Dance

Dance deals with the human form in time and space. In
general, it follows one of three traditions: ballet, modern
dance, and folk dance. Ballet comprises what can be called
classical or formal dance; it is rich in tradition and rests
heavily on a set of prescribed movements and actions. In
general, ballet is a highly theatrical dance presentation
consisting of solo dancers, duets, and choruses, or corps de
ballet (kohr duh ba-LAY). According to the Dance Ency-
clopedia, ballet’s basic principle is “the reduction of
human gesture to bare essentials, heightened and devel-
oped into meaningful patterns.”

Modern dance is a label given to a broad variety of highly
individualized dance works limited to the twentieth century,
essentially American in derivation, and antiballetic in philoso-
phy. The basic principle of modern dance probably could be
stated as an emphasis on natural and spontaneous or uninhib-
ited movement in strong contrast with the conventionalized
and specified movement of the ballet. Although narrative
elements often exist in modern dance, the form emphasizes
them less than does traditional ballet. Modern dance also
differs significantly from ballet in its use of the human body
and interaction with the dance floor.

Folk dance, somewhat like folk music, comprises a
body of group dances performed to traditional music. As
in folk music, the creator (in this case, the choreographer)
remains unknown. Folk dance began as a necessary or

formative part of various cultures with characteristics
identifiable with a given culture. Each folk dance has its
prescribed movements, rhythms, music, and costumes. At
its core, folk dancing establishes an individual sense of
participation in a society, tribe, or mass movement, and
strengthens individuals’ sense of belonging through collec-
tive dancing. On the other hand, however, folk dance often
takes on the characteristics of concert dance—as many
tourists can relate.

Line, Form, and Repetition

The compositional elements of line, form, and repetition
apply to the human body in dance in exactly the same
manner as they apply to painting and sculpture. As in all
artworks occupying space, dance can create meaning by
using horizontal line to suggest placidity, vertical line to
suggest grandeur, and diagonal line to suggest movement.
Dancers’ bodies become like sculptures in motion as they
move from one pose to another, and, because dancers
move through time, the element of repetition serves a vital
part of how choreographers put dances together and how
we respond to them. Patterns of shapes and movement
occur, and through them, like themes and variations in
music, we find structure and meaning in dance works.



