
T he air is tropical-rain forest thick — so hot that the wall-to-wall 
mirrors are smeared with a thin fog. A sheen of sweat covers 
everyone in the room. As they move across the !oor, the dancers 
glisten.

Emily Baker rests against the long wooden barre that runs along the wall 
at waist height. She leans on it, and her arm forms a right angle with her 
elbow jutting out over her hip. Her earrings jingle as she tilts her head back 
and laughs at a fellow dancer’s joke.

Sweaty brown curls have escaped her bun and are plastered to her 
forehead and the back of her neck. A quick adjustment of her olive-green 
leotard, and she’s o" across the !oor again, arms held aloft and right leg 
extended above her ear. Her face reveals no hint of the e"ort.

Baker, 23, is the newest member of Columbia’s Missouri Contemporary 
Ballet; she joined in August. Roughly 30 hours of class and rehearsal per 
week is the norm. Members rehearse 32 weeks out of the year for a total of 
nine performances. Monday through Friday, the day begins at 9 a.m. and 

ends at 3 p.m. with only a quick 
lunch break.

Afterward, Baker hits the 
gym. She uses the elliptical or bike 
machine because the treadmill 
hurts her shins. She’ll work out 
for 30 minutes and increase 
the resistance as she goes. She 
does a pilates core workout, and 

sometimes she’ll squeeze in a yoga class before heading to her second job as 
a waitress and bartender at the Shot Bar downtown. She also teaches a ballet 
class at MCB on Tuesdays for 6-year-olds and up.

She regulates her diet to maximize the performance of her 5-foot-6-
inch, 125-pound frame. In the morning she eats oatmeal with a banana 
and almond milk to stock up on nutrients. Between classes she eats half a 
PowerBar. Lunch is the other half, plus yogurt and a piece of fruit. When she 
gets home, she snacks on a bagel sandwich. She likes to change up dinner, 
but keeps it healthful. 

Baker’s lifestyle serves her job completely. To pursue the craft they love, 
professional dancers devote their entire lives to ballet. They pick up side jobs 
and push their bodies beyond their physical limits.

She has been injured multiple times throughout her career. Yet even 
sprawled on the black !oor of the studio, legs !ung out in a straddle wide 
enough to make any normal person wince, she feels comfortable and natural.  

“I dislocated my shoulder once in rehearsal,” she says nonchalantly, 
brushing it with a fore#nger. “I’ve sprained my lower back a bunch. I’ve had 
tendonitis in both my hips and strained both my hips. I’ve sprained my knee. 
I’ve had Achilles tendonitis. I’ve had !exor hallucis tendonitis.”

But watching her dance, you’d never know. She and the rest of the class 
have moved on to jumps. The ballet mistress, Julie Artemova-Schauwecker, 
sets a combination of jumps. She says it once and expects it to be memorized.

Baker stares Artemova-Schauwecker down, moving her hands as though 
they were feet to memorize the steps. The music starts, and she’s o". 

Baker has belonged to studios across the country: California, Colorado, 
Arizona and Georgia. She’s open to auditioning for other companies — 
Ballet Nouveau in Colorado or Smuin Ballet in San Francisco — but plans 
to spend at least a few years in Columbia. She likes to go where her dancing 
will be most valued and needed.

Class draws to a close. The #nal exercise, fouetté turns in the center, is 
optional. Baker opts in, spinning in tight, centered circles. Her head whips 
around in time to the music. One leg rotates and comes into passé; the toe 
connects above the left knee joint while the right knee points to the side. The 
other leaps from pointe to !at pointe as the knee straightens and bends and 
straightens again. She is perfectly balanced. 
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