
Rebel.Rebel

B Y A U S T I N  R I P M A S T E R

In April I was in Paris buying a ballet kit for my eight-year-old. We went to

Fame, La Maison de la Danse, in Montparnasse, a stone’s throw from Le Bon

Marché and the librairies where CE1 students buy their Clairefontaines in

août. That address matters. This is not luxury Paris and it is not tourist Paris.

It is the Left Bank of utility and lifestyle, the Paris where Parisians buy the

things their lives actually require. A dance house does not sit in that

geography by accident.

The saleswoman treated the purchase the way the street treats a school list: as

equipment for a serious pursuit. Careful, delicate choices, made for a body

that would be asked to do brutal work. Nobody performed enthusiasm.

Nobody sold a dream. The kit was fitted like it mattered, because it did.

I have been an athlete my whole life. I spent half my career inside Nike and

Adidas. I have watched a thousand brands try to manufacture what I was
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looking at across that counter: a standard so installed, so early, that an eight-

year-old is served as an athlete because the discipline says she is one.

That afternoon is why I read yesterday’s announcement, Athleta partnering

with the San Francisco Ballet, differently than the category will.

The quiet crisis under the matching set

Athleisure has spent fifteen years borrowing one aura: yoga’s. And yoga

earned it honestly, once. It arrived in America as counterculture, a practice, a

discipline, a door most people hadn’t walked through. Scarcity did the

conferring.

Then it got franchised into every strip mall in the country, and ubiquity taxed

the aura down to zero. When every gym, every brand, and every studio offers

the same practice at drop-in

prices, the practice stops conferring anything. The leggings kept selling; the

meaning stopped shipping with them. That is the quiet crisis under the entire

matching-set economy, and every operator in the category knows it even if

nobody puts it in a deck.

Ballet cannot be taxed that way, for a structural reason: the standard is visible

in the body. Every woman in Athleta’s audience knows exactly how difficult

those positions are. Many tried it. Most quit it. All of them remember. The

recognition of difficulty is already installed in the customer, no campaign

required. Pointe work cannot be faked, scaled, or offered as a thirty-minute

class at the mall. The San Francisco Ballet holds a standard the way

institutions hold standards, and the jurisdiction of that standard starts very

early. It starts, in fact, at a counter in Montparnasse, in April, at age eight.

Name the mechanism plainly. Ballet is one of the last consumer-facing

institutions whose standard remains entirely internal. It does not get easier

because demand rises. It does not expand because more people buy leggings.



The body reaches the standard or it does not. That indifference to the market

is precisely what gives the institution its value in the market.

Most athleisure sells looking like you move. Standing next to an unfakeable

standard is a different business entirely.

The hostile reader objects here, and should: ballet has been franchised. It’s

called barre. A whole method built from ballet-lite gestures, tone, strength,

community, scaled into every second-floor studio in America, Pilates running

the parallel track. But look at what survived the scaling: the gesture, not the

standard. No pointe. No pipeline. No jurisdiction. To succeed as businesses,

ballet’s own descendants had to abandon ballet’s grammar and adopt group

fitness’s, where they converged with yoga into the same sloppy set. Nothing

wrong with any of it. But it is the strip-mall tax demonstrated on the

discipline’s own bloodline: the parts of ballet that could be franchised turned

into something else the moment they were, and the part that couldn’t is the

only part worth standing next to. Barre is not the refutation of this argument.

Barre is the control group.

The move was made before. That is the point.

Here is where the category will get the story wrong. This is not the first

institutional ballet play. Puma became the official activewear partner of New

York City Ballet in 2016, a multiyear deal, all ranks of the company dressed,

dancers in the campaigns. The structure of yesterday’s announcement existed

a decade ago.

So why did it confer nothing?

Because it was the right move made by the wrong brand for the wrong

reason. I was in house at Adidas at the time, and from inside the buildings the

deal never read as a culture



partnership. It read as a piece on a city board, a bid for New York, wearing a

leotard, made while Adidas organized the city block by block and Nike

papered it at scale. Puma had no standing claim to women’s movement and

no mandate the partnership completed, and the customer had no way to read

the move as doctrine: the market still believed yoga could carry the category,

so ballet looked ornamental rather than structural. The deal priced as

sponsorship. A partnership entered for territory cannot confer discipline.

Then the sharper knife, and it lives under the same roof. GapFit ran ballet

dancers through its campaigns in the same era, the aesthetic borrowed for a

season and returned. Gap is Athleta’s parent company. The parent rented the

silhouette; the daughter is standing under the standard. One corporate family,

ten years apart: the dupe page and the authored page, bound in the same

house. The house learned.

You’re not wrong, you’re early. That is Puma’s epitaph in this story, and it is

not an insult. The read was correct in 2016. The conditions were not. Yoga’s

aura had not yet finished franchising out; the category still had meaning left

to spend; the customer had not yet been trained by a decade of matching sets

to distrust the borrowed version. A precedent that failed to matter is the proof

that the argument alone was never enough. Timing is the rest of the

argument.

What changed in the ten years

The category did not change because ballet became fashionable. It changed

because the borrowed substitutes finally exhausted themselves. Yoga could

no longer confer. Barre could imitate but not inherit. Matching sets flattened

into wallpaper. And the customer changed with the room: this generation met

ballet through the training footage and the broken-in shoes, not the tutu, so

she arrives pre-educated in the difficulty. Which left one scarce asset in the

category: a standard everyone already recognized. Puma stood next to it

before anyone needed it. Athleta is doing it after. Same move, different price.



The test, and the position

The fork is simple: a vibes play on a crowded 2x2, or a position-led move of

real sophistication. My read, staked here and dated: position-led. Not because

of the copy, the copy is boilerplate, and says nothing the category hasn’t said

about yoga for fifteen years. Because of the choice. Athleta did not run

dancers through a campaign, which its own parent already tried and which

costs nothing. It bought the expensive, slow, auditable version of the move,

with a mandate for women’s movement that actually completes it, at the

exact moment the borrowed alternative stopped conferring anything. Vibes

buyers do not buy the version that can be audited.

The counter in Montparnasse was not selling a dream. It was fitting

equipment to a body that would be asked to do brutal work, and it did that for

an eight-year-old because the discipline does not know how to do it any other

way.

That is the thing Athleta just bought access to. Not dancers. Not a look. A

room where nobody has to be convinced the child is an athlete.

The rest is delivery.

R E C O R D

Athleta × San Francisco Ballet partnership: announced 5 August 2026. Athleta
becomes official athletic apparel partner, outfitting dancers and producing joint content

with principal dancers Madeline Woo and Nikisha Fogo. The partnership supports SF
Ballet's Swanson Community Scholarship Fund, which provides roughly 100 local
elementary students with no-cost, year-round training, and funds no-cost quarterly

dance workshops for Bay Area women and girls. Financial terms and duration not
disclosed.

Puma × New York City Ballet: official activewear partner, announced June 2016;
multiyear deal, all ranks of the company dressed, dancers featured in campaigns.



Under Armour × Misty Copeland, “I Will What I Want”: 2014. The individual-athlete
precursor to the institutional move.

GapFit campaigns featuring ballet dancers: 2017 era. Gap Inc. is Athleta’s parent

company.

Adidas key-city strategy: publicly stated in the 2015–2020 strategic period; New York

named among the key cities. The in-house read of the Puma deal is the author’s
testimony from that period, offered as such.

Fame, La Maison de la Danse, Montparnasse: 99 rue de Rennes, 75006 Paris. Visited
April 2026. A short walk from Le Bon Marché.

Position staked: position-led, not vibes. Review dates on file, first collection drop
(studio floor), August 2027 (pipeline funding), August 2028 (renewal). Corrections, if

the record demands them, will be entered into this text and dated.

Austin Ripmaster is the founder of Rebel.Rebel. He has held senior brand

and creative roles at Nike, adidas and Lucchese.

The plate edition

Set as a designed document in the house system.

Free, no email, no gate.

D O W N L O A D  T H E  P D F

The letters are free. The record is the point.

Subscribe at letters.thisisrebelrebel.com

http://localhost:8123/pdfs/the-standard-at-the-counter.pdf
https://letters.thisisrebelrebel.com/

