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At just 28 and 33 years old, Gray Stoner
and Ashleigh Whitworth traded their pointe
shoes for high heels in buying storied
Marietta Square dance company

In the summer of 2019, friends and co-workers
Ashleigh Whitworth and Gray Stoner took a trip to Stoner’s
family beach condominium relishing a vacation from their
roles as artistic director and assistant artistic director of the
Georgia Metropolitan Dance Theater.

Well, not relishing it, entirely.

That fateful trip sealed the deal for the students-
turned-colleagues-turned-friends to have an honest and
life-changing discussion about their next career moves.

“We were in the ocean and just chatting and we knew
the owners of GMDT and the studio (Georgia Dance
Conservatory) were probably ready to retire and likely sell,”

Stoner said. “They, Billy and Lisa Toups, had owned studios
for over 40 years in different areas, so they were ready, and
we were ready, having grown up at GMDT and GDC and
now loving what we were doing in our roles. So it just
seemed like good timing and we decided then that, if they
decided to sell, we wanted to buy”

And so they did.

In August 2019, Stoner and Whitworth became the
official owners of both GMDT and GDC, located in the
nearly 9,000-square-foot historic building at the corner of
Mill Street and West Park Square on the Marietta Square.

The two organizations are separate but still very much
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intertwined. GMDT is the professional company side of the
duo’s ownership, the side that puts on productions and operates
as a nonprofit. GDC is the studio side, or the “school” side,
which is for profit and currently trains nearly 260 students,
something Stoner said she and Whitworth are very proud of,
given the effects of the pandemic.

The duo is especially proud to own something they grew up
loving so much, and spent so much time with as budding
dancers. Stoner and Whitworth both started at what was then
called Ruth Mitchell Dance Theatre when they were seven,
though Stoner is about 4.5 years younger than Whitworth.
Stoner was even of Whitworth’s students when Stoner was in
sixth grade, calling her now-business partner “the cool, hip
teacher”

Both Stoner and Whitworth pursued dance after their
high school graduations from The Walker School and
Sprayberry High School, respectively, with Stoner earning a Gray working with her
degree in dance from the University of Arizona in 2015 and 7th graders in Contemporary
Whitworth earning a degree in dance from the University of
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Both Stoner and
Whitworth had dreams
of becoming professional
dancers and both spent
some time pursuing that
dream, until they were
eventually called back to
the place they once
called home.

Ash and Gray on first day
of classes in Aug 2020
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Above: Ash directing Battle Scene of Nutcracker

the Arts in Philadelphia in 2011.

Both had dreams of becoming professional
dancers and both spent some time pursuing that
dream, until they were eventually called back to the
place they once called home.

“We’ve both always been in leadership positions
here,” Whitworth explained. “It has been both of our
dreams to come back and own a dance studio. I think
we both thought it would happen later in our careers,
but it happened when we were pretty young. But the
opportunity presented itself and both she and I were
interested in what’s the next step for our careers,
longevity-wise. It’s a lot - you wear a lot of hats. You
do admin, you do customer service, youre a dance
teacher, you're a therapist, youre a cheerleader, a
problem solver, a firefighter...but we love it, and we
work extremely well together”

Stoner said their studio’s model is unique in the
area as they offer all forms of dance to all of their
students, and encourage them to step out of their
normal dance styles to condition different muscles
and expand their artistic abilities.

Teaching dance during a pandemic, though -
something that is nearly impossible to do right



Top: Ash and Gray at Halloween 2020
Bottom: Ash and Gray after DWTS 2019

virtually - has been a challenge. But the students
persevered and most are back to in-person classes,
with strict safety measures put in place, such as being
required to wear face masks throughout their
interactions and classes.

“I could just see on Zoom that our kids were not
okay;” Stoner said. “Especially our teenagers. They
were not okay. So you can just tell that when they’re
here, they are here and they’re loving every minute of
it. It’s like they have a new appreciation for it and
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1st Senior Communities Vaccinated in
Greater Atlanta, Christmas Eve:
2nd Doses in January

“What an awesome Christmas present...getting the
vaccine was one of best gifts I ever got. It took so much
pressure off me. Thank you Sterling for everything
you have done to keep us happy and safe.” Jerry D.

“Vaccinating 400 people on Christmas Eve should be
celebrated as a huge milestone...Sterling should be
super proud of the success you have had protecting
the residents and staff. We look forward to receiving
our second vaccination and many wonderful, happy,
safe and healthy years at Sterling.” Dee & Hart W.
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Left: Gray teaching on Zoom. This day the theme was 80s
jazzercise in her contemporary class

Top: Pre-Primary Online Student

when they could step away from their home office and
get in a studio and dance, it just meant so much?”

Another aspect of their operations is fundraising,
which Stoner said they expected to take a huge hit, but
the community has really stepped up to help them raise
even more than they were expecting, to keep them
going. One of their biggest fundraisers of the year is
always the Marietta Dancing With the Stars, which
raises on average $45,000 each year. The 2020 Dancing
With the Stars took place on Feb. 1 last year, so they
were able to operate as usual, but this year’s date has yet
to be determined.

Still, the young owners have hope that their
students can perform to live audiences once again in the
near future, and are thankful everyday that they get to
live their dreams through their jobs.

“Owning this and being involved in dances is a
passion and there’s this sense of freedom that it gives me
personally that I don’t get anywhere else,” Stoner said. “I
think a lot of dancers will tell you that they didn’t choose
dance, dance chose them, and Ashleigh and I certainly
feel that way. I just feel at peace and at home whenever
I'm involved with anything dance, so to live in that
everyday with Ashleigh is just a dream.” =





