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A
s an orphan growing up during Sierra Leone’s brutal civ-
il war, Michaela DePrince found a magazine blowing in 
the wind. On its cover was a ballerina and a new inspira-
tion. Now, at the age of 22, Michaela is immersed in the 
world of ballet. She has also danced with Beyoncé, written 

a book, and is currently working on a movie based on her life. But hers is 
not a fairy tale. It is a story of resilience in the face of racism, diligence 
in honing raw talent and self-care in a world fixated on stereotypes. 

Touring the world with the Dutch National Ballet, Michaela is living 
any ballet dancer’s dream. But she is the only female dancer of color in 
the internationally renowned company and the first soloist of African 
descent. The world was introduced to Michaela in 2011 when she was 
one of six young dancers featured in the ballet documentary First Posi-
tion. She was seen overcoming injury to perform spectacularly and win 
a scholarship to the American Ballet Theatre’s Jacqueline Kennedy On-
assis School of Ballet. Since then, she has performed with Lucent Dance 
Theater in the Netherlands, was the youngest member of the Dance The-
atre of Harlem, performed with South African Ballet Theatre, and, in 
2014 returned to the Netherlands to join the junior division of the Dutch 
National Ballet in Amsterdam. She was promoted to soloist in 2016.

Apart from her spectacular talent and rise to fame as a ballet super-
star, Michaela has a harrowing story to tell of her early years.  In 2014, 
she published a book, Taking Flight, soon to be adapted into a film, about 
her life in civil war–torn Sierra Leone before she was adopted into an 
American family at the age of five. Rebels are said to have killed her fa-
ther, and shortly thereafter her mother died of fever and starvation. Mi-
chaela ended up in an orphanage.  She was taunted and abused because 
she has vitiligo, a skin condition marked by white patches, which was 
considered a “curse of the devil.” One of the more astonishing things 
about her journey is how much prejudice and racism she has had to 
endure in the culture of the ballet world. Her story is a reminder of 
the pure, unbridled passion and resilience it takes to be a professional 
dancer, and how many dancers, regardless of color, class or opportuni-
ty, are successful because of their unwavering dedication to the stage.   

“I want people to see the grit and the blood and everything I’ve really gone through.”

In 2014, Michaela wrote a memoir with 
the help of her mother. Titled Taking 
Flight, the book allowed her to narrate 
her childhood experiences.
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Now that you are a seasoned professional at the age of 22, what do you 
think is the biggest difference between being a student of ballet, and 
a professional ballet dancer working in a company? I realized when 
I got into the Dutch National Ballet that it’s not all about having high 
legs, being the skinniest, doing big jumps or being able to do a million 
turns—it’s about how you affect people when you dance. You can watch 
someone on stage and observe how the way they gesture moves you. 
That’s the difference between being a student and being a professional; 
it’s understanding how to refine things and think about details instead 
of just performing the movements. 

How has growing up in America, and being subject to American ra-
cial and social structures, affected your drive as a dancer? It makes me 
so angry that we still have to talk about this. That it’s still a fucking sub-
ject—pardon my French.  I performed in London, and I’m just happy 
that they actually accepted me because I wore brown tights and it’s been 
such a hassle to do that. I don’t wear pink tights anymore. I will never, 
ever wear pink tights again. And I know people in the ballet world won’t 
understand why I wear brown tights—that’s fine—I don’t really care if 
you don’t choose to move forward but, come on… I’ve heard people say 
that it’s “distracting” to see black dancers on stage. Well, if you had more 
then you wouldn’t be so distracted. 

But being in Europe has also given me the drive to talk about these 
things, because I thought it would be completely different here. People 
say that in Europe, people are more open-minded. I love my company, 
but it’s only me. I’m the only black dancer. Except for Bruno Da Rocha 
Pereira, a dark-skinned Brazilian dancer. And then there’s Precious Ad-
ams at the English National Ballet. Where are the others? It’s really up-
setting. Another thing that upsets me is that a lot of people don’t hire 
more dark-skinned and black ballerinas in their company because they 
say, “Well, we already have a black or African-American girl.” And that’s 
fine, but why do you have only one? Get more. Get medium-, get dark-
er-skinned. People are scared of change and being different, but I think 
it’s beyond time to change things up.

Now that you’ve found a platform to share your story and inspire other 
young brown girls and boys who want to pursue ballet, or dance—or 
any of the fine arts for that matter—what do you see as your artistic 
trajectory? For me, it’s about becoming the best artist I can possibly be. 
It’s such a short career that I want to make sure that I grow and learn as 
much as I can in the time that I have. 

Can we talk a little about overcoming injury and what you’ve learned 
in terms of self-care—mentally, physically, or even setting boundar-
ies professionally? Setting boundaries is one of my biggest issues. Be-
cause again, I love to learn, but sometimes it can be too much on my 
body—I can only take so much “personal growth” at a time. I’ve been 
working on making more time to get to know myself. I’ve always tak-
en care of other people, my friends and family. I never wanted to fully  
“know myself” because I wasn’t sure I’d like what I would find, I guess. 
But I’m learning that I’m pretty okay. I’m not that bad! 

What are some of your most unforgettable performances? When I 
performed in South Africa, I danced the role of Kitri in Don Quixote with 
Joburg Ballet. Before I went on, I relaxed by lying on the floor, kind of 
taking a little bit of a nap. It was my last show there, and I weirdly felt an 
almost out-of-body experience. And it was one of my best performanc-
es! I was relaxed; I was in the role; I wasn’t putting pressure on myself. I 
got to enjoy every single moment and was just having so much fun on 
stage. It was as if I was Kitri. 

How important are relationships and trust building? On and off the 
stage, what relationships have been most important in supporting 
your career? I’ve had some bad relationships and have been hurt a few 
times, so it’s taken me a while to realize that I don’t need a lot of friends, 
I just need good ones. I now have a really nice group of friends at the 
ballet, and we have a  blast inside and outside the studio. We talk about 
what we want to do after dancing, about ballet, about politics and what’s 
going on in the world, about what’s meaningful for us right now. 

“I’ve heard people say that it’s ‘distracting’ to see black dancers on stage.
Well, if you had more then you wouldn’t be so distracted.”

Michaela wears a leotard by Wolford, trousers by David Laport and shoes by COS.
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Left: Michaela wears a turtleneck by Peet Dullaert, trousers by Wolford, earrings by Sophie Buhai and shoes by COS.
Below: She wears a dress by David Laport and shoes by COS.
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What do you envision for the future of the classical ballet world, ar-
tistically and otherwise? I would love to really just see more diversity 
before I retire: different colors, different body types. It does seem to be 
happening, but slowly. One of my favorite sayings is, “Never be afraid to 
be a poppy in a sea of daffodils.” So, let’s have more poppies!

I’d love if you’d talk a little about your experience filming the Beyoncé 
video. How do you think your presence in a huge pop culture “state-
ment video” can improve the visibility of classical ballet? Besides being 
an incredible experience, filming with Beyoncé gave me an opportunity 
to reach out to a younger crowd. Maybe they don’t realize they can make 
it in the dance world, or maybe they don’t know anything about ballet. 
The opportunity to portray ballet in a Beyoncé video was incredible.

What do you do outside of work and dance to recharge and refuel? 
Any hobbies or personal practices that you have developed? I’m blog-
ging right now. Letting people know me in a different way. I recently 
announced on my blog that I have post-traumatic stress disorder [due 
to her experiences in Sierra Leone] because I’ve had friends in ballet—
especially gay friends—who have also been affected by the way they 
were treated when they were younger. I wanted people to know that 
you have to talk to people when bad things happen in your life and just 
don’t isolate yourself.

Is there something on the horizon that you’re looking forward to? 
Yes! There are so many amazing things going on! There’s a movie being 
created about my life, based on my book. We have an incredible director, 
and I’m involved with the script so that people get to know more of the 
“in-betweens.” Because I know it can seem like a fairy tale, but I want peo-
ple to see the grit and the blood and everything I’ve really gone through.

People often see dance—particularly ballet—as a short career. How 
long do you envision dancing and do you foresee a family and children 
in your future? I definitely want to have a family. I would like to have four 
kids, maybe adopt two. Maybe I’ll dance until I’m 35 or 40—that’s push-
ing it because I also want to do a lot of other things. I want to study hu-
man rights, to do something completely outside of the arts and just get to 
know myself better. I have much more to offer in this world. So, we’ll see. 

Michaela wears a turtleneck by Peet 
Dullaert, trousers by Wolford, earrings 
by Sophie Buhai and shoes by COS.

MORE MOVEMENT 

by  Djassi DaCosta Johnson 

In 2015, Misty Copeland was named the 
first black principal female dancer at the 
American Ballet Theatre. This was a huge 
moment in ballet history. When George 
Balanchine came from Russia to form the 
School of American Ballet and later, the 
American Ballet Theatre in New York, his 
vision was for an integrated dance com-
pany. This vision was never realized. Ar-
thur Mitchell was the first black dancer 
in the company in 1956 and others have 
been few and far between since then. Ra-
ven Wilkinson performed with the Bal-
let Russe in the 1950s (and was famous-
ly asked to use lighter makeup on her 
skin to “blend” and appear white). Oth-
er notable black ballerinas have been 
sprinkled across international stages 
over the years, including Janet Collins, 
Virginia Johnson, Aesha Ash and Lau-
ren Anderson (a favorite idol of Michae-
la’s). Michaela joins that list and a new 
era in classical ballet, in which darker- 
skinned dancers continue to blaze new 
trails  and, finally, take center stage.
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Michaela weards a leotard by Wolford, trousers by David Laport and shoes by COS.


