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For my distinction project I looked at how contemporary dance can exist in a space where 

commercial dance styles are more typically utilized. As a dancer who hopes to pursue a 

professional career in both commercial and concert dance fields, I am interested in how these 

two understandings of dance have begun to merge and how I as a future professional in the field 

can continue to blur the line. In my experience training for both a concert dance and commercial 

dance career, I have realized not all dancers see the validity in commercial dance as much as 

concert forms. With this project my goal is to challenge the audience’s ideas of dance as art 

versus dance for entertainment. In order to challenge my own preconceived notions of 

commercial dance, I chose to create a music video that uses contemporary dance as kinesthetic 

support. As a choreographer I am using a form that is more typically seen onstage as “art” and 

putting it in a commercial context where dance is sometimes seen as “entertainment.” I 

challenged myself to question my initial choreographic impulses because although I was creating 

a music video, I did not want my movement to reflect commercial dance styles like jazz and hip 

hop. Along with this choreographic exploration, I was also able to experience the challenge that 

is producing a music video. For this project I was choreographer, director, camera operator, 

editor, rehearsal organizer, and communications manager, all on my own. Taking this on alone 

was important for me because in this process, my goal was to develop the skills I have been 

working on as a Video Arts minor at Ohio State. Filmmaking is another passion of mine that I 

plan to pursue after graduation. As a dancer, I want to work in the dance film realm as well as 

commercial projects that involve movement to some degree, like most music videos. This project 

demanded a lot of research as to what equipment to use, how to obtain music rights, how to 

create a contract for dancers, how to market yourself as a filmmaker, etc. I would say my project 

falls into the category of exploratory research being that I started out with a very broad question 
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of “how can contemporary dance exist in commercial spaces?” and instead of searching for a 

solid conclusion or answer, I let this question spark creativity and encourage artistic discovery.  

Throughout this process I learned a lot about how I see myself as an artist and what kind 

of career I want to pursue post-graduation. Going into this project one of the main ways I chose 

to challenge myself as a choreographer, was to highlight the artist. I wanted the movement to 

support the video not be the main attraction. I have come to the realization that this style of 

choreography is not as rewarding. I believe dance films are much more rewarding as a 

choreographer because the movement and dancers are centered. With that being said, I have not 

completely given up on music videos, instead I see this as an opportunity for me as a new artist 

entering the field to challenge what it means to make a music video and take a more dance 

centered approach. This is already happening with some Indie bands like Half Alive. JA 

Collective’s choreography for this band has really inspired me and is a clear example of what I 

want to see more of.  

Another huge part of this project was learning how to communicate properly and 

professionally. In order to make this video possible I needed music rights, dancers, and a shoot 

location. All these necessities required me to send emails, speak on the phone, and meet in 

person. Getting music rights was at the top of my list when beginning this project. I had to reach 

out to multiple Columbus artists in the area to gauge interest and availability. When I finally 

received confirmation from Ghost Soul Band that they were interested in participating in this 

project, I had to begin email conversations with their management team. I had to practice writing 

clear and concise emails that made me likable but also exemplified professionalism. Similarly, 

when scouting for a shoot location, I had to make sure the toy shop we would be shooting much 

of the video in front of, was okay with me using their doorway. When I visited, I left a note for 
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the owner with my contact information and short description of the project. We later talked on 

the phone and agreed on a scheduled time I was able to shoot. I also had to learn to run a 

professional rehearsal. I made a contract before we even started stating that we would start and 

end rehearsals on time, the dancers only needed to commit through a certain date, and they 

would be reimbursed for gas expenses driving to and from the shoot location. I had to make sure 

I was fully prepared for each rehearsal and although I was working with friends, I needed to hold 

them accountable for knowing the material and being present in rehearsals. Knowing when it is 

appropriate to be casual and when I need to act professional is something I had to gauge 

throughout this whole project, and I can see this continuing on as I find myself directing or 

working in projects where I have personal connections with the other people involved.  

Going into this project I was determined to create strictly “contemporary” choreography. 

In an attempt to do this, I did not choreograph to the music. Instead, I created phrases in silence 

and then morphed it to fit the musicality of the song. I thought if I created movement in silence, I 

would not be tempted to incorporate jazz or more “commercial” like styles. In the end, I realized 

that “contemporary” has become such a fusion of dance styles. When creating contemporary 

movement through my body, it is inevitable that I incorporate elements of jazz, hip-hop, and 

ballet etc. I am someone who has trained in a wide range of styles, so when I am improvising or 

choreographing these styles that live in my body are bound to come out. I decided to embrace 

this rather than scrap the material and start over. So, while I intended to choreograph using 

strictly “contemporary” movement vocabulary, I think the end product demonstrates just how 

blurred the line has become between concert and commercial styles of dance. Contemporary 

dance itself is already a blend of jazz, modern, and ballet so defining what movement fit the goal 

of my research project was difficult. 
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 This research project solidified that opinion I had that something can be art but also 

entertainment. While music videos are considered part of the music and entertainment industry, 

there is art to every aspect of the production process. To begin planning the shoot, I needed to 

storyboard the video first. This required hours of listening to the music over and over, visualizing 

each shot in my mind. I then had to take what I envisioned and somehow draw it out shot by 

shot, so I knew what I was filming and how I was filming it. Then it came time for 

choreography. This is where I feel some dancers do not see the validity in choreography for 

commercial projects. While the process of making may not be the same when choreographing for 

a concert stage, the choreographer still needs to be creative and innovative. Both concert and 

commercial dance are just steps strung together, whether it took one day to choreograph and set 

or one year. Whether it is to a well-known pop song or silence, a choreographer had to take the 

time to come up with a concept and place bodies in space in a way that is unique to their creative 

vision. This is art. I have been asking the question of what makes something “art” since my first 

year of college as I struggled with the decision of whether to pursue concert or commercial 

dance. I was questioning why one seemed to be valued over the other. Through this project I 

think I have been able to answer it for myself. Art is not up to the viewer to decide. It is up to the 

maker. If you consider your work art, then that is what it is. It should not matter what it looks 

like, how it was made, or who views it. I would consider what I created to be art but also 

entertainment. Considering something entertainment does not diminish the creative component 

of the project.  

 While there were many discoveries throughout this process, one last major takeaway I 

had was adaptability. Taking on as many roles as I did, there were many instances where I had to 

adjust quickly and either change the direction of the project or finish out what I envisioned to the 
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best of my ability no matter the circumstances. One huge moment of adaptability came early in 

the process. Ghost Soul Band, the group whose music I was using and who had expressed 

interest in being featured in the music video, could no longer participate. Thankfully, they 

continued to let me use the music free of charge, but because this project explored what was 

possible in a music video, I wanted an “artist” that I could shoot singing the song and that I could 

frame through dance choreography. With no time to find a new band and go through the process 

of music rights and coming up with a new concept, I decided I would find a stand-in dancer or 

actor to lip sync in the video. Because there was not a lot of time and I did not know many male 

dancers in the department at the time, I took a chance on a dancer in a club I was in. I was told he 

did musical theater so I thought he would be perfect. I felt he had the look I was going for and I 

knew he had rhythm since he not only danced, but also made music himself. Unfortunately, once 

the day of the shoot came around many things including the weather, did not go as planned. The 

dancer I had chosen to stand in for the artist, did not know the lyrics well and had obviously not 

practiced the dance steps I had given him. He had come to a few rehearsals, I made sure of that, 

but with masks on I could not tell he did not know the lyrics. Since the shot list and storyboard 

asked for many closeups, I had to adapt to the situation. In the moment, I chose to cut as many 

close ups as I could and cut out any choreography he did not know. The rest of the dancers were 

very helpful while all of this was going on, and even with unplanned rain everyone stayed 

positive and were prepared enough that the shoot went rather quickly. I think I can safely say that 

adaptability will be a skill I continue to utilize as a professional dancer, choreographer, and 

videographer. In the future, I will likely have more resources that might make those adjustments 

less complicated, but I will still need to be flexible in my expectations and creative vision.  
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 Thinking about future projects, there are a few mistakes I made while working on this 

music video that I would not want to make again. One mistake I made was not doing a test run 

with the equipment I rented earlier in the process. I had both a DSLR camera and a gimbal 

already, but for this project I wanted to rent handles for my gimbal and a video monitor that 

connected to my camera. The video monitor is helpful because it gives you a bigger screen to 

refer to when checking framing and focus. I took my equipment into Midwest Photo as soon as I 

could and picked out a monitor and handles that they said would work well with my camera. I set 

a time to pick them up, a day or so before my shoot and that was it. When I picked up the rented 

equipment, I took it home and set it all up only to realize that the cord they gave me for the video 

monitor was too thick and would not work with my gimbal. As soon as they opened the next day, 

I went in with hopes of getting a new cord but every cord we tried got in the way of the gimbal 

motor. Due to this, I was unable to use a monitor for my shoot and later in editing I found that 

some of the shots did not come out as clear as I would have wanted. No mistake was as drastic as 

that one, but not coming up with a backup date to shoot in case there was rain might have been a 

good idea. I also forgot to bring a speaker on the day of the shoot and with the rain, it made it 

very hard for the dancers to hear the music off my phone. In these instances, I tried to refrain 

from getting down on myself because I realized that I took on a lot doing this project by myself 

and that mistakes like this were bound to happen. I just had to adjust and continue working as 

best I could.  

 As the final portion of this reflection, I thought it would be important to include an 

analysis of my final product. I will be analyzing the music video by the effectiveness of shot 

angle, camera movement, editing, storyline as well as the dance choreography. Starting out with 

the circle slowly filling the frame and revealing the environment and dancers, this gives the 
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impression that I am about to see a story unfold. It opens up this portal to an alternate reality. 

Then, we see the man walk into frame with an apron on. Based on his facial expressions, he does 

not seem very thrilled to be getting off work. In contrast to his emotions, the dancers in the 

background are in brightly colored outfits and are dancing in a lively manner with jumps and 

turns. The close-up shot of the man singing in the car mixed with quick shots of previous clips 

signifies reflection, like we are getting a glimpse into his mind. The quick switch between the 

shot of the man lying down to the one of him sitting up in bed demonstrates the passing of time 

and the corresponding lyrics “another day” signifies it being the next day.  The repeated shots 

and choreography paired with the changing of clothing is used again to show the passing of time 

and emphasizes the fact that every day is the same for the actor. The close-up shot where the 

actor stares straight into the camera singing the lines gives intense urgent energy. The original 

intent of this shot was to capture the actor having an epiphany or realization about life. There is 

then a moment with the apron where the dancers are trying to take it from him. I think at this 

moment it is clear the dancers are trying to tell him something or disrupt the routine he has found 

himself in. Whether the dancers represent the voices in his own mind, or an outside force 

pushing him in a certain direction, they are important in illustrating the possibility for brightness, 

spontaneity, and joy. The short tracking shot towards the end, while the actor holds his apron 

demonstrates a moment of decision making. Similar to earlier in the video, a quick clip of 

previous shots are strung together which can represent reflection of the past. The last scene is 

dramatic as the actor throws the apron and walks out into the street, the camera follows close and 

then opens up into a wide shot. The use of the wide shot that for the first time captures all the 

dancers fully gives the feeling of freedom. The actor, instead of being manipulated by the 

dancers to move, is actually dancing himself. They run off up the street as the camera pans away. 
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The use of the circle frame again, this time slowly bringing the screen to black, provides a 

feeling of closure, like a story coming to an end.  

One reason for taking on this research project was because I think it is important for 

dancers to be well rounded and equipped for any job opportunity that may come their way, and 

after speaking to my dancers about their experience within the project, they feel similarly. This 

project gave dancers who may have never done choreography for camera before or have never 

been a part of a commercial dance gig, the chance to experience it and know what to expect. I 

have had opportunities like before coming to college so I know how beneficial it can be. Another 

reason was because it incorporates everything, I am passionate about and want to pursue. 

Performance, choreography, and filmmaking are all areas I have had the chance to gain a better 

understanding of and how I situate myself in all three fields. While this may not have been a 

typical research project, I took time and creative energy to explore the questions I had around the 

possibilities of incorporating contemporary dance that is typically seen onstage, into a music 

video. It was not easy, but I am so proud of everyone that worked on this with me, and I cannot 

wait to see how this project informs future choreographic, filmic, or performance-based 

endeavors. 

 
 


