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i s  f i n a l ly  fr ee

miko fogarty

When most students come to 
Berkeley for their first se-
mester, the biggest decision 

that they’ve made up to that point is the 
decision to come to Berkeley. Choos-
ing which college to attend is often the 
decision that has held the most weight 
for them, and from that point on, the 
semesters they have at Berkeley are 
all about determining what they want 
to pursue in life — some want to be 
doctors, engineers, writers, teachers, 
artists, and more. For most students here, 
that process begins at Berkeley.

But when Miko Fogarty transferred 
to Cal in the fall of 2018, big life de-
cisions were nothing new to her at that 
point. 

At the age of four, Fogarty’s mom 

put her into a variety of different activi-
ties — piano, violin, gymnastics, tennis, 
and ballet. Various activities started to 
filter out as she grew more and more 
serious about one: ballet. And by the 
time she was nine years old, she was 
committed to pursuing a career as a 
professional ballerina. Even at such a 
young age, she remembers the weight 
of that decision: “I had given so much to 
ballet at this point that I couldn’t stop.” 

Ballet is extremely competitive — 
it requires the utmost discipline, dedica-
tion, and drive. By the time Fogarty was 
12, she began homeschooling in order 
to accommodate her rigorous ballet 
schedule. And according to Fogarty, 
12 is when you need to know whether 
or not you want to go professional in 

the ballet world. Otherwise, it’s too late. 
For Fogarty, the path she was on 

seemed natural. Her parents were fully 
supportive of her ballet dreams, and 
things had been escalating from a very 
young age. Fogarty recalls feeling that 
this was just the way things were sup-
posed to be: “I devoted every second 
of my day to ballet. It wasn’t a hard 
decision to keep striving for that.” This 
seemed like the path she was expected 
to go down — everyone around her was 
encouraging her to pursue ballet profes-
sionally, and nothing really caused her 
to question this. 

As Fogarty dedicated more and 
more of herself to ballet, she began to 
check off accomplishments on a long list 
of goals for her career. She won Gold 
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at the Moscow International Ballet 
Competition, travelled the world, and 
performed on the biggest stages in the 
world. Her career was on the right 
track, and she joined the Birmingham 
Royal Ballet in England. 

Fogarty was performing in front 
of thousands of people each night, and 
had seemingly attained everything 
she wanted out of her career. But 
something didn’t feel right. She 
recalls, “It wasn’t my place on stage 
— everything we do, all the rehearsal 
time we put in and the sacrifice that we 
make is for the feeling we get when 
we’re onstage.” But for Fogarty, that 
feeling wasn’t there. Rather than 
feeling the thrill of a performance 
and feeding off the buzzing energy 
of the audience, she felt nervous and 
anxious. Her favorite part of the per-
formance was when it was over, and 
she could leave the stage. 

Fogarty had felt this before, prior 
to entering the professional world. 
During competitions, she would feel 

the same kind of nervousness and 
anxiety, attributing it to the nature 
of competition. But feeling this way 
as a professional ballerina made her 
realize that she didn’t find the joy in 
ballet that others did. And from there, 
she began questioning everything.

At 17, ballet was her entire iden-
tity. And at 17, she began to question 
that identity, no longer sure that she 
was on the career path that was right 
for her.

She was on a path that she could 
have continued on until she was 40. 
Fogarty recalls a quote from chore-
ographer and dancer Martha Graham: 
“A dancer dies twice.” This first 
death, when a dancer’s body begins 
to change, results in retirement from 
dance. Fogarty realized that she would 
have to approach these questions 
about her identity being tied up with 
being a professional ballerina sooner 
or later, whether it was at 17 or at 40.

The lack of joy she felt onstage 
ultimately led to Fogarty’s decision 

to retire. These things were mixed 
with issues of body dysmorphia, 
eating problems, and an injury she 
had sustained at 16 that had never 
fully healed. She had already checked 
off all the boxes on a list of goals she 
had for her career. And ultimately, at 
19, it was time for her to leave the 
professional ballet world behind.

All of a sudden, the rest of her 
life looked drastically different. And 
the transition itself was very sudden. 
She had made her decision to retire, 
and her final performance came seven 
months later in Indonesia. The very 
next day, she was on a flight back 
to California to start her first day of 
school in community college. 

Though the decision was a major 
turning point, very few people knew 
what Fogarty was going through. 
She had kept the decision to herself, 
sharing only with her family and a 
few close friends. The last perfor-
mance was a whirlwind. She took 
her warmup time to soak everything ERIK NUDING
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“ i ’m  so  m a n y  d i f fer ent  t h i n g s  —  a 

st u d ent ,  a  st em  m a j o r ,  a n  ed u cato r ,  a n d 

a  ba l l e t  da n c er .  i t ’s  so  fr ee i n g  to  n ot 

h av e  to  b e  j u st  o n e  t h i n g . ”

KINCSO DOMICZI
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in, thinking, This is the last time I’ll be 
doing this. I wanted this performance to 
be for myself. 

While a life change this dramat-
ic might have knocked most people off 
balance, Fogarty was prepared. She had 
spent countless hours mulling over the 
decision, researching what being a college 
student was like, and thinking about what 
she really wanted for her future. By the end 
of her first week at community college, she 
knew that she had made the right decision. 

Though she was secure in her de-
cision, with no regrets, Fogarty’s strug-
gle was far from over. The hardest part 
came in telling others that she had retired. 
Fogarty was famous in the ballet world 
— present in all the largest competitions 
with a powerful social media presence as 
well. “Suddenly telling people that I was 
no longer who they thought I was — that 
was the hardest part,” she says. “The de-
cision felt right, but it took me about two 
and a half years to open up to everyone 

about what I was doing now.” There was 
still fear — fear that she would disappoint 
the people around her and her many fans 
and followers. 

In the midst of all this, Fogarty was 
taking the time to pursue another passion: 
health. When she was 12, she read a book 
called The Healthy Dancer. It was about 
injuries and then injury profession, and 
though she didn’t know it at the time, 
it sparked her interest in healthcare and 
medicine. She had always loved working 
with her doctors and physical therapists, 
and was fascinated with how the human 
body worked.

Flash forward to her transfer from 
community college to UC Berkeley — 
she entered in the fall of 2018, majoring 
in Integrative Biology. She’s eager to get 
into the healthcare field or research, with 
much of this passion coming from her 
ballet career, and speaks enthusiastically 
about what she hopes the future holds for 
her. “Being part of someone’s recovery 

from injury or disease — that would just 
be so fulfilling,” she says. She’s taking a 
full load of classes now, while doing re-
search at UC San Francisco twice a week 
as well. Fogarty speaks happily about her 
life at Berkeley, and is reminded of another 
concern she had going in: that ballet would 
never be part of her life again. But she’s 
proven to herself that this doesn’t have 
to be the case.

Fogarty takes a ballet class through 
Berkeley’s Physical Education depart-
ment now and teaches private lessons 
over the weekend. She says that teaching 
and helping to mold the next generation 
of dancers is a privilege, and she shares 
her own insight as a former professional 
ballerina with them. “I try and make it 
enjoyable,” she says. “For ballet, you can’t 
get very far without enjoying it, so I try to 
personalize the lesson as well.” 

All of these different things are part 
of her identity now — and it’s in flux, 
constantly changing. “I no longer feel like 

I’m constrained to this one-dimensional 
identity,” she shares. “I’m so many dif-
ferent things — a student, a STEM major, 
an educator, and a ballet dancer. It’s so 
freeing to not have to be just one thing.”

Fogarty is still very involved in the 
ballet world and is now opening up more 
about sharing her story. As we go through 

our time here at Berkeley, we go through 
so many different changes, discovering 
things we didn’t know about ourselves, 
and making a series of both big and small 
decisions that transform us into someone 
different than who we were when we first 
entered. Whether we know it or not, we 
are constantly going through transition. 

Though our shifts in identity may not be as 
drastic as Fogarty’s, we are ever-changing 
and dynamic. When asked about what 
advice she would give to someone expe-
riencing a this shift, Fogarty says, “At the 
end of the day, you’re going to be living 
with yourself forever. And it’s hard at the 
time, but your life changes forever.” ◌
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