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From childhood through high school, Alvin Ailey
American Dance Theater’s Samantha Figgins trained
alongside her twin sister, Jenelle. And when Figgins
says “alongside,” she’s referring to years of strategically
positioning herself ar the barre so that if her deaf right
ear was facing the instructor, she could follow her twin
sister. At home and after class, Jenelle (now with Aspen
Sante Fe Ballet) would review combinations with her.

“Jenelle was my angel,” Figgins says. “I wouldn’t be
the dancer that I am today without her.”

Still, Figgins worried about appearing antisocial to
her fellow dancers, when in reality, she never snickered
in class because she couldn’t hear other dancers’ jokes.
She also knew that if she lost her place, it would be
nearly impossible to carch up.

“I have to stay laser-focused and make sure I’'m
not distracted,” she says. Figgins belteves that sense of
hyper-focus has ended up being the key to her profes-
sional career.

After years of quiet struggles, two years ago Figgins
started opening up abour her partial deafness, as well as
the residual auditory processing disorder and balance
issues—all of her injuries have been on her right side—
that complicate her dancing every day.

“I'm trying to acknowledge what I'm living with,
and really take ownership of my hearing loss, because
it’s opened up opportunities to connect with people,”
Figgins says.

Before joining Ailey, she always attempted to
“pass” as a hearing dancer in auditions, including when
she was hired by Complexions Contemporary Bal-
ler. Three years later, she joined Ailey, but still never

shared her struggles publicly during ralks and inter-
views. The turning point came one night on tour with
Ailey in Texas, when a fellow dancer mentioned that

a girl with hearing loss had attended the performance.
Figgins was still backstage taking her makeup off, but
she reluctantly agreed to go meet the aspiring dancer
and her mother.

“We shared our stories, and that was the first time I
realized it was important for me to be vocal about my
struggle,” Figgins says. “We were crying, just tatking
about everything she was going through. I wanted to
hug her, and also hug myself.”

During last year’s narional Ailey tour, Figgins
volunteered to perform for children in special education
programs, but she wants to do more for aspiring Deaf
dancers. “Maybe a mental health program, maybe a sum-
mer intensive. Something to give them tools to succeed.”

" Figgins says. “I'm working on a lot of things, and I'm

still working on myself.” B



