Put Your Best Photo Forward
The old saying “A picture is worth a thousand words” is not just a cliché, it is also true.
Your publicity photo has more impact than anything else in your press release. For that
reason, you should take a good, hard, unbiased look at the impression your photo makes
on the first-time viewer.
You should also look through the dance magazines and your local newspaper, and pick
out the pictures that make you stop, look, and linger. Ask yourself what they have in
common, and use that information in helping you to compose your own photographs.
Look beyond the physical representation of you, the dancer, and assess the picture as a
whole. Plan ahead and have something ready for when you need it. Don’t root through
your photo album at the last minute and grab something.
Having just spent hours fixing up the publicity photos sent to me for a recent event, I can
tell you what makes a good photo to my eyes:
•
•
•
•
•

Good, but relaxed posture/body line
Evidence of the inner character of the dancer (elegant, athletic, introspective,
exuberant, etc.)
Excellent focus
Natural, balanced color
No distracting background

The first two characteristics are up to you. The third is up to the photographer.
Fortunately, in today’s digitized world, if you have a picture with the first three
characteristics, it is possible (although time-consuming) to correct the remaining flaws by
adjusting the color balance and removing the background.
The effort is worth it. If you are trying to attract the attention of the overburdened
entertainment editor of the local newspaper, or make the potential seminar participant
decide to attend your event instead of a competing event, the photographs in your press
release or your flyer can make all the difference in the world.
Some other considerations:
•

The focus of your photo is you
Artsy backgrounds are great for your photo album, but are terrible for publicity
photos. The busier the photo, the lower the impact, unless the background is
meaningful to the event.

•

Still pose versus action shot
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Take my word for it. Almost any still pose that you can think of has been done.
And done. And done again. With a veil. With a cane. With a sword. Still photos
do nothing for you or your costume. Still photos have no energy. My reaction to
most still photos is: Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
If you insist on a still pose, avoid the most fatal mistake made by most dancers
when trying to look their best for the camera, the “I’m sucking everything in as
hard as I can so I don’t look fat” look. Change the camera angle or remove the
offending body part from the photo instead (such as composing the shot from
below the bust up if you are sensitive about your tummy). Also avoid the second
most common mistake, posing just after you have finished performing, when you,
your makeup, your hair, and your costume are not exactly fresh.
It is more difficult to get a good action shot, but it is well worth the time and
effort. Be aware, however, if you are having a studio photographer take the
pictures, you should verify that they are able (or willing) to support action
photography. And make sure that you will be able to re-shoot if none of the
photos are acceptable.
Evaluate your dance, thinking of each movement as a possible photograph.
Choose one or two movements that are characteristic of your style. Be ready to
demonstrate them to the photographer, with instructions on exactly where in the
movement you wish the picture to be taken. Be ready to do the same movement
repeatedly without looking bored.
•

Candid versus studio photo
The conditions under which candid photos are taken rarely lend themselves to a
stunning publicity photo, unless you are either very lucky, or a wizard with your
digital editing tools.
You don’ t have to pay a studio photographer to get a studio-style photo (although
you will probably get great results with less time and effort). You do need a
decent background (if not neutral, it should be easily removable using photo
editing tools) and good lighting.

•

Color versus black and white
This is not an either/or decision. When you are choosing a photo to submit for an
event, you should consider whether the photo will be printed in color or black and
white. Color printing is still expensive. Most flyers and newspaper photos are still
printed in black and white.
Color photos do not always translate well to black and white. You should convert
your photos to black and white and evaluate them ahead of time, and take care to
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only submit the ones that translate well in situations where the photo may be
printed in either format.
•

Full-body versus head shot
Flyer and newspaper space is always at a premium. Your wonderful full-body
photo may be cropped down to a nub, or reduced in size to where all detail is lost.
A good full-body shot may not crop well. Do your homework, and experiment
with cropping your photo in various ways to see what happens. If the results are
awkward or comical, be prepared with an alternative, such as a good head shot.
(Think high school yearbook photo.)

•

Sleaze factor
A good photo within our dance community may not be appropriate for the general
public. Keep the intended audience in mind when selecting a photo for an event.
A costume that dancers won’ t blink an eye at may be considered entirely too
risqué for a newspaper in a conservative community, and may hinder instead of
help your publicity efforts.

•

Resolution
A photo that is adequate for a web site may not reproduce well on a publicity
poster. Web site photos are usually created at a resolution of 72 pixels per square
inch. Higher resolutions increase the disk storage required for the photo (and
therefore the download time) without any benefit to the viewer.
Web-appropriate resolution is not high enough for print media. You need enough
detail in your digital image to produce a photo-quality print. This means using
the high-quality mode on your digital camera, or increasing the resolution when
scanning a hard-copy photo.

First impressions are important within the dance community or with the general public.
Your publicity photo should reflect that importance, and you should spend as much
thought and care on your photo as you do on your dance.
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