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ll the world’s a stage, and for nearly 10 months, that stage has been empty and dark. And all the men and
women who make that stage come alive — the actors, the dancers, the players — made abrupt exits in
mid-March when the coronavirus pandemic shut down theaters across the nation, from Broadway to
Balboa Park. In September, we talked to behind-the-scenes arts workers — the stagehands — to hear
their stories about how the shutdown turned their lives upside down. In November, we focused on the
musicians, whose lives were suddenly silenced by the pandemic. Today, we shine the spotlight on the
men and women — the players, Shakespeare calls them — who have been standing in the wings, waiting
for the day when they can, once again, make their entrances. These are the performers, and these are
their pandemic stories. SEE PAGES E2-E6
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B A L L E T D A N C E R

‘It’s absolutely heartbreaking’
BY PAM KRAGEN

S

ince Lori
Hernández began
dancing ballet at
age 3, performing
in “The Nutcracker” has
been an annual and unbroken ritual. ■ But this fall —
for the first time in 22 years
— the Chula Vista resident
is not dancing in any “Nutcracker” production. The
pandemic dried up all opportunities for the freelance
professional dancer, since
most ballet companies have
either canceled their holiday productions or pared
them down to small casts of
company artists.

For Hernández, who last year
danced in two regional “Nutcrackers” in the lead role of the
Sugar Plum Fairy, it’s been
devastating.
“It’s absolutely heartbreaking,” said Hernández, 25. “Dealing with the changes emotionally has been the hardest part
for me. You have to stay motivated without any promise of
anything coming up. It takes a
lot of mental strength. It’s very
isolating.”
Hernández got started in ballet
classes as a toddler. She was very
shy, so her mom thought dancing
might help her socialize more.
She cried during her first performance because the darkened
theater frightened her. But after
that, there wasn’t anything else
in the world she loved more. She
loved the discipline that ballet
required, and she had the rocksolid determination she would
need to succeed.
“I feel absolute joy when I’m
dancing — just bliss,” she said.
“I love performing, working on
something for so long and getting to present it in front of an
audience and make them feel
something inside.”
At age 10, she began her
pre-professional training at the
San Diego Academy of Ballet
under the direction of Sylvia
Tchernychev. At the Kearny
Mesa company, she danced
principal roles in numerous
ballets and competed nationally
at the Youth American Grand
Prix for five consecutive years.
By age 16, Hernández was
attending an online high school
so she could dedicate up to eight
hours a day to practicing and
dancing. For her, that was no
sacrifice.
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“I loved it. I wanted it,” she
said. “For me, ever since I was 3,
it was always ballet. That’s all I
ever wanted.”
At 18, she joined the company
of Ballet Arizona in Phoenix as
an apprentice. It was a great
experience but short-lived. She
suffered a dance injury after four
months and had to move back

O M R I

home. After recuperating, she
was hired in 2016 to apprentice
at Oklahoma City Ballet, where
she spent two years.
By spring 2018, Hernández
was ready to move on. She
missed her family, and she
missed San Diego, so she decided to move home and
work as a freelance dancer.

S C H E I N

“I feel absolute joy
when I’m dancing
— just bliss.”
Lori Hernández

The job involved serving as her
own booking agent and traveling the country to perform in
regional productions while
supplementing her income in
between gigs by teaching young
students at the San Diego Academy of Ballet and the Southbay
Dance Academy.
The freelance life worked well
in 2019, when she spent a combined eight months rehearsing
and performing in four regional
productions, including two
“Nutcrackers,” one “Swan Lake”
and a mixed program of ballets.
For those jobs, the dance companies not only paid her salary
but also paid for her transportation and housing costs.
But since the pandemic
arrived, virtually every penny of
Hernández’s income has disappeared. Dance companies canceled their performance seasons
and closed their studios, and the
two schools where she had been
teaching temporarily shut
down.
Because Hernández lives
with her parents and she received unemployment income,
she didn’t go hungry or homeless. But she had to improvise to
stay in shape. She bought a
wooden pole and flooring at
Home Depot and turned her
bedroom into an improvised
dance studio where she practiced every day for many
months.
“I think people underestimate how hard it is to keep your
body fine-tuned for ballet,” she
said. “You can’t just go out on a
run. It’s not the same. There’s
technique. You have to shape
the muscles. That starts to go
very quickly.”
The San Diego Academy of
Ballet finally reopened its studio
in September, which allowed
Hernández a space to practice
outside of her bedroom, but very
few students came back, so
there has been no demand for
her teaching skills. The Southbay Dance Academy has not
reopened.
Hernández said she’s grateful to her family for allowing her
the time and space to weather
this storm. Many of her dancer
friends have not been so lucky.
But spending so many months
away from the stage has been
one of the lowest points of her
life. She’s hoping 2021 will see
her back onstage again.
“I think the ballet companies
should at least be able to figure
out some sort of socially distanced performances in the
theater next year,” she said. “I’m
hoping for that. I can’t wait for
that.”
pam.kragen@sduniontribune.com
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‘I need to be in an audience and watch actors work’
BY PAM KRAGEN

I

n the year before the
pandemic closed
theaters nationwide,
local actor, lyricist
and playwright Omri
Schein added six theatrical
shows to his résumé, including the world premiere of
his latest musical in New
York.
In the nine months
since, Schein said he’s been
quarantining at home in La
Mesa, cycling through all
the stages of grief and other
emotions.
“For me, it’s been a series
of acceptance, frustration,
panic and what can I write
next,” he said. “I baked a lot,
I cooked a lot. Then it turns
into frustration about why
isn’t anyone doing anything
about it? Then it’s ‘I’ve
gained 15 pounds and wonder if I’ll ever be in a play
again.’ Then the cycle starts
all over again, and I’m back
at acceptance.”
Schein, 40, has been a
ubiquitous presence at San
Diego theaters since 2014
when he and his wife, Elizabeth, moved back to San
Diego from New York so
they could start a family.
Their daughter, Pearl, is
now 31⁄2 years old.
When he isn’t onstage,
Schein is usually busy
behind the scenes, either
writing new plays and
musicals or teaching bud-

ding actors as a part-time
theater professor at Southwestern College in Chula
Vista. A veteran performer
at both North Coast Repertory and Lamb’s Players
theaters, Schein is known
for his comic timing, zany
characters and mastery of
dialects. Because of his
peripatetic international
childhood, Schein speaks
English, German, Swiss
and Hebrew.
Schein was born in
Schaffhausen, Switzerland, where his Israeli
father ended up after meeting his Swiss pen palturned-bride during a
backpacking trip through
Europe. Six months after
Omri was born, his family
moved to Johannesburg,
South Africa, where his
father, a surgeon, went to
do his residency. In 1991, his
father’s surgical career
took the family to Haifa,
Israel, for three years, then
to Brookfield, Wis., for 18
months and finally to Staten Island, N.Y., where
Schein finished high
school.
According to stories told
by relatives, Schein said he
was the precocious 3-yearold who would climb atop
tables at family gatherings
to entertain everyone. But
the frequent moves and
language difficulties he
encountered during his
youth turned him into an

“Theater is the
essence of what
we are to the
rest of the nonentertainment
world, but we are
nothing on paper.”
Omri Schein

introvert. It wasn’t until his
teens in Wisconsin, when
he was the only Jewish
actor cast in a middle
school production of “The
Diary of Anne Frank,” that
the acting bug bit. He
earned an undergraduate
theater degree in New
York, then moved here to
earn his master’s degree at
San Diego State University.
Not until the theaters
closed this year did Schein
realize how unmarketable
his education and job skills
were for earning a more
sustainable living during

the pandemic.
“Theater is the essence
of what we are to the rest of
the non-entertainment
world, but we are nothing
on paper,” Schein said. “If
you’re trying to apply for
something like a retail job,
our education and experience don’t really translate.”
Fortunately, Elizabeth
works in the insurance
field, which has helped the
family cover their living
expenses. And for the first
time in his daughter’s life,
Schein has been able to
enjoy being a stay-at-

home parent, which has
been a joy.
To keep engaged in
theater beyond teaching,
Schein has been volunteering for Lamb’s Players
and North Coast Rep this
year and he has been writing new shows. He’s finishing up a new musical called
“Making Melrose” that will
be produced as a streamed
production in January at
Slippery Rock University of
Pennsylvania. He has also
written a musical with
North Coast Rep’s artistic
director, David Ellenstein,
that could open as soon as
next summer at the Solana
Beach theater.
To keep his acting chops
up, Schein has been participating in recreational play
readings on Zoom with
other local actors. Although
many theaters are bringing
in income with streamed
shows, Schein said they’re
no substitute for the real
thing, which he can’t wait to
see return next year.
“I respect the streaming
and the Zoom shows, but I
have a small attention span.
I need to be in an audience
and watch actors work,” he
said. “For me, it’s about the
personal connection with
the audience that I like. How
they’re reacting impacts
how I react. For me, I need
live theater.”
pam.kragen@sduniontribune.com
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‘There are days ... when I just
want to sleep in my bed all day’
BY PAM KRAGEN

E

boni Muse doesn’t just love to perform for an audience, it’s written in
her DNA. ■ The local musical theater actor is the granddaughter of the
late Margaret “Margie Ruth” Springer, a longtime singer at Pilgrim Progressive Baptist
Church, who was known in her day as “the queen of
gospel in San Diego.” ■ Over the past decade, Muse
has performed regularly in professional musicals
and plays at San Diego Repertory Theatre, New
Village Arts, Lamb’s Players Theatre, Intrepid Theatre and Common Ground Theatre, among others.
So when all the theater
work dried up in March, the
33-year-old La Mesa resident said she fell into a funk.
“It was like a seasonal
depression caused by a lot
of things: the social justice
issues, the election, the
pandemic, plus not having
theater. There are days
when I’m busy and then
days when I just want to
sleep in my bed all day,”

Muse said. “We feed off the
audience. Actors live for
applause. Constantly having
that all the time, it gets
weird when you don’t have
that energy anymore.”
Growing up, Muse followed in her grandmother’s
footsteps, first singing in
church before moving into
choirs in elementary and
middle school. In her freshman year at Helix Charter

High School, Muse joined
the show choir, which allowed her to sing and
dance. Then in her sophomore year, she landed a role
in the school’s musical
“Children of Eden.” From
that point on she was
hooked on musical theater.
“I’m a Leo, so I do like
attention,” she said. “Being
onstage and the lights and
all the people? There’s no
business like show business.”
After graduating from
Helix in 2005, Muse attended the Pacific Conservatory for Performing Arts
and then went pro. Most of
the work she has done
onstage since then has
been here in San Diego,
though she has performed
for theater companies in
Northern California and in
Indiana, where her father
lives.
To support herself,
Muse works two nonartistic
jobs as an in-home caregiver and as a site supervisor for a YMCA before-and-

after-school program. Most
years, she does at least one
big musical, but that didn’t
happen in 2020.
Just as she has lost her
outlet to perform this year,
Muse said audiences have
also lost the presence of live
theater in their lives.
“My most favorite thing
about theater is helping
people. It takes you away
from who you are and takes
you on an adventure. No
matter what you’re feeling
that day, if you’re down or
upset or angry, you can go
to a theater and be transported somewhere else,”
she said.
Muse has been filling
that artistic void this year
by becoming more involved
in social justice issues. In
honor of Juneteenth, she
organized a sit-in/sing-in
performance and protest
event on June 19 in Balboa
Park. Artists 4 Black Lives
featured more than 25
performers singing, speaking and reading poetry on
social justice issues. She

has also performed and
spoken in several videos and
Zoom events on the Black
Lives Matter issue.
Muse said one of the
reasons she doesn’t perform
more often in San Diego is
because there aren’t enough
roles for women of color like
herself.
“I tell people I’ve been

“Being onstage
and the lights
and all the
people?
There’s no
business like
show business.”
Eboni Muse

blessed with a very supportive family,” said Muse, who
lives with her family and her
two rescued pit bulls, Queen
and Snoopy. “If it’s a show I
simply don’t want to do or
don’t agree with the company’s social justice (stance)
or politics, I don’t have to
rely on the income of doing a
show.”
Having grown up in a
gospel-loving family, Muse
said that performing in or
even watching theater
productions is a little like
going to church, especially
since people are so hungry
right now for joy and connection.
“It’s like when I’m in
church and I realize the
pastor has a word for me
today,” Muse said. “The
message of the show may
speak to you and your situation, and it might open your
eyes or give you some
understanding on something you didn’t know you
needed to hear.”
pam.kragen@sduniontribune.com
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A C T O R

‘I want that sense of normalcy back’
BY PAM KRAGEN

A

ndréa Agosto
has had a tough
year by any
measure. In
March, she not only lost all of
the acting work she’d hoped
to do in 2020, she also lost the
teaching job that she loved at
Chula Vista Middle School,
where she ran a thriving
drama program. Then six
weeks later, the killing of
George Floyd sent her into a
tailspin of despair over both
the tragedy itself and why it
has taken so long for White
Americans to recognize the
injustices faced by Black
Americans like herself.
But if the 33-year-old North
Park resident’s roller coaster life
journey is any indicator of what
comes next, she’s bound to
emerge in 2021 in a more positive
and insightful place. Since she
was a young “Army brat” growing
up in Kansas City, Kan., Agosto
has found creative inspiration in
difficult circumstances, even if
she didn’t recognize it at the
time.
That began when she was just
7 years old and her parents divorced. Her mom stayed in Kansas and her father moved back to
his native Puerto Rico. Agosto
spent six months of every year
with each parent, traveling alone
between them by airplane. What
most kids might find scary she
found exhilarating.
“I wanted to learn more about
people, and because I never knew
how long I’d be in one place, I’d
collect their stories everywhere I
went,” she said, adding that this
childhood habit of gathering and
telling stories inspired her to
study filmmaking at the University of Missouri Kansas City.
But her college years weren’t
carefree. In the first semester of
her freshman year in 2006, her
33-year-old sister died after a
long illness, leaving behind three
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children, ages 6 to 14. Agosto and
her mother took full custody of
the children and Agosto remembers juggling college classes with
a job and the responsibility of
getting the kids dressed and
ready for school each day.
“It was one of those rainstorm
moments,” she said, though the
experience also taught her the
discipline of multitasking and
showed her how well she could
mentor children.
Agosto also made lemonade
from lemons in her film classes at
UMKC. When a professor encouraged her to do a “Black version”
of an existing film for her class
project, she got angry and made
a documentary instead on racial
identity in the media that won a
top prize at the 2009 Kansas City
FilmFest International.
After college, Agosto couldn’t
find work she liked in marketing
or film, so she got a job as a bilin-

B R YA N &

K AT I E

gual teacher in the Kansas City
school district. Working with
students from Nepal and Eritrea
reignited her love for collecting
stories. A year later she moved to
Albuquerque, N.M., where she
got involved in programs to revitalize indigenous languages and
she earned a master’s degree in
language, literacy and sociocultural studies with an emphasis in
teaching English to speakers of
other languages.
But the one thing missing
from her life was performing. In
college, she had studied classical
vocal music with the goal of becoming a singer. When that didn’t
pan out, she started auditioning
for acting roles. When her nowfiance, Damiaan Gallegos, moved
to San Diego five years ago to
work in his family’s hospitality
business, she followed, knowing
she could both work here as a
teacher and be a part of the city’s

B A N V I L L E

“I don’t like not
having that
outlet. That’s
what I use to
stay focused
and be present.”

A C T O R &

Andréa Agosto
large theater community.
Right away, she landed a role
in Mo’olelo Performing Arts’
provocative drama “Cell,” and
she’s been working steadily ever
since at Diversionary Theatre, La
Jolla Playhouse, Moxie Theatre,

InnerMission Productions,
Blindspot Collective and Circle
Circle Dot Do, among others. She
was warming up for audition
season in March when all the
theaters closed.
“I didn’t know how long to hold
out hope. I became very disillusioned and very sad,” she said. “I
don’t like not having that outlet.
That’s what I use to stay focused
and be present. I want to audition
again. I want to get nervous and
get excited to see familiar faces in
the waiting room again and take a
nap afterward because I’m so
exhausted. I want that sense of
normalcy back.”
After losing her teaching job in
Chula Vista due to districtwide
layoffs, she got another job in
September teaching performing
arts online to sixth-graders at
High Tech Middle Mesa in Clairemont. With no theater program to
run and virtually no acting jobs
available, Agosto threw herself
into other creative pursuits like
TikTok, where her daily videos
have attracted more than 1.6
million views, and selling her
paintings of Black women online.
It has helped supplement her
reduced income, which she said
has her constantly “scared, concerned and double-checking all
the lender lines to live within my
new means.”
Agosto also started volunteering last spring at Diversionary Theatre, where she did
some graphic art projects and
helped organize panel discussions on intersectionality and
social justice. In September,
Diversionary hired Agosto to
serve as the company’s first
artistic fellow. The parameters
of the position are still being
worked out, but she said she
will produce play readings and
do dramaturgy whenever the
theater reopens.
“My dream for 2021 is I would
like us to open by the spring, if not
June,” she said. “I hope to do
some small house performances,
even if they’re an outdoor thing.
I’d love to produce something
next year with Diversionary and
with my school. And I need to see
something and digest some art.”
pam.kragen@sduniontribune.com
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‘We definitely went through a phase of loss and grief’
BY PAM KRAGEN

A

year ago this past
Thursday, married theater
artists Katie and
Bryan Banville celebrated a
major arrival with the birth
of their first child, daughter
Juniper Eleanor. Twelve
weeks later, they marked
another arrival, though this
one was not as welcome.
Since the COVID-19 pandemic shut down all of San
Diego’s theaters on March 12,
the University Heights couple have gone from having
chock-full 2020 calendars of
creative work to spending
virtually 24 hours a day of the
past nine months quarantining at home with their
daughter. While they’re
grateful that their day jobs
have kept them afloat financially this year, losing their
creative outlet and the physical connections they enjoy
with their theater colleagues
has been depressing and
isolating.
“Katie and I are both
empaths, and the theater
community relies so heavily
on human connection,” said
Bryan. “We’ve seen several
people through socially
distant meetings in the park.
You want to get up and embrace them, but you can’t.
For us that has been the
most difficult thing as we’ve
seen people shift and
change.”
Married seven years next
month, the Banvilles are
among San Diego’s busiest
theatrical couples. Katie, 33,
is a choreographer and stage
director. Bryan, 32, is a musical theater and dramatic
actor. Back in January, they
were both gearing up for a
busy theatrical year.
In early 2020, Bryan had a
concert engagement in Temecula and a workshopped
musical reading in February
at Diversionary Theatre. He
had already booked a summer role in “Something Rotten!” at the Moonlight Am-

phitheatre and was in callbacks for a fall show when
everything shut down. Katie’s
first project after giving birth
was to be choreographing the
musical “Head Over Heels” at
Diversionary, followed by
choreographing “Cabaret” at
Cygnet, then directing a
reading for Carlsbad
Playreaders and finally choreographing “A Christmas
Carol” at Cygnet. All of these
shows were canceled or postponed to 2021.
“It was heartbreaking,”
said Katie. “We definitely
went through a phase of loss
and grief. It was like a domino effect. One show would
get postponed, and then
another and another.”
Looking back on the year,
the Banvilles said they don’t
know how they would have
actually managed to accomplish all of their theater
commitments with a new
baby at home.
“It definitely turned out in
terms of getting to spend a
lot more time with our

daughter,” Katie said. “We’ve
embraced that, and we do
think about the number of
things we would have missed
had we be in rehearsal or a
show. Babies go through a lot
of changes in the first year.
They grow up so fast.”
But raising a baby, at
times in near total isolation,
has been a little strange, too.
During the spring lockdown
months, the only people
Juniper ever saw were on
computer screens in Zoom
meetings. While the family
now goes out regularly for
walks and park visits, they
say their daughter still gets
very excited whenever the
phone rings because that
often means she’ll see someone new onscreen.
The Banvilles met on a
semi-blind date in 2011. Bryan
was smitten after seeing
Katie onstage in a musical,
and he asked fellow actor
Ralph Johnson to set them
up. Two years later, Johnson
officiated their wedding.
Bryan grew up in Salem,

Mass., and earned a degree
in physiology and neurobiology at the University of
Connecticut. Originally he’d
planned a career in medicine
before he started working in
the education field in college. He became fascinated
with how people learn and
process information and
refocused his career on
teaching, developing curriculum and running educational programs, first for
schools and nonprofits and
now the corporate world.
He’s now the career services
manager for LEARN Academy.
Training work brought
him to San Diego in 2010,
where he performed in a few
community theater shows
before making his professional debut in the small role
of a longshoreman in the Old
Globe’s “Anna Christie” in
2012. With his theater calendar swept clean this year,
Bryan decided to go back to
school. He’s now working
online toward a master’s

“We’ve seen
several people
through socially
distant meetings
in the park.
You want to
get up and
embrace them,
but you can’t.”
Bryan Banville, with his wife,
Katie, and their daughter at
Cygnet Theatre in Old Town
degree in instructional
design and technology at
California State University
Fullerton.
Katie, whose maiden

name is Whalley, grew up in
Vista, where she studied
dance and drama at the
Vista Academy of Visual &
Performing Arts magnet K-8
school and Vista High
School. After earning a
degree in musical theater
from Illinois Wesleyan University, she moved to New
York for a few years and
spent much of her time on
the road for performing
engagements. In 2010, she
began booking theater gigs
in San Diego and ultimately
decided to stay in town.
“I wasn’t aware of how
much theater there was here
and found I liked being in
one place,” she said. “In my
first two years out of college,
I moved every six to eight
weeks. I thought I would love
it, but I found out I didn’t.”
To support her acting
and dancing work, Katie
also worked in the education
field, for a company that
administers statewide youth
training programs. A few
years ago, she began transitioning her theater career
away from performing to
focus on choreography and
directing. She earned a
master’s degree in musical
theater from San Diego
State University and last
year directed or choreographed five shows. Since
August 2019, she has also
taught musical theater at
Grossmont College, where
classes and student performances are continuing
online.
The Banvilles said they
can hardly wait for theater
to return in 2021, not just for
their own creative fulfillment
but for their community at
large.
“I can’t wait to be in the
audience of our friends’ first
performances back,” Bryan
said. “There will be such a
release of joy and adrenaline,
and that’s something I hold
on to. It will be a magnetic
experience.”
pam.kragen@sduniontribune.com
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According to a Brookings Institution
report on COVID-19’s impact on the creative
economy, of the 50 states, the Golden State
will be hit hardest in terms of absolute losses
for creative industries and occupations,
followed by New York and Texas.
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‘I need an outlet ...
to make me feel whole again’
BY PAM KRAGEN

T

wice in the past 10 years, Steven Lone
has come to a crossroads in his life
where he had to make a choice between pursuing acting wherever it
might take him or finding a way to
balance that passion with the rewards of a nonartistic personal life. ■ The 39-year-old Mission Valley
actor has no regrets about the paths he chose each
time. When he couldn’t find full-time work with an
Actors’ Equity contract in San Diego, he gave up his
Equity card to stay in town and work a full-time tech
job to support his acting pursuits. And after he and
his wife, Laura Lone, started a family — their daughter Sofia is 4, son Oliver is 2 — they agreed he would
only do a couple of shows each year so he could share
equally in the work of parenting.
All of that was working
well until the pandemic
came along and upended
their lives.
Lone is grateful to have a
job in information technology
for a software firm, but most
of its contracts are with nowstruggling arts organizations,
so his company has instituted
staff and salary cuts. Laura
works in real estate, which is
also a topsy-turvy industry

now. Home prices in San
Diego are up, but that’s because there are few homes on
the market. On top of that,
their children’s preschool
closed, so they’re now both
working from home and
sharing child care duties.
They’re managing the
work/parenting juggling act,
Lone said, but the one creative window he had in his
life closed abruptly in

March, just as he was starting to talk to directors about
two possible theater projects for 2020. Lone said his
family means everything to
him, but every spouse and
parent is healthier if they
have a way to express themselves, and he’s lost that.
“My love and passion is
in the arts, and my job is not
creative at all, so I need an
outlet of that sort to make
me feel whole again ... to
make me feel like me,” he
said. “My background is in
theater, my love and passion
is in the arts, and my job is
not creative at all, so I need
an outlet of that sort to
make me feel like me. I always find myself being a
better husband, friend and
parent when I’m able to do
something artistic.”
Lone is a dramatic actor
known for playing darker,
meatier leading and supporting roles, as in “The
Virgin Trial,” “The Last
Wife” and “The Mother-----With the Hat” at Cygnet
Theatre and “Roz and Ray”
at San Diego Repertory
Theatre. Lone said getting to
play these kinds of characters is cathartic for him.
“Acting has always been

sort of a therapy session for
me,” he said. “I really counted
on some of these roles to tap
into something emotional in
me and work through personal stuff. I don’t have that
anymore, and I definitely feel
it.”
Lone was born and raised
San Francisco by a hardworking single mother who
fled civil war in El Salvador.
His father, whom he never
knew, was from Nicaragua.
Lone’s first theater role, in
10th grade, was a lead part
as Demetrius in Shakespeare’s “A Midsummer
Night’s Dream.” He was
instantly hooked. After high
school, he spent two years at
a Bay Area acting conservatory, then he transferred to
the University of California
San Diego to finish his bachelor’s degree because it had
an acclaimed theater program and he liked the city.
Professors were so impressed with his talent, they
cast him in two Shakespeare
plays with the graduate
acting students, then he
landed the lead role of Marat
in the undergraduate production of “Marat/Sade.”
Rather than move home
when he graduated, Lone

decided to stay in San Diego, in no small part because of Ion Theatre, a
now-defunct black-box
theater in Hillcrest that
practiced nontraditional
casting. One of his first roles
with Ion was as the Gentleman Caller in the 1944 Tennessee Williams play “The
Glass Menagerie.”
“As someone of color
coming into this town wanting to get a break — the fact
that I was getting cast in
roles I’d never be considered
for, it was a breakthrough,”
he said. “That was what put
me on the radar with a lot of
the theaters in town, and I
was able to build relation-

“Acting has
always been
sort of a
therapy session
for me.”
Steven Lone

ships that way.”
Lone has been an indemand actor ever since, at
least until 2020 when all the
theaters shut down. Since
then, Lone has had only one
acting project — a Zoom
reading of a two-character
play called “Switching
Tracks” — which he called
“a short burst of energy that
felt like a B-12 shot, but it
lasted just one day.”
Instead, Lone said he’s
been channeling his creative
energy this year into social
justice issues. He serves on
the new diversity/inclusion
committee at his company
and is leading initiatives in
that area. He said he’s
proud that San Diego theaters are using their downtime this year to make substantial efforts to right the
scales for actors of all ethnicities and genders.
“I want to challenge the
arts community to reflect
on this issue and use this
time wisely and tap into the
resources in this community
that can give you the perspective and insight in ways
to become much more inclusive and diverse,” he said.
pam.kragen@sduniontribune.com
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95%

Percentage
of artists and
creative
workers who
report loss of
income

TH E P ER FOR MER S

63%

Percentage of artists
and creative workers
who have become fully
unemployed
Source: Americans for the Arts (findings
based on 27,000 survey responses)
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B A L L E T D A N C E R

‘It’s been a roller coaster’
BY PAM KRAGEN

O

n Saturday, Lucas Ataide danced
onstage for a live audience for the
first time in nine months. ■ In this
case, the ticket-buyers were seated
in cars in the parking lot at the Del
Mar Fairgrounds for two performances of “The
Nutcracker.” Ataide, a principal dancer for San
Diego’s City Ballet, couldn’t actually see the audience, but he said just knowing they would be out
there was enough.

“Performing for an audience is the very life of a
dancer,” said Ataide, 32, of
University Heights. “A lot of
the joy for a dancer is to
have an audience out there
and to receive the energy
back from them.”
Since the pandemic
began in March, Ataide said
he’s struggled with loss of
income, work and motivation, and he’s had challenges staying in prime
shape with limited time to
practice, train and interact
with other dancers. Even
when Ataide is in the studio
with other artists, they can’t
touch each other and must
practice behind a mask.
“It’s been a roller coast-

er,” he said. “When I started
back in the studio, I had to
struggle a lot to get my
breath right. Now we’re
wearing masks that allow us
to be close to each other, but
masks are very challenging.
It’s hard to breathe in them
when you’re jumping and
you need a lot of oxygen.”
But overcoming seemingly insurmountable obstacles in order to dance has
been Ataide’s life story.
In the 2000 British film
“Billy Elliot,” a boy from a
working-class family must
overcome a lack of training
and his father’s prejudice in
order to follow his dream of
becoming a professional
ballet dancer. Billy Elliot is a

fictional character, but
Ataide’s story is strikingly
similar.
He grew up in the small
town of Mogi Guaçu in São
Paulo, Brazil, where he
remembers “dancing
around everywhere” from
an early age. He tried hiphop and tango before discovering a passion and
talent for ballet. But it was
a passion he had to hide
from his traditional parents
for most of his youth, because they saw male ballet
dancers as effeminate.
Ataide would pretend he
was going to karate classes
when he was actually taking dance classes.
When Ataide was 17, his
parents found out about his
deception and forced him
to quit. But when he turned
18, he auditioned for a
prestigious ballet school in
Rio de Janeiro and won a
scholarship. Even though
his training had been minimal, the teachers recognized his raw talent. Moving to Rio was both thrilling
and scary. He struggled
with self-confidence because he was so far behind
the other students, but for
the first time he could live
an honest life as both a

ballet dancer and a gay
man.
“Those two things were
very interconnected but
separate,” he said. “For my
dad, I was gay because of
ballet, but no, I’m gay because I’m gay and happen
to like ballet. When I moved
and could be true to myself,
I felt like I could just live
fully and be an artist. You
can’t be an artist if you
don’t live authentically.”
In 2010, he joined the
Brazilian Ballet Company,
where he danced in numerous full-length ballets and
toured the world. But because the company’s finances were often unstable,
he decided to move to the
United States where he
could afford to live as a
full-time dancer. Unfortunately, the Alabama ballet
company that brought him
to America in 2013 shut
down not long after he
arrived. He spent the next
two years dancing for different companies around the
U.S. to keep his work visa.
In January 2015, he
moved to San Diego to join
City Ballet, where he has
been performing about four
productions each year plus
the annual “Nutcracker.”

Over the years, he has
worked his way up in the
company, playing Don Jose
in “Carmen,” The Cavalier
in “The Nutcracker,” Albrecht in “Giselle” and the
male lead in the “Le Corsaire” Pas de Deux. He was
about to start rehearsals for
the role of Romeo in
“Romeo and Juliet” when
the pandemic hit.
“It was a shock to everybody in the beginning, and I
was very sad, because I was
really looking forward to
Romeo,” he said. “We didn’t
know what would happen. It
was really difficult.”
City Ballet began producing online works and
classes in the summer, and
it reopened its studio in
September. Ataide said he

“Performing for
an audience is
the very life of
a dancer.”
Lucas Ataide

spent the time off working
on his training at home and
studying performances of
other companies’ ballets
online. But when he got
back in the studio a few
months ago, he said learning to adapt to the socialdistancing measures was
difficult.
While many dancers
have struggled to make
ends meet this year with no
dance engagements, Ataide
said he’s grateful to be working again, even if it’s mostly
online. He’s also grateful for
his husband of two years,
KPBS reporter Andrew
Bowen, who has been working all year.
Ataide said the live “Nutcracker” performances this
weekend, along with the
company’s now-streaming
“Masquerade Nutcracker”
production, have given him
a sense of optimism for the
future.
“We’re mostly just doing
online works, and it’s been
challenging, but I think
we’re going to survive,” he
said. “Dancers will always
survive, and we’ll be even
better when everything
comes back.”
pam.kragen@sduniontribune.com

