 
strength. Partnering requires predictable timing. A choreographer can legitimately ask 
for a different shape, dynamic, or quality of movement. Misty therefore had to become 
sophisticated enough to know when correction was serving the art and when the 
supposed correction was asking her to fit an image that had nothing inherently 
necessary to do with the art. This distinction is where her strength becomes more 
interesting than simple defiance. She did not overthrow ballet technique in order to 
belong. She became excellent enough in ballet technique that the institution increasingly 
had to explain why excellence still was not enough. 

The mental pressure surrounding this cannot be separated from being one of very few 
Black women in the company. When a white ballerina misses a turn, she is generally 
allowed to have missed a turn. When somebody occupies a historically excluded 
position, failure can feel much larger because the individual knows people may interpret 
the mistake as evidence about the entire group. This is the burden of representation. It 
occurs when a person feels responsible not merely for personal performance but for 
what observers conclude about everyone sharing that person’s race, gender, or 
background. A dancer walking onto the stage as the first or only Black woman in a major 
role may therefore experience several performances simultaneously. She is dancing the 
choreography. She is proving she belongs. She is aware that critics may examine her 
more intensely because of the history surrounding her casting. She knows Black 
children may be watching. She knows skeptics may already believe the role should look 
different. She understands that a poor performance can be treated as more than one 
dancer having an imperfect evening. 

That pressure became especially strong as Misty began receiving major classical 
opportunities. A principal role such as Odette/Odile in Swan Lake is not simply another 
promotion. It is one of ballet’s supreme technical and dramatic tests. The same ballerina 
traditionally performs Odette, the White Swan, and Odile, the Black Swan, requiring her 
to create two sharply different women through essentially the same body. Odette 
demands vulnerability, softness, sustained line, emotional restraint, and the appearance 
of being almost weightless. Odile requires seduction, confidence, attack, speed, and 
theatrical command. The famous thirty-two fouettés of the Black Swan variation—fouetté 
meaning “whipped”—require repeated turns in which the working leg opens and closes 
while the supporting leg repeatedly rises and lowers on pointe. The audience may count 
turns, but the dancer is simultaneously managing spotting, musical timing, core control, 
fatigue, floor position, and character. Dancing both roles means technique alone is not 
enough; the ballerina has to make the audience forget that the same woman is 
performing two opposites. 

For generations, the Swan Queen had become visually associated with whiteness in a 
manner extending beyond costume. Classical ballet audiences had absorbed the image 



of pale ballerinas in white tutus so completely that some people treated that image as 
though it were part of the choreography itself. Misty therefore did not simply learn 
Odette. Her presence forced an audience to reconsider what exactly made Odette 
believable. Was it skin color, or was it the vulnerability of the upper body, the tremor of 
the arms suggesting wings, the controlled balances, the emotional line, the relationship 
with Prince Siegfried, and the transformation of technique into character? Once a Black 
woman performs the role convincingly, an old excuse collapses because the audience 
has seen the evidence with its own eyes. The same principle applies to Giselle, The 
Sleeping Beauty, Romeo and Juliet, and the other great repertory works. Casting is 
powerful because it does not argue theoretically that a Black woman can inhabit classical 
mythology; it simply opens the curtain and makes the argument through excellence. 

Yet one of the cruelest tests of her career came not through casting but through injury. In 
2012 she received the opportunity to perform the title role in Alexei Ratmansky’s Firebird, 
a major breakthrough. The Firebird is a magical creature drawn from Russian folklore, 
and the role demands explosive movement, speed, unusual physical shapes, jumps, and 
the ability to convey something less human than elemental. Misty was twenty-nine, 
already old enough in ballet terms to understand that principal opportunities do not 
arrive forever. During this period she was dancing with severe injury in her left leg, later 
diagnosed as multiple stress fractures in the tibia, the large bone running from the knee 
toward the ankle. A stress fracture is not a sudden dramatic snap produced by one 
collision; it develops when repeated loading produces microscopic bone damage faster 
than the body can repair it. For a dancer who jumps, lands, rises onto pointe, rehearses 
for hours, and performs repeatedly, those forces can accumulate until the bone begins to 
fail. 

She went onstage anyway, and this is where admiration requires care. Dancing through 
severe injury should not be romanticized into “great athletes ignore pain.” Pain can be 
information, and ignoring structural damage can permanently end a career. What makes 
Misty’s decision revealing is why she believed the risk was necessary. She later 
explained that she feared there might not be another opportunity, particularly as a Black 
woman entering an iconic principal role at that stage of her career. A dancer from a 
historically represented group can sometimes believe another casting will come if injury 
forces a withdrawal. Misty did not feel she possessed that luxury. She understood herself 
as standing in an opening that might close behind her if she stepped away. The body was 
saying stop while history seemed to be saying now. That is an extraordinary 
psychological conflict because neither side can be dismissed. She eventually required 
surgery, including a plate placed in her leg, and some physicians questioned whether 
she would return to elite performance at all. (PBS) 

Coming back from that kind of injury means much more than waiting until the bone is 
technically healed. Ballet technique is built upon confidence in precise load-bearing. A 
dancer must land from jumps through the feet, ankles, knees, and hips with split-second 
trust that the body will absorb the force. Pointe work requires placing full body weight 
over the repaired limb on a tiny support surface. The brain remembers injury even after 
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bone tissue has healed, and fear can alter movement before the dancer consciously 
realizes it. A protective hesitation can change takeoff. Favoring one side can create a 
new injury elsewhere. Strength disappears during recovery, but coordination also 
changes because ballet-specific neural pathways depend upon repetition. Rehabilitation 
therefore becomes a process of teaching the body to trust itself again while teaching the 
mind not to confuse intelligent caution with permanent fear. 

This is where the ballerina and athlete become impossible to separate. People sometimes 
speak about ballet as though athleticism would somehow diminish its artistry, but Misty’s 
career makes the opposite clear. Her body had to generate explosive power and then 
disguise that power inside elegance. Her calves and thighs had to be strong enough to 
launch jumps, yet the landing had to appear quiet. Her core had to stabilize difficult 
partnering while her upper body remained responsive and emotionally alive. Her feet 
carried enormous mechanical loads while simultaneously producing beautiful lines. 
Muscularity was therefore not a betrayal of ballet; it was one of the sources from which 
her ballet emerged. The problem was that classical aesthetics had sometimes trained 
observers to admire the results of strength while preferring not to see a female body that 
visibly looked strong. 

Misty’s Blackness complicated the reading of that strength because Black women in 
American culture have long been burdened with contradictory stereotypes. They can be 
sexualized while simultaneously denied conventional femininity. They can be praised for 
strength while having vulnerability ignored. Muscularity can be interpreted as masculine 
in one body and athletic in another. Curves can be celebrated in popular culture while 
being treated as inappropriate within classical institutions. Misty therefore walked into 
ballet carrying a body that different cultural worlds interpreted differently. Popular 
audiences might see beauty and athletic power where a conservative ballet observer saw 
deviation from tradition. Some Black audiences might initially regard ballet itself as 
culturally distant because they had rarely seen themselves represented within it. Misty 
became a bridge between those worlds, but being a bridge means pressure arrives from 
both sides. 

Her hair produced another practical dimension of representation. Classical ballet 
commonly asks women to place their hair into tightly controlled buns so the neck and 
head remain visually exposed and the company appears uniform. For Black women, hair 
texture, protective styles, straightening, braiding, wigs, pins, gels, and repeated 
manipulation can introduce different practical requirements than the institution 
historically designed around. Costume makeup presents similar challenges because 
products created around lighter skin tones do not automatically behave the same way on 
darker complexions. None of these issues determine whether somebody can perform a 
pirouette, yet they determine how welcomed the dancer feels inside the daily machinery 
surrounding the pirouette. Inclusion is not achieved merely when a Black dancer 
receives a contract. The wardrobe department, makeup room, hair preparation, shoe 
manufacturers, costume designers, lighting designers, photographers, artistic staff, and 



administrators all have to understand that the dancer standing before them is not a 
variation on a white default. 

Misty also confronted the peculiar accusation that success connected to representation 
somehow made her less artistically legitimate. As her visibility grew, people sometimes 
questioned whether she was receiving opportunities because she was Black rather than 
because she deserved them. This creates an almost impossible trap. For generations an 
institution can exclude Black dancers and call its choices artistic judgment; when a 
Black dancer finally breaks through, the breakthrough itself can be used to question 
whether she earned the position. Misty has spoken about the psychological strain of 
knowing people were evaluating whether publicity, race, or advocacy rather than artistic 
merit explained her opportunities. The answer lies in understanding ballet hierarchy. 
American Ballet Theatre did not simply hand someone a principal contract because she 
had an inspirational biography. Misty spent years in the corps, became a soloist in 2007, 
performed increasingly demanding repertory, survived injury, handled major roles, and 
developed the stage authority required of a principal. Her race made the promotion 
historically significant; it did not perform the choreography for her. (The Guardian) 

The company hierarchy makes that climb clearer. The corps de ballet forms the 
ensemble. Above the corps is usually the rank of soloist, where dancers begin receiving 
featured variations, secondary leads, and more individual responsibilities. At the top are 
principal dancers, the artists trusted with the central roles around which full-length 
ballets are built. A principal does not merely dance more difficult steps. The principal 
carries the dramatic architecture of the evening. If Romeo and Juliet lasts nearly three 
hours, the audience has to believe Juliet’s transformation from youthful innocence into 
overwhelming love and tragedy. If Giselle is being performed, the ballerina must carry the 
first act’s warmth and heartbreak and then transform herself in the second act into a 
supernatural being whose movement should feel almost detached from ordinary gravity. 
Leadership in ballet therefore occurs through interpretation as much as technique. 

Misty became ABT’s second African American female soloist in company history and the 
first in two decades when she reached that rank in 2007. Then, on June 30, 2015, 
American Ballet Theatre promoted her to principal dancer, making her the first Black 
woman to hold that position in the company’s seventy-five-year history. The wording 
matters. She was not the first important Black ballerina, not the first Black woman 
capable of dancing classical ballet, and not the first Black female principal dancer 
anywhere in America. Lauren Anderson had become a principal dancer with Houston 
Ballet decades earlier, and Black classical dancers including Janet Collins, Raven 
Wilkinson, Virginia Johnson, and others had already pushed through formidable barriers. 
Arthur Mitchell had become a principal at New York City Ballet and later co-founded 
Dance Theatre of Harlem, creating one of the most important institutions in Black ballet 
history. Misty’s achievement belonged to that lineage rather than replacing it. Her 
importance came partly from reaching the highest female rank at ABT, one of the world's 
major classical companies, in an era when mass media allowed millions of people far 
beyond ballet to witness what the promotion represented. (Misty Copeland) 
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Raven Wilkinson became especially important because she gave Misty something fame 
could not provide: historical companionship. Wilkinson had joined the Ballet Russe de 
Monte Carlo in the 1950s and faced racial discrimination so severe that touring in the 
American South could become dangerous. She had to navigate segregated hotels, 
threats, and pressure surrounding how her racial identity was presented. Decades later, 
Misty found in Raven someone who understood an unusually specific form of isolation: 
being a Black woman inside elite classical ballet while loving the art deeply enough not 
to allow racism to make ballet itself the enemy. That distinction matters. A person can 
criticize an institution because they care about what it could become. Misty did not 
spend her career saying classical ballet was worthless because it had excluded people 
like her. She insisted that the art was valuable enough that exclusion could no longer be 
accepted as part of its identity. Raven helped her understand that she was not appearing 
from nowhere; Black women had been standing at the doors of classical ballet, inside 
studios, on stages, and behind forgotten histories long before the world learned Misty 
Copeland’s name. (PBS) 

That historical knowledge seems to have strengthened rather than reduced the pressure 
she felt. When somebody understands that generations came before them but were 
denied the opportunities they deserved, success can feel almost sacred. A performance 
becomes personal and ancestral at the same time. Misty could look into an audience and 
see young Black girls wearing buns and ballet clothes because they had come 
specifically to see her. She could understand that some of them had never previously 
imagined themselves as Swan Queens because nothing in the imagery surrounding 
ballet suggested that the role included them. That can be inspiring, but it can also 
become exhausting. The dancer who wants to concentrate on breathing, musical 
phrasing, turnout, partnering, and characterization now understands that thousands of 
people may attach cultural meaning to whether she lands a variation cleanly. 

There is a psychological concept sometimes described as stereotype threat, where 
awareness of a negative stereotype about one’s group can itself increase pressure 
during performance. Misty did not need a psychologist to explain that dynamic because 
she lived a version of it. If people already believe Black women do not possess the 
“right” body, line, refinement, or classical quality for ballet, then every correction can feel 
connected to that suspicion. Ballet dancers receive criticism daily; that is how the 
technique develops. But imagine receiving ordinary technical criticism while 
simultaneously wondering whether the person giving it also believes your race makes 
the ideal impossible. The mind begins doing extra work. Was the arabesque actually too 
low, or is my body being interpreted differently? Was I not cast because another dancer 
suited the role better, or because the artistic staff does not see a Black Juliet? Is this 
correction about technique, aesthetics, tradition, or prejudice? Living continually inside 
those questions can consume energy that another dancer is free to devote entirely to 
dancing. 

Misty’s response was not simply to become tougher. Toughness alone would have been 
insufficient because classical artistry requires sensitivity. A ballerina who shuts down 
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emotionally in order to survive criticism eventually loses part of what makes 
performance meaningful. Instead, she had to develop a complicated interior strength that 
allowed vulnerability without collapse. This is one of the qualities that separates 
emotional control from emotional suppression. Suppression says nothing hurts. Control 
acknowledges that something hurts and still decides how to move through it. Misty could 
be affected by criticism, insecurity, racial isolation, injury, family strain, and public 
expectation without allowing those experiences to become the entire meaning of her 
career. 

Her relationship with her own body gradually became part of that maturity. Ballet mirrors 
are relentless. A studio wall covered with mirrors means dancers spend hours every day 
seeing themselves from the front, side, and diagonal while teachers continually identify 
what must change. Mirrors are useful because they provide technical feedback, but they 
can also distort self-perception when a dancer begins seeing the body only as a 
collection of problems. The shoulder is too high. The hip is open. The knee needs more 
rotation. The foot is insufficiently pointed. The line could be longer. The stomach could 
appear flatter. The arm needs softening. Professional dancers must somehow use that 
constant criticism without allowing their entire bodies to become enemies. 

For Misty, learning to accept a powerful, mature Black female body did not mean 
abandoning the aesthetic demands of ballet. It meant expanding her understanding of 
what those demands could look like when expressed through her particular proportions. 
Every great dancer has to do this eventually because no two bodies are identical. One 
ballerina may possess extraordinary extension, meaning the legs can reach unusually 
high positions. Another may have tremendous ballon, the ability to appear suspended in 
the air during jumps. Another may possess remarkable turning ability, dramatic 
expression, musical sensitivity, or beautifully articulated feet. Great artistry does not 
emerge from creating identical bodies; it emerges from understanding the instrument 
one actually possesses so completely that limitation and strength become part of 
interpretation. Misty’s muscularity eventually became part of the visual authority 
audiences associated with her rather than something she needed to apologize for. 

Her relationship with Prince illustrates how far her reach eventually extended beyond 
traditional ballet circles. Prince became interested in her work and featured her in his 
“Crimson and Clover” video, later inviting her into performances connected with his 
music. The pairing makes sense because Prince himself spent a career refusing narrow 
racial and artistic categorization. He could move through rock, funk, R&B, pop, soul, 
electronic music, fashion, masculinity, femininity, and theatricality without allowing the 
industry to tell him only one identity belonged to him. Misty represented a similar 
disruption inside another art form. A Black ballerina entering Prince’s world did not need 
to abandon ballet; ballet itself could travel into spaces where audiences who never 
bought tickets for Swan Lake suddenly encountered a classical dancer as a 
contemporary cultural figure. 



Her Under Armour campaign created another change in how ballerinas could be 
presented. Instead of emphasizing only delicacy, the advertising presented the dancer as 
an athlete: muscular, sweating, powerful, disciplined, and relentless. That image helped 
reveal something ballet professionals had always known but mainstream culture often 
ignored. Ballerinas are not fragile ornaments. They are elite physical performers trained 
to disguise the force required to accomplish their work. Misty became particularly suited 
to communicating this because the musculature once criticized within ballet became 
evidence of strength outside it. The same calves someone might call too developed in 
one context could become symbols of athletic excellence in another. She did not change 
bodies between the studio and the advertisement; culture changed the meaning assigned 
to the body. 

Her broader fame created opportunities that few classical dancers ever experience. She 
published books, appeared on major television programs, worked with cultural 
institutions, became known to people who had never attended a ballet, and increasingly 
used that visibility to advocate for accessibility and diversity in dance. Yet celebrity can 
create tension inside classical arts because serious dancers sometimes fear that 
publicity may begin overshadowing technique. Misty therefore existed in a strange 
position where she was being photographed for magazines and recognized publicly 
while still returning to rehearsal studios where the artistic standard did not care about 
fame. Ballet has a humbling mechanism built into it. The body still has to turn. The 
balance still has to hold. The orchestra does not slow because the ballerina is famous. A 
missed entrance remains missed. 

Eventually motherhood and a long break from the stage introduced another transition. 
After years of professional performance, the pandemic disrupted live theater, and Misty 
later became a mother. By the time she returned for her final American Ballet Theatre 
appearance on October 22, 2025, she had been away from the ABT stage for roughly five 
years. Returning to pointe after such a long absence at more than forty years old 
demands humility because the dancer cannot simply command the body to behave 
exactly as it did at thirty. Pointe strength has to be rebuilt. Cardiovascular endurance has 
to return. Flexibility must be recovered without forcing older tissues recklessly. The 
nervous system has to reacquire timing. A mature dancer may possess far greater 
artistic understanding while simultaneously needing more deliberate physical 
preparation. Her farewell included excerpts from Romeo and Juliet and other works 
connected to her career, allowing her to leave ABT not by disappearing but by 
consciously closing the relationship onstage. In June 2026 she clarified that she does 
not particularly regard herself as “retired” from ballet in the broad sense; she sees the 
2025 performance more specifically as stepping away from American Ballet Theatre and 
entering another stage of her work. (The Guardian) 

That distinction fits her larger life because Misty Copeland’s importance was never 
limited to how many evenings she could remain on pointe. At some point a dancer has to 
confront the fact that ballet careers are short relative to ordinary professional lives. The 
body that allows a performer to become great also places a natural limit on how long the 
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same level of classical performance can continue. That can create an identity crisis 
because dancers often begin training as children and spend nearly every day organizing 
life around class, rehearsal, nutrition, recovery, costumes, touring, and performance. 
When that schedule stops, the person must discover who exists after the role. Misty 
appears to have been preparing for that transition by directing increasing energy toward 
education, writing, advocacy, mentorship, institutional leadership, and the Misty 
Copeland Foundation, which works to increase access to dance for children who may 
otherwise never encounter serious ballet training. 

There is wisdom in that transition because representation cannot depend permanently 
upon one person. If Misty’s greatest achievement were simply becoming the first Black 
female principal at ABT, the institution could celebrate her photograph forever while 
changing very little structurally. A true legacy requires the first person not to remain the 
only person. That means scholarships, teachers, early access, inclusive training 
environments, costume knowledge, hair and makeup competence, equitable casting, 
financial support, transportation, mentoring, exposure to live performance, and 
leadership that understands why talented children sometimes disappear from the 
pipeline long before professional auditions. Talent is distributed much more broadly than 
opportunity. A child cannot become passionate about an art form she has never 
encountered, and a family cannot necessarily support years of expensive training even 
when the child is gifted. 

This is also why Misty should not be studied as though she single-handedly rescued 
Black ballet. Dance Theatre of Harlem, founded by Arthur Mitchell and Karel Shook in 
1969, had already proved for decades that Black dancers belonged inside classical 
technique at the highest level. Black ballerinas such as Janet Collins had performed 
important roles long before Misty. Raven Wilkinson had endured open racial hostility 
while touring. Lauren Anderson had already become a Black female principal dancer with 
a major American company. Virginia Johnson built an extraordinary career with Dance 
Theatre of Harlem and later led the organization. Misty belongs among these people, not 
above them as though Black ballet began in 2015. Her particular achievement was 
becoming the figure whose artistry, historic ABT promotion, mass-media visibility, 
commercial reach, and willingness to speak publicly about race brought the conversation 
into millions of homes that knew none of those earlier names. 

That visibility has value because imagination is partly built from evidence. A child told, 
“You can become anything,” may appreciate the encouragement, but seeing somebody 
who resembles her actually doing the thing supplies a different kind of information. The 
possibility has acquired a body. Misty performing Odette is therefore not important 
because Black girls should only aspire to become ballerinas. It is important because it 
demonstrates a broader principle: inherited images of who belongs somewhere are not 
necessarily the same as the actual requirements of belonging. If the requirement is 
discipline, musicality, technique, artistry, intelligence, physical preparation, emotional 
expression, and professional reliability, then race was never a legitimate requirement in 
the first place. 



What makes Misty especially inspiring is that she did not overcome merely one obstacle. 
Her body had to learn an extremely technical art years later than the normal professional 
pathway expected. Her mind had to absorb a vocabulary and culture unfamiliar to her 
childhood. Her family life contained instability during the years when many elite dancers 
were being supported through highly structured training. Puberty transformed her body 
after professionals had already decided what kind of ballerina they thought she should 
become. Injury nearly removed the instrument entirely. Race meant she could rarely enter 
a major opportunity without understanding the historical meaning attached to her 
presence. Fame then added another form of pressure because millions of people began 
treating her career as symbolic. 

None of that requires pity. Pity would actually reduce what she accomplished because it 
would make the obstacles more important than the craft. The strongest way to respect 
Misty Copeland is to understand exactly how difficult ballet is and then recognize that 
she became excellent within it while simultaneously expanding the room around herself. 
She did not ask the audience to lower the standard because she was Black. She forced 
the standard to separate itself from assumptions that had nothing to do with actual 
excellence. She did not prove that ballet technique was unnecessary. She spent decades 
mastering ballet technique. What she challenged was the belief that classical beauty had 
one skin color, one body shape, one cultural background, or one visual inheritance. 

There is a moment every experienced ballet performer understands when preparation 
ends and the stage takes over. You can rehearse the variation hundreds of times, mark 
the sequence slowly, strengthen the feet, practice the turns, discuss the character, adjust 
the costume, sew the ribbons onto the shoes, warm the body, and stand quietly in the 
wing while the orchestra begins. Then your entrance comes. Once you step into the light, 
history does not perform the variation for you. Representation does not hold the balance. 
Headlines do not stabilize the ankle. The audience cannot complete the turn. Everything 
eventually returns to the body, the music, the floor, the partner, the breath, and the 
training. 

That is where Misty Copeland’s greatness should finally be located. The history 
surrounding her is enormous, but she had to dance through it. She had to enter spaces 
in which she sometimes felt visually out of place and learn to stop treating difference as 
deficiency. She had to hear that parts of her body were wrong and eventually understand 
that the instrument was powerful enough to expand the aesthetic rather than surrender 
to it. She had to accept correction without allowing prejudice to disguise itself 
permanently as correction. She had to carry Black representation without allowing 
herself to become only a symbol. She had to recover a shattered leg and place that leg 
back onto pointe. She had to become famous without abandoning the daily humility of 
the studio. She had to learn from Black women who came before her and then become 
the woman another generation would look toward. 

The final picture is therefore larger than the first Black woman to become a principal 
dancer at American Ballet Theatre. Misty Copeland became evidence that institutions can 



inherit traditions without treating every inherited limitation as sacred. Ballet survived a 
Black Swan Queen. It survived brown pointe shoes. It survived a muscular Black female 
body occupying the center of the classical stage. In fact, the art became richer because 
another human body brought another history, another musical instinct, another 
emotional vocabulary, and another interpretation into roles that had been performed for 
generations. 

That may be the most beautiful thing classical art can do. A ballet such as Swan Lake 
survives not because every ballerina looks like the woman who danced it a century ago, 
but because each generation receives the choreography and finds out whether the old 
work still has enough life to speak through a new body. Misty Copeland stepped into that 
inheritance carrying everything that classical ballet had once treated as unusual about 
her, and instead of disappearing into the tradition, she expanded the tradition around 
herself. The young girl who entered a ballet class at thirteen without even knowing 
classical music eventually stood in some of the most demanding roles in the repertory, 
not as a guest borrowing somebody else's culture, but as a ballerina who had earned 
ownership of the art through discipline, suffering, intelligence, imagination, and mastery. 
That is the journey. That is why she matters. And that is why the story reaches far 
beyond ballet. 

 

 

 


