
Master of dance
Weaving movement, expression, into stories is part of MTD alumnus’ artistry  By Amy Lynn Smith

One of his earliest memories is putting his feet on 
top of his mother’s as she danced. Though it happened 
many years ago, the image remains vivid in the mind of 
Rodney A. Brown, CAS ’05. To him, it captures a specific 
moment and tells a story. That matters a lot to Brown, who 
is, above all else, an artist who tells stories through dance.

Those early, tentative dance steps ultimately led Brown 
to a career in the performing arts. Today, he is an assistant 
professor of dance at The Ohio State University and 
founder/director of The Brown Dance Project. 

This year he was honored for his artistic contributions 
with a MaTilDa Award for Alumni Achievement in Dance 
by Oakland University’s Department of Music, Theatre and 
Dance (MTD). For Brown, the award holds special 
significance, as he was the first African-American man ever 
to graduate from OU’s dance program.

  
Early inspirations

Although music and dance have been part of his life 
since he was a young boy, Brown’s dance skills began to 
take shape at the Colonel White High School for the Arts  
in his native Dayton, Ohio. 

There, Brown developed friendships with dancers at 
the respected Dayton Contemporary Dance Company 
(DCDC), a company he had dreamed about joining 
someday. He eventually received a scholarship to study at 
Jeraldyne’s School of the Dance (JSD), DCDC’s official 
training school and was later asked to audition for their 
pre-professional second company, DCDC2.

“I’d only been studying dance seriously for about a 
year,” Brown remembers. “But I was accepted, and I 
learned some of the techniques I’m still using today.”

Brown began his studies at Oakland University in 2000. 
He says he was inspired by Gregory Patterson, an associate 
professor who now directs the MTD’s dance program.

“There were things about Rodney that stood out right 
away, in his performance ability and, most notably, in his 
choreographic ability,” recalls Patterson.

    
Exploring possibilities

Though MTD’s dance program had attracted him to 
OU, Brown admits he didn’t feel completely connected as a 
student after arriving. In fact, it was the lure of the vital and 
diverse arts scene in New York City that had a greater pull 
on him. He left Rochester for the Big Apple to join the 
independent study program at the renowned Alvin Ailey 
School. 

And while the Manhattan experience was an 
inspiration, it all changed on Sept. 11, 2001. The shock of 
the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and its 
aftermath prompted Brown to re-evaluate both his 
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professional game plan and his aims for the future. He 
returned to OU to finish his degree and then went on to 
earn his Master of Fine Arts in Dance from the University  
of Michigan.

“After my experience at Alvin Ailey, I recognized 
something about the training OU was giving me that I 
hadn’t seen before,” he says. “The way they asked me to 
approach movement seemed imagined just for me.”

Brown says the faculty at OU was always supportive 
and consistently pushed him to do more. 

“They would say, ‘Create. Make work. Make work. 
Make work. Do what you want to do, and try new things’” 
he recalls. “It was an opportunity to take risks.”

Brown says he has always had a penchant for creating 
dances about stories. Patterson remembers one in 
particular that Brown choreographed in memory of 9/11 
while he was teaching in the dance program at OU. 

“Rodney has a unique vocabulary with his movement, 
and he seems to be able to reach audiences emotionally,” 
he explains. “All of us who saw it were deeply moved.”

Firm footing
While working on his master’s degree, Brown began 

exploring stories of people living with HIV/AIDS because 
the menace was becoming personal in his life. A trip to 
South Africa after graduation further fueled his 
determination to educate people about the disease and  
the people it affects. 

He was inspired to establish The Brown Dance Project, 
an organization that now makes connections between 
performance, art and education in various contexts. Brown 
weaves literal narratives of people’s personal experiences 
with HIV/AIDS into choreography, using dance to raise 
awareness and educate. 

“Rodney has something to offer that a lot of dancers 
don’t have,” says Angela Gary-Austin, CAS ’05, a friend who 
studied and danced with Brown both at OU and U-M. “He 
is where he is today because of his drive and 
determination. He never lets anyone tell him no.”

Last year, Brown joined the faculty at The Ohio State 
University, where he teaches composition education and 
dance technique, and instructs in the repertory program. 
He also continues his work with The Brown Dance Project.

“My greatest gratification is the ability to still be God 
inspired and working,” he says. “My work has taken me 
from Dayton to the international stage — something I 
would never have thought possible. I’ve had a blessed 
trajectory in my career so far.”

To watch a video of Rodney Brown’s work, visit 
browndanceproject.org. n

Amy Lynn Smith is a Birmingham, Mich.-based freelance writer.
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made strong strides toward his dream of being a successful 
musician, having released four albums on his own and recently 
signed a production deal to record music that could lead to a 
major label release. 

The video for his song “Cold” made it to No. 3 on the MTV 
video countdown, placing him in the MTV artist catalog, and he 
opened for the rock band Kansas at the 2012-13 New Year’s Eve 
celebration in Atlanta, performing for 100,000 people. He’s been 
making a name for himself in other ways, too. Last year, he was 
named Michigan’s Eligible Bachelor of the Year by 
Cosmopolitan magazine. 

A year from now, Margetic hopes to be at the Grammy Awards, 
even if it’s just as an attendee. But 10 years from now? He 
dreams of having several major-label albums under his belt and 
touring the world.

“Music really is in my soul,” says Margetic. “I wake up every 
day thinking ‘What song am I going to write today?’ or ‘What 
song am I going to work on?’ Music is my passion and it’s just 
who I am.”

Visit oakland.edu/oumag to view a performance by Pato 
Margetic. For his website, go to patomotown.com. n

By Amy Lynn Smith, a freelance writer from Birmingham, Mich.
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He possesses the soul of a musician and poet, but the passions 
of Pato Margetic, CAS ‘07, didn’t fully blossom until his time at 
Oakland University.

Margetic earned his Bachelor of Arts degree in communication, 
but he also discovered an inner voice that longed to find a 
proper means for expression.

“I learned how to engage with people and be more confident 
expressing myself in public,” he says of his time in CAS. “I 
always had the passion for music and it helped bring it out.”

Margetic taught himself to play guitar at age 12 and started 
setting his own poetry to music a few years later. He also 
taught himself to sing and harmonize with his music.

While Margetic was studying at OU, Kellie Hay, associate 
professor of communication and journalism, urged him to take 
a performance class and incorporate his guitar into every 
project he could.

“Being a musician is about more than just playing,” says 
Margetic. “When you’re performing, you want to get your 
emotion and the point of the song across, and a lot of that is 
body language and acting and communication.”

The experience was liberating and gave Margetic the 
confidence he needed to take it to the next level. He has already 

CAS grad has a passion for poetry and performance of music

“Music is my passion and 

it’s just who I am.”
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