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Evolving Through Dance

I have considered myself a dancer for the majority of my life; it has always been a role that I treasure. When I began dancing in the sixth grade, I was totally unfamiliar with technique and alignment of my body, but I felt like a bird might when it begins to fly: awkward but as if I had been born to do this all along. There has never been another point in my life where I felt so sure that I was stepping into a role that I was destined to fulfill. To this day, dance is a burning passion that feels makes me overjoyed and full. Before coming to Columbia College in the fall of 2007, I had encountered several dance forms taught by a variety of teachers; I thought I was filled to the brim with dance knowledge. This assumption also turned out to be a mistake. In the short time that I have been here, I have been submersed in knowledge of dance. Though learning about the evolution of dance as an art form, I have grown substantially as a dancer, finding myself changing my perceptions of dance, defining my personal aesthetic, and discovering my motivations for dancing to name a few. Throughout this semester, I have made several transitions in my life as a person and especially as an artist. I have found out that the more that I learn, the more I realize that I didn’t know and how much there is still left to experience. 

Like many young American girls, I have taken dance classes in a private studio and public school. Classes in these areas have been very limited to traditional ballet technique and rehearsal. Each year at the studio that I studied at, we participated in dance competitions around the southeast. We also performed at an annual recital to showcase the choreographed routines that we had practiced that year. I guess you could say that my experience in choreographed rituals was very much like that other dancers around the country. It wasn’t until I traveled to Kenya in the summer of 2006, that I was truly exposed to choreography and rituals that were beyond the realms of ballet and jazz. While I was there I had the exciting and unique opportunity to participate in a Masai tribal ritual. The ritual was traditionally intended for boys as a rite of passage into manhood. It takes place after a ritual killing of a male lion in which the men of the tribe accompany the boy to the savannah and watch while the boy spears the lion in the mouth. Sounds pretty intimidating, huh? In the dance, the men jump up and down while accompanying the movement with vocal chants. The objective is to commemorate the man that has passed through to the next stage in his life and also to showcase physical skill as the men attempt to outdo one another in jumping. In the future, I would like to have the opportunity to participate in several other styles of cultural choreography. Like the dances of the Japanese and French courts and the celebration of the Ghana tribe, all choreography has a designated purpose to convey. It is truly one of the most exhilarating experiences imaginable to participate in such an intimate component of a people’s society. There is also no comparable feeling to the one felt on the stage; thousands of minutes condensed into a single, spectacular moment in time. I can only hope that I have the chance to engage in such an astounding occasion again in my lifetime. 


In my lifetime I have been exposed to countless people, ideas, things, and places, but nothing affects me like the art of dance. When dance first stumbled into my life, I felt an awakening of my senses, emotions, and ideas. It was as though my very core had begun to surface through the raw intensity of movement. This is my first recollection of being aware of my essence as a human being and of the components of my soul that make me a unique individual. It seems strange that an inanimate and inexplicable force such as dance could have such a drastic impact on my life and, ultimately, my identity. I remember a quote that states that we are shaped by what we love. If this is true, which I believe it is, then my personality is certainly shaped by my profound love for dance. 

Since the day that I enrolled in a beginner technique class in January of 2000, I can honestly say (as cliché as it sounds) that my life has not been the same. As a young girl in the second semester of sixth grade, I was at the height of my awkward stage. I had a body that still bore the terrible burden of “baby fat” and was enormously timid in new situations. I went into dance that first day as an emotional wreck; I didn’t know anyone and I stood out like a sore thumb in my black, boat-necked leotard and jazz pants (everyone else was sporting cute, pastel half tops and matching pants). I was completely new to the structure of dance class and to dance in general. Slowly as I became more comfortable with my setting, I began to explore more with the movement and my body’s natural kinesthetic intuition. It was as though floodgates had opened in an undiscovered piece of my soul; emotions that I wasn’t aware that I could even feel pervaded my conscious. I had uncovered the key to secrets within myself and began to discern the exclusive components of my personality. Ever since this fateful time in my life, dance has continued to shape the person that I am. It has become a comfort that has nursed me through the hardest times and coached me through the best of times. Each time that I find refuge in its consolation, I allow myself to be vulnerable to the suppressed emotions within me and to the guidance of God. One might ask how the act of dancing could make you susceptible to the voice of God or even to your own self. I could explain it like this. Do you know how you have just had a terrible time and you have been on the constant verge of tears throughout the day? And all through the day you manage to somehow maintain a happy demeanor until you see a loved one or someone that you trust and know well and, all of a sudden, it seems as if the tears won’t stop? That is similar to the way I feel when I let my guard down and dance with everything that I have. All of the emotions and thoughts that I have suppressed come rushing to the surface of my awareness and I cannot hide anymore. It is in these rarest and most tender of moments that I learn the most valuable lessons and allow myself to be molded into a different person. I have come a long way since sixth grade, and a large part of that transformation has occurred through dance. Through time spent dancing I have met life-long friends and, as strange as it sounds, I met myself. I was able to discover parts of my personality that may have never been exposed in such depth. Moreover, I discovered what I love and how I may connect with and serve others. I am not able to begin what my life would look like without dance, but I am sure that I would not be the same person without such an influential force in my life.
Dance is practiced universally as a means of expressing emotion and experiences through movement; I am certainly no exception to this phenomenon. As a dancer, I find a sense of ultimate release and freedom through choreographed or improvisational movement (especially to a song that relates particularly to what I am undergoing at the time). It is an outlet into which I can let tremendous amount of happiness or severe amounts of emotional pain flow. It is a marvel that I have experienced first-hand, but I will never know how to explain or record on paper the wonder of the relationship between movement and soul. Perhaps it is ironic that dance must be viewed or experienced in order to be properly explained. I also dance as a way of honoring the God that gave me the talents and passion for dance that I possess. I believe that innate occurrences such as talent are a direct gift and tool from our Creator that is designed for a purpose. I do not believe that it is an accident that certain people are instilled with specific talents and that they are meant to use these to collectively improve the world. I think that I am infused with an innate love for dance and the connection that it creates among masses of people. I dance as a physical offering to my God, but also as a grateful acknowledgement of a gift that I have been blessed to receive. As a way of dancing to please God, I also find another motivation to dance: to connect with humanity, learn more about myself and others, and give back to humankind through movement. Throughout man’s history, dance has been used to create and build a sense of unity and power. By using dance as a facilitator, I am able to connect with others on an intense level rarely undergone elsewhere. Through viewing dance, engaging in movement, or learning about a new form of movement, I am able to learn more about the world in which I live and the people that surround me. I usually learn more about myself through these processes as well. Finally, I dance for causes that are generally out of my control: the influences that culture and biology have on my thoughts. Although that statement might sound far-fetched at first, I believe that if everyone is to look at their daily choices critically, they will find that they are constantly under the scrutiny of outside pressures. As a woman deriving from an American, Western, Judeo-Christian background, I have been raised believing that dance is a form of entertainment that connects the dancer to audience and should almost always be aesthetically pleasing to the viewer’s eye. It is a fun, physically and mentally stimulating activity that was thought to make little girls transform into graceful ballerinas. I suppose that it were these same Western cultural ideas that influenced my mother to enroll me into a combination ballet/ tap class. However, as time went on, I stopped dancing for years until I discovered the intense pleasure that I received from it. After reading about the effect that dance has on humankind as a whole and learning about the different brain parts and their functions, I also believe that dance is a hard-wired, innate activity that is designed to be gratifying when participated in. I suppose that, ultimately, I didn’t choose to dance at all… instead dance chose me. 

My experience with “classical” dance has been fairly extensive. I have been exposed to ballet through class, performance, or books since I was three years old. I have been mildly exposed to other forms of classical dance such as classical Indian dance and ballroom through a few classes. I have also been involved with what may be referred to as “concert dance” (modern and jazz) through many classes and performances. I personally do not view dance as having a hierarchy though at all. However, this has not always been the case. Up until this past year, I have always thought of jazz, modern, and ballet as being somehow better than other forms of dance and thought that they should be appreciated and watched more than “lesser” forms of dance. I am a little unsure of why I thought this to be true. I guess it was because I felt that these forms of dance required the most technique and time to perfect. I was also under the impression that because these forms of dance (especially ballet) were cultivated within Western culture, this somehow made them superior to indigenous dances. In spite of these pre-existing views, I have reached the conclusion that dance does not exist in a hierarchical fashion. From my point of view, dance is first and foremost an art. Although art is virtually impossible to define because of the many variables that exist within it, Webster’s dictionary defines art as “the conscious use of skill or imagination.” Within this definition, every form of dance that has ever existed, exists, and probably will exist can be categorized. Some may argue that any type of movement could potentially be classified as dance. However, I do not personally believe this to be true. For art to be created, including dance, the creator must intend for the outcome to be expressed as art or viewed as art. In class, we have debated on the issue of football being considered dance because it is choreographed movement. The main problem with this is the fact that the coaches and players do not intend for this movement to be viewed as artistic. Dance, whether it is folk dance, ballet, or social dancing is always intended to express something, be it the mood of the dancer or possibly the story of a historical event. Although some dance forms may not require as much technical training as others, it certainly does not mean that the dancer or choreographer’s intention is any less important or valuable. To say that some forms of dance should be considered more significant than others, is to essentially say that one artist’s story or expression is more noteworthy than another’s. As far as an aesthetic viewpoint goes, I believe that aesthetics are completely subjective. Those of Western background may look upon African cultural dance with an air of distaste and conceit, but it simply because of lack of exposure to that particular form of dance. Likewise, those experienced in Thai dance may look upon American club dancing with a sense of smugness. No form of art, visual or otherwise, could be judged as more valuable based on aesthetics because each person that views it will have a different outlook and opinion. In conclusion, I guess it is safe to say that I look upon all art as different but equal. All of art should be coveted as important and valuable, no matter the origin or aesthetic properties. 


Considering that I have been exposed predominately to Western dance, I find myself partial to Western based or influenced dance forms the best. Also, I have been trained in mostly ballet, contemporary, jazz, and lyrical so I am also prone to like these best. The forms of dance that I like most to perform and also to watch on stage are lyrical and contemporary pieces. More specifically, I enjoy watching a dance that is dynamic, technically sound, showcases strong emotion, and experiments with unconventional movement. I enjoy watching choreography that almost forces the audience to watch because it is so captivating and intensely powerful. I also prefer choreography that involves less “tricks” and more movements that convey a sense of passion. I like choreography that has a “flow” to it but I also enjoy when movement is filled with moments of change and some staccato choreography. Personally, I appreciate pieces that are set to no music or instrumentals, but generally I prefer to watch a dance that is performed to music with words. So, in assessing all of these elements, I think that my personal aesthetic is contemporary choreography set to music with lyrics and featuring powerful dynamic movement with a sense of flow and emotion. However, I have not always felt this way. As a young teenager involved in competition dancing, I used to believe that unless dance was set to popular songs and featured at least 20 pirouettes, then it was “weird” and I had to force myself to watch it. Now, though, I find myself finding a much greater value in those works that place more emphasis on the artist’s intentions and message rather than a series of tricks designed to wow the audience.


Looking back on the knowledge that I have gained through this semester, I am very aware of the transitions that I have made as an artist and as a human being. I have come from a very narrow-minded perspective on dance and have broadened my awareness and understanding of this beloved art form greatly. As I continue my education in the studio, the classroom, and in life, I hope to discover even more about myself as a person and as a dancer. 
