
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the Spotlight: How Ballet Rockstar Isaac Hernández is 
revolutionizing the arts in Mexico 
 
In a recent interview, the Lead Principal of the English National Ballet talks about his life, career and the rebirth of the 
arts scene in his home country.  
 
Ricardo M. Salas 
 
Berlín. – 
 
Isaac Hernández has reasons to be happy. At 
28, the young dancer from Jalisco has achieved 
what only a few could dream of in his 
profession: becoming Lead Principal dancer at 
the prestigious English National Ballet, and 
also after been awarded the Prix Benois de la 
Danse 2018—the most important recognition 
in the world for any dancer. Just a few weeks 
ago, Hernández also ended a tremendously 
successful tour in Mexico, with a series of sold-
out dates for his festival Despertares 
[Awakenings], which is already in its fourth 
edition and is changing the way in which 
Mexicans perceive classical ballet. Along with 
this cultural awakening, the dancer and his 

siblings, key allies in his international success, 
launched a series of activities and workshops to 
bring the best of the dance industry, and to link 
promising young talent in Mexico with some 
of the most renowned artists from around the 
world.  
 
All of this is the result of Isaac’s dreams, and 
those of his siblings Emilia and Esteban 
(himself a dancer at the San Francisco Ballet 
Company), of turning Mexico City into an 
international referent for culture and the arts.  
Isaac is used to pursue new challenges. And 
despite his young age, he has lived in 
Philadelphia, San Francisco, New York, and 



Amsterdam, the result of chasing his dream of 
becoming a professional dancer since he left his 
home in Guadalajara, in 2003. 
 
With a tight schedule ahead of him, 
Hernández took the time to answer my 

questions while he prepares for his next series 
of presentations with the English National 
Ballet, where he will interpret Des Grieux in 
Manon, as well as prince Sigfried in The Swan 
Lake, among other roles.  
 

 
Full Interview 

 
R.– After several years of international recognition, the growing fanbase you have in Mexico, and 
so much work around the world, how do you keep in focus and balance?  
 
H.– Living a conscious life. It is important to be aware of the fact that all of these accomplishments 
have been the outcome of an entire life devoted to my profession, a life of unbreakable discipline 
and constant effort. When you are conscious about all these things, you can live with an existential 
balance. One should also acknowledge that we are only in this world for a little while and that it is 
important to live with a good purpose, to leave a worthy legacy to the upcoming generations. It’s 
part of mankind’s social development.  
 
R.– Did you always know that you wanted to be a professional Ballet dancer? Was there ever an 
alternative in your mind before making this decision?  
 
H.– It was really my dad who introduced ballet to my life. And I really liked it, so I decided to 
dedicate my life to it. It is a very important decision when you are a child since it determines having 
a ‘different’ childhood from that of other kids. One needs to be sufficiently brave to forge a future 
by doing what you like and achieve your dreams. I also liked martial arts, but when my father told 
me that I had to choose only one of them, I went for ballet.  
 
Now that I look back on those moments of my childhood and see videos of how I used to train when 
I was a kid, I feel a lot of joy because it is not very common to see an eight-year old like me training 
with such seriousness and respect. I am very proud of having loved dancing so much, what for me 
was simply a ballet class, was actually something extremely important. I now laugh a lot (in the good 
sense of the word) when I watch those videos, I danced it with the same solemnity with which I 
now do in the Paris Opera or any other great stage in the world. I have always taken all that I do 
very seriously. I think that loving what you do, no matter your age, you’ll always bring great results.  
 
R.– In 2005 you had a severe injury which almost finished your career, how did you recover from 
that? And which role did your mind play during those difficult months?  
 
H.– That is correct. And it was, after the death of my brother Abi (who died as a passenger in a car 
crash), the saddest chapter in my life. It was about a hernia in the L5 disc of my spine, I was 15 at 
the time, and I had to see the best doctors treating the NY Yankees, the Mets, The Philadelphia 
Eagles, and so on. Their diagnosis was terrifying because they all told me that I would need surgery, 



and that I wouldn’t be able to dance again after that. I lay in bed for a whole year. Those were some 
very difficult moments, but I never gave up, I always believed that I could overcome the injury. 
 
Although the diagnosis was surely terrifying, my mind was strong, and I always thought that I could 
overcome it all (I kept calm and worked exhaustively). The rehabilitation process was very painful 
and hard, but I had absolute confidence that everything would be all right and that I could go back 
to dance. I was opposed myself to the operation and was able to overcome that bleak outlook which 
they all told me awaited.   
 
You can only imagine how happy and thankful I live every day. After coming out of that injury, I 
participated in what is the considered the “Ballet Olympics”, which happen every four years in 
Jackson, Mississippi. I won the first and only gold medal which has been awarded to Mexico. Those 
were some very memorable moments because I had just come out my injury.   
 

 
 



R.– Moving from San Francisco to Amsterdam must have been a critical step. Was this the most 
difficult decision in your career? Which sacrifices did you have to make?  
 
H.– It was truly a determining transition in my career. On one hand, I had a very comfortable life 
in San Francisco, on and off the stage. On the other hand, I felt like it wasn’t good for me to be in 
such a comfortable position, I wanted to pursue greater challenges.  
 
I decided to move from San Francisco to Europe. My parents wanted me to stay for another six 
months in the United States because I was about to obtain the permanent residency status, but the 
opportunity to be in the Het Nationale Ballet was awaiting in that moment, so I left. And – once 
again – you have to be brave to achieve your dreams. So, yes, it was a drastic change, but it also 
helped me develop my ability to adapt in many ways. I would work with different choreographers, 
teachers, musicians, artists, and would be in another culture. I adapted to everything without any 
issues. It has been the best decision I’ve made in my life.  
 
R.– What was the potential that you saw in Mexico for the arts when you and your siblings started 
to develop the concept for Despertares [Awakenings]?  
 
Mexico is a very strong and creative country. And it is those two qualities which are ideal to develop 
artistic projects. But even so, ballet hadn’t really come as a massive spectacle to society, there were a 
lot of taboos, and also the idea that ballet was ‘boring’ or ‘just for girls’. I was talking with my Sister 
Emilia one day and asked her, “How can we make people in Mexico like ballet?”. And we said: 
“well, there is a saying which goes ‘love enters through the eyes’, let’s create a ballet spectacle with 
the world’s greatest stars and let love enter through people’s eyes”. That is how the idea was born 
for producing Despertares. It wasn’t easy, but it is gratifying to know that it was not impossible.  
 
Despertares is now the biggest ballet spectacle in the whole world. And this year, for the first time, 
we opened two dates for Mexico City’s National Auditorium, both of which sold out immediately—
The National Auditorium is also the venue which sells the largest amount of tickets every year, 
according to Billboard Magazine. That in itself was without precedent in the history of the dance 
industry in Mexico. I am tremendously happy to know that all of my days’ work has paid off, that 
we were able to make history with those two nights in Mexico, and that every day people perceive 
ballet with more normality in the country.  
 
We managed to awake an interest for this artistic expression in a very special way since the public 
knows that, just as they can go to a concert, to the movies, or to see a play, they can also go around 
the world in a two-hour spectacle, because they are presented with the greatest stars in the world, 
and in several dance expressions: tap, jazz dance, urban dance, live music, and the most exclusive 
choreographic repertoires in the whole world. It was a great dream come true, which also places 
Mexico in a very important spot at a global level. The eyes of the world now look at Mexico through 
shows like Despertares. Even in the industry of international dance, art directors, choreographers and 
dancers regard Despertares like a referent.  
 
It is truly a huge production, which requires large-scale logistics and a very efficient workforce. It is 
a project which has been supported by the Mexican Secretariat of Culture, the National Institute of 



Fine Arts, the Promotion Tourism Board of Mexico, and the private sector. It has been a valuable joint 
effort.  
 
R.– Could you describe the process of bringing the English National Ballet to Mexico?  How do you 
feel about linking such an important Company with your home country? 
 
We represented the English National Ballet through the choreography Playlist, by the prestigious 
choreographer William Forsythe. It is a very unique and innovative work, and I am happy because 
of what we have achieved. I am very interested in that the Mexican public can have access to all of 
that which has been presented in the world’s great stages.  
 

 
 
R.– What message would you share with all of those young people who want to have a future in 
dance?  
 
H.– I would tell them that this is a profession which demands a lot of discipline and mental strength. 
That one has to be brave to fulfill your dreams. But all of that effort, it does turn into satisfaction. 
Mankind cannot afford to lose all of the benefits that come with art, it is important that it continues 
to exist forever. Life, without art, is not a happy life. One needs music, dance, theater, painting, 
different artistic expressions to be a sensitive human being. Art unifies the human species.  
 
R.– What goes through your mind when you are on stage? 
 



H.– Nothing specific really, I enjoy being on the stage and interpreting whatever role that night 
brings. When one masters the technique, it is possible to enjoy an interpretation.  
 
R.– In an interview you mentioned that you enjoy being at home and that you collect vinyl. If you 
were in a desert island, would you pick an album or play to bring with you?  
 

 
 
H.– Music: Etta Jones and Otis Redding. Books: One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel García 
Márquez, and Frankenstein by Mary Shelley.  
 
R.– What does the future hold for you?  
 
H.– I don’t know exactly, but I know what I would like to do. I am working to be able to create the 
Federation of Creative Industries in Mexico. I believe in them and know that they can contribute a 
lot to society and to the country, they are also a strong economic and tourism driver.   
 
R.– Which has been the most beautiful moment in your career?  
 
H.– There have been plenty of them, but I believe that one of the most special ones was when I 
became the main dancer in the Netherlands. Also, now that I have won the Benois de la Danse and 
was able to make history for my country (the prize is considered the ‘Oscar of the Dance Industry”), 
and I have been the firs Mexican to win the award. 


