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CHOREOGRAPHY FOR THE CAMERA: AN HISTORICAL,
CRITICAL, AND EMPIRICAL STUDY

Vana Patrice Carter, M.A.

W estern Michigan University, 1992

This study investigates w hether a dance choreographer’s lack o f knowledge 

o f film, television, or video theory and technology, particularly the capabilities of 

the cam era and montage, restricts choreographic communication via these media.

First, several film and television choreographers w ere surveyed. Second, the 

literature was analyzed to determ ine the evolution o f dance on film and television 

(from the choreographers’ perspective). Third, shooting and editing theories that 

maximize kinesthesis were examined.

T hree prim aiy conclusions were drawn: (1) Historically, choreographers of 

critically acclaimed film or television products seem ed to understand major princi

ples for shooting and montage; (2) choreographers who expanded their knowledge 

of film o r television production theory and technology tended to assume m ore 

control over directing and editing; and (3) most of the surveyed choreographers 

perceived the communicative value of their dances to increase with their increased 

participation in aspects of production other than dance. Five secondary conclu

sions describe desirable conditions for quality dance and film, television, or video 

productions.
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CH A PTER I

IN TRO D U CTIO N

"The D ance is an animate composition in space. Dancing is movement 

m ade significant; technique [is] used to express spiritual content in intelligible 

form" (Armitage, 1969, p. 1).

"The function of dance is communication.... Communication is not m eant 

to tell a story or to project an idea, but to communicate experience by means of 

action and perceived by action" (Armitage, 1969, pp. 83-84).

Early in my performing career, I found myself wondering why a dance was 

shot for film or television from a particular perspective when the dance had not 

been choreographed to be viewed from that perspective. The limitations or per

spective of the cam era seem ed frustrating. Artistic statem ents communicated 

through the choreography were often lost in the transformation of the dance from 

the rehearsal studio to the television set. I blamed the director. I imagined how 

upset the choreographer must have been to see how the television version failed 

to reveal the visual intent of the movement.

Dancers were often upset because they were framed or edited out of scenes. 

Many times the am ount of energy they had put into their dancing was not evident. 

Some dances seem ed to have been "ruined" because of inappropriate filming 

methods or editing. This caused dancers to be disappointed with the finished

1
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product. The director shot what he/she wanted to shoot, and we were not to 

expect the choreographer’s perspective to be shown. I personally settled into the 

notion that "that was just the way things were."

During the rehearsal of my first television special, the director came in, 

giving notes to his assistant while watching us perform  the com plete dance 

routines. The choreographer described the effects of the costumes and the 

spacing. The director came back another day and called cues to his assistant 

while we perform ed the routines. Later, the choreographer told us to perform 

for the studio audience and not to be concerned with the cameras. We were told 

the cam era view would be randomly changing. We were told not to look into the 

camera. W e were not told where the cameras would be. I concluded that the 

choreographer really did not know what was going on. It was no wonder the 

dance scenes seen la ter on television replays were so disappointing to many of us.

Such experiences led me to think that the choreographer either trusted the 

director or that choreographers did not care what happened to the dance once 

it was choreographed. From what I could surmise, choreographers did not stage 

the movements to be filmed in a specific way. It was usually staged to be per

formed in one direction. It was the director who made cam era angle and shot 

decisions.

I questioned how a choreographer could allow any dancer to be cropped out 

of a frame. I t was difficult for me to understand why our intricate footwork was 

ignored in favor of medium close-ups of our upper bodies. I was told by dancers,
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who had been in the business longer than me, that sometimes entire dances did 

not appear in the final version of many feature films, that dance sequences are 

often left on the cutting room floor.

The stage choreographer has quite a bit of control over the final form in 

which the dance is presented. The dance is choreographed for the proscenium 

arch. The view of the work is from one angle, that beyond the proscenium wall. 

The choreographer stages the work with that single factor in mind. Theatrical 

stage or concert ctage choreography was created for a clearly defined point of 

view.

Fresh out of college, I could not understand why such artists compromised 

their work. Was it solely for the money they were able to earn? Fortunately, I 

began to work for choreographers who were also directors, and other choreogra

phers who appeared to work closely with directors. These choreographers were 

active in the production process. They provided the dancers direction for the 

camera. One choreographer even videotaped rehearsals. O thers choreographed 

in segments to allow for editing. Some knew ahead of time where the cameras 

would be and when the view would be switched from one cam era to another. 

They were, therefore, able to help us rehearse with an awareness of the position 

of the cam era prior to shooting the dance. Because these choreographers had 

directing abilities, in time, I could almost envision the end product. I admired 

those with perceptions of the whole as well as parts of the production.

I was fortunate enough to have worked with a couple of choreographers
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who directed and choreographed good dances for film and television. W hether 

o r not they had formal training or a technical background in film or television 

production, I did not know. I postulated that m ore production knowledge could 

be the answer to improving the aesthetic communication of dance on film or 

television.

Each choreographer handled his or her role differently. Many found it 

necessary to make suggestions to the director in order to present parts of the 

dance in a certain way. Others were m ore reluctant. Some w ere not given the 

opportunity to make suggestions. The experienced television choreographers had 

learned to choreograph movement that was visually effective from several angles. 

O ften movements were changed or adjusted during shooting when the selected 

cam era angle did not com plement the choreography. Still, I found it hard to 

understand how or why choreographers would create dances and then risk allow

ing their work to be changed by those insensitive to dance. Later, I began to 

perceive these artists as victims, as opposed to my earlier perception of them as, 

m ore or less, apathetic sellouts. They were individuals with a sense of artistic 

integrity, but for the most part, they seemed to lack film or television skills, 

resources, o r political savvy. I observed that the choreographers, who were able 

to direct or collaborate with a director, either knew m ore about the media or they 

knew the right director who asked their advice.

It was not until after I had personally choreographed for television that I 

truly began to understand the value of technical knowledge. In the commercial
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film and television industry, dances were learned and rehearsed in a very short 

period of time and shot as quickly as possible.

Could it be that some film and television choreographers were unable to 

communicate fully their ideas because of what they did not know about the p ro

duction process? It was at this point that I began to search beyond my personal 

experiences and observations. I knew that all dance on film and television was 

not miscommunicated. As my understanding of the production process increased, 

so did my curiosity.

My desire to help preserve the artistic value of an original choreographic 

idea forced m e to want to examine the involvement of the choreographer in the 

film and television production process, and to examine production practices. It 

became im portant to m e to find out how past choreographers were able to p ro

duce quality work. In addition, investigating today’s film and television choreog

raphers’ means of bringing their vision of dance to life appeared to be a way to 

determ ine how things had evolved.

My concerns were the impetus for this study and led me to propose the fol

lowing statem ent of the problem.

Statem ent of the Problem

A  dance choreographer’s lack of knowledge of film, television, or video 

theory and technology, particularly the capabilities of the cam era and montage, 

restricts choreographic communication via the film, television, or video medium.
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In order to  focus on this problem, I set about to answer the following 

questions:

1. W hat has characterized, historically, the relationship between the chore

ographer and the film and television production process?

2. W hat shooting and editing theories would most benefit the film and tele

vision choreographer?

3. W hat encompasses today’s choreographers’ perceptions and knowledge 

regarding film, television, and/or video production process for dance?

Definitions

The following definitions serve to  clarify the use of certain term s throughout 

this thesis.

C horeographer: The composer, arranger, and director of dance movement.

Collaboration: W hen television/film workers work jointly and the responsi

bility for decisions is divided.

Continuity: Matching the precise relationship of tim e and/or space from 

one shot to the next.

D ance: (a) To move the body rhythmically, and (b) any ordered or random 

succession of movements.

D irector: One who directs the talent and is responsible for developing the 

look and sound of the film or videotape.

Dynamic articulation: An edit where (a) one o f the two shots displays a
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moving cam era o r subject/object, (b) both shots display movement, and (c) the 

speed of movement varies because of the cam era’s distance to the subject/object 

from one shot to the other.

Editing: The selection a n i  assembly o f shots in a logical sequence.

F/T/V & D : This acronym will be utilized throughout this docum ent to 

abbreviate the phrase Film/Television/Video and Dance, which refers, collectively, 

to  any dance and film product, dance and television product, dance and video 

product, dance and film and television product, or dance and video and television 

product.

Kinesthesia: The sensation of bodily tension or movement perceived

through nerve ends in the muscles, tendons, and joints.

Perm utation: The arrangem ent of subjects/objects, or the perspective of the 

arrangem ent of subjects/objects in a shot.

Static articulation: An edit from one static shot of static subjects/objects to 

another shot of static subjects/objects.

Three stages of film and television production: (1) Pre-production/

p repara tion -the  phase of production when planning, budgeting, financing, sche

duling, scripting, organizing and rehearsing are accomplished; (2) production/ 

shooting-the phase of production when the images and sounds are inscribed on 

the film or videotape; and (3) post-production/assem bly-the phase of production 

when various shots and sounds are assembled, and the final product is distributed.
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Preview

The rem ainder of this thesis contains an identification of the research 

methodologies in Chapter II. Chapter III presents the findings of the research 

conducted, including a summary of: (a) the historical relationship between the 

choreographer and the film and television production process; (b) the theoretical 

information that would most benefit the film and television choreographer; and 

(c) the results of a field survey administered to present-day choreographers. 

Finally, Chapter IV  summarizes the thesis with a qualitative analysis of the 

research findings. Chapter IV  ends with specific recom mendations regarding 

choreography for the camera.
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CH A PTER II

M ETHODS

This chapter addresses the methodology used to investigate the statem ent 

of the problem  presented in C hapter I. Two research procedures w ere used in 

this study. First, an historical and critical review of the literature was conducted. 

This review was done to characterize the relationship between the choreographer 

and the film and television production process, and to analyze theories on film 

and video that would most benefit the choreographer. The historical and critical 

review addressed questions 1 and 2 of the problem statem ent. Second, a survey 

was given to working choreographers to assess their attitudes and knowledge 

regarding film/television/video and dance (F/T/V & D) products. The field survey 

was conducted to analyze question 3 of the problem  statement.

The historical/critical analysis identified the roles of the choreographers as 

well as the film, television, or video methods most successfully utilized. The sur

vey m ethod attem pted to identify: (a) what today’s choreographers know about 

film and television production, (b) how they work in these media, and (c) what 

their perceptions are regarding the use of the film/video m edia for dance.

Procedures

The researcher reviewed and analyzed the literature, designed a

9
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questionnaire, tested the questionnaire in a pilot study, adm inistered the question

naire, and analyzed the data.

The Review Process

The early stages of this research project involved a review and analysis of 

the dance, film, and television literature. Six criteria were used to select the 

literature for review. To be reviewed, the literature had to deal with:

1. Choreographic methods and theories for choreographing original dance 

for film and/or television;

2. Choreographic methods and theories for adapting dance, originally chor

eographed for the proscenium arch, for film and/or television;

3. Film and television/video directing and editing m ethods and theories for 

dance;

4. Basic cam era direction theories or techniques;

5. Basic film/television theories or techniques; and

6. Basic film and television/video aesthetics, methods, and theories used to 

enhance the movement of subjects/objects and gestures.

The analysis synthesized the theories and methods applied to (and those 

potentially applicable for) choreographing, directing, and editing dance for the 

film, television, or video media.

The first step in the literature review process was to review thesis and disser

tation abstracts. Five sources w ere sought through the Inter-Library Loan system.
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These sources w ere abandoned because they failed to m eet the review criteria. 

Next, film and television magazines and journals were reviewed. These sources 

contained some information that m et the review criteria. D ance magazines, 

books, journals, and film and television books supplied the bulk of information 

reviewed for this thesis.

Interestingly, there were two columns that appeared monthly in Dance 

Magazine which covered dance on film and television, but inform ation regarding 

the choreographing process or the filming and/or videotaping production process 

was deficient. "Dance in the Movies" (Knight, 1958, 1960) appeared in Dance 

Magazine until the mid-1960s. "On Television" by A nn Barzel appeared in D ance 

Magazine from 1950 to 1960. Both Knight’s and Barzel’s monthly accounts of the 

num erous dance sequences in the media during that time rarely critiqued the 

quality of the whole film/dance or the television/dance product.

An article by Allegra Fuller Snyder (1965) entitled "Three Kinds of Dance 

Film" m et the review criteria and provided thorough and critical views of F/T/V 

& D. This piece provided the study with a wealth o f information.

T here was a limited num ber of books under the topic of dance that provided 

a perspective of choreography for the camera. Several books m ade m ention of 

dance in the Hollywood musicals; however, such sources failed to m eet the review 

criteria. R obert Coe (1985) in Dance in America provided short descriptions of 

some filming and choreographing processes employed for dance adaptations for 

the film medium. C oe’s book, Dance in America (1985), and D ance in the
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