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“It has taken me years of struggle, hard work, and 
research to learn to make one simple gesture, and I 
know enough about the art of writing to realize that it 
would take as many years of concentrated effort to 
write one simple, beautiful sentence.”
― Isadora Duncan

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/160918.Isadora_Duncan


Poise & Grace

Dancers train for years to achieve long lines 
and graceful movement. Looking longer and 
lighter is the ultimate goal. The technical 
foundation they use to achieve this look is 
important to capture in photos. 

Starting with the head and working down to 
the toes, we’ll cover the most common 
posing mistakes I see in photos as well as in 
a ballet class.



Head & Neck

● Imagine a string attached to the top of 
the dancers head. It should constantly 
be pulling up towards the sky. 

● The neck should be long and lifted and 
never crunched. When doing poses 
where the head is not looking straight 
ahead, make sure that the head and 
neck are lifted, looking up and out, not 
simply out.

● Imagine your dancer as royalty...or 
even as a really pretentious person. 
How would that person walk through a 
crowded room? That’s the length and 
carriage you want in the head and 
neck.



Posture

If you haven’t already guessed, a dancer’s 
posture should also be long and lifted. Lifted 
doesn’t mean let’s lift and puff up ourchest, 
but rather, the spine should be 
stretched...like a slinky. The tailbone should 
reach to the floor and the cervical vertebrae 
should reach up through the head to the sky.

● There should be a slight curve to the 
spine. 

● If the spine is completely flat, there’s a 
chance that the tailbone is being 
tucked too far under. 

● If there’s a dramatic curve, the core 
isn’t supporting the spine. Both are 
incorrect and shorten the appearance 
of the dancer.



Head, Neck, & Posture

←Correct
● Ear lifted
● Long neck
● Core supported
● Back 

lengthened
● Legs turned out

Incorrect →
● Core dropped
● Back swayed
● Chin dropped
● Legs turned in
● Arms heavy



Arms

In ballet, arms do not begin at the shoulder; 
arms begin in the middle of the back. It is 
this central support and strength that give 
them the length and weightless appearance. 
Once the arms begin to hang from the 
shoulders, they appear heavy and labored. 
Here are a few things to look out for:

● When the arms are below the shoulder, 
the joints should be in order...shoulder 
is higher than the elbow that is higher 
than the wrist that is which than the 
fingers. When the arm is above the 
shoulder, everything should remain in 
order but be higher than the joint 
proceeding it.

● Bends at the joint should be soft...no 
90 degree angle wrists



Hands

I think ballet hands are gaining popularity in 
photography. When done well, they appear 
soft and relaxed.

● Just like bends in the arm joints, the 
curve of the fingers should be soft. 
Certain styles of ballet do call for  a 
more dramatic style of hand 
placement, but in general a soft, 
elongated line of the finger further 
elongates the length of the ballerina’s 
arms and the ballerina herself.

● Many dancers carry tension in their 
hands and fingers. Keep an eye out for 
stray fingers popping out.

● Other dancers carry tension in their 
hands and it creates a toy doll or 
mitten look to the hand. Make sure 
there is space between each finger.



Arms & Hands

←Correct
● Energy in the 

fingers
● Smooth curves 

at joints
● No 

unnecessary 
tension in 
fingers

Incorrect →
● Droopy hands
● Droopy arms
● Joints bent at 

harsh angles
● Tension in 

fingers
● Fingers not 

separated 
resulting in 
“lobster claw” 
hands

● Fingers too 
separated 
resulting in 
fingers 
breaking the 
line of the arm



Legs

● Just as the arms begin at the back, the 
legs begin in the hips/glutes and lower 
back. The weight of the upper body 
and hips cannot merely sit on top of 
the legs but must be pushed away 
from the legs.

● The upper leg muscles must be 
engaged to lift and support the knee. 
The kneecap is lifted and the back of 
the knee is lengthened.
(Be mindful of any hyperextension, or 
legs that sway backwards. They’re 
beautiful, but sitting in a 
hyperextended position for too long 
can compromise the knee.)



Feet

The agony of de-feet… Dancers obsess over 
feet. Dancers put their feet through the 
ringer from hours in pointe shoes to 
stretchers that look like Medieval torture 
devices. Dancers will even pad the top of the 
foot to make their feet appear more arched. 
Make sure your dancer’s feet look great in a 
photo and they will love you forever.

● Both the top (instep) and the bottom 
(arch) of the foot should have a nice 
curve. You never want to see a pointe 
shoe with a straight arch or plank. 

● If the dancer cannot achieve a full 
arch, I will do my best to help them out 
in editing. Make any adjustments 
slight to avoid looking artificial.

● The line from the leg to the tip of the 
toe should be straight or curved 
toward the pinky toe. The foot should 
never droop toward the big toe. This 
can also be slightly adjusted in editing 
as needed.



Feet & Legs

←Correct
   (Straight)

● Straight line 
from hip, 
through the 
knee, through 
the ankle, and 
out through the 
toes

←Correct
   (Winged)

● Straight line 
from hip, 
through the 
knee, through 
the ankle, and 
toes curve 
towards the 
pinky

↓ Incorrect
  (Sickled)

● Straight line from hip, through the knee, 
through the ankle…

...but the toes curve towards the big toe



Inspiration I love following other dance photographers for 
inspiration. I will often direct dancers to these 
photographers and select poses they want to try. Of 
course, not all dancers will be able to execute all of 
these, but it’s a good source of ideas. Here are a few 
of my favorites.

https://www.instagram.com/vikkisloviterphoto/

https://www.instagram.com/dancersofny/

https://www.instagram.com/geneschiavone/

https://www.instagram.com/schiavonegene/

https://www.instagram.com/loisgreenfield/

https://www.instagram.com/rachelnevillephoto/

https://www.instagram.com/richardcalmes/

https://www.instagram.com/vikkisloviterphoto/
https://www.instagram.com/dancersofny/
https://www.instagram.com/geneschiavone/
https://www.instagram.com/schiavonegene/
https://www.instagram.com/loisgreenfield/
https://www.instagram.com/rachelnevillephoto/
https://www.instagram.com/richardcalmes/
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