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A B STR A CT  KEYWORDS 

Dance as a form of cultural expression has become the primary medium for 

communicating human emotions in a unique and comprehensive way. The purpose of 

this paper is to explore the relationship between emotional expression and creativity 

in dance, focusing on the methods and techniques used in the literature review. This 

paper describes how dance artists portray and utilize emotions in their work. Through 

the literature review method, it explores the various approaches used by artists to 

express emotion authentically and move the audience. The results of this study 

highlight the importance of an in-depth understanding of the psychology of emotions 

and the dance techniques used to achieve specific expressive goals. Further developing 

an understanding of how the expression of emotion in dance can influence the aesthetic 

experience of the audience and support the creativity of the artist. Contribution to 

broadening the horizons of the importance of emotional beats in dance, illustrating 

how literature review can be an effective tool for exploring the complexities of human 

expression through movement and rhythm. 
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INTRODUCTION  

In the Legong Keraton performance, the audience is presented with the elegance of 

meticulously structured movements, piercing eye gazes, and facial expressions that shift 

between firmness, grace, and mystery. Although performed within a highly disciplined 

choreographic structure passed down through generations, Legong Keraton conveys 

profound emotional power through the dancers’ hand gestures, facial expressions, and 

overall body language. In this classical Balinese dance, emotional expression is not delivered 

verbally, but rather through a subtle and highly codified symbolic system—a form of 

emotional communication accessible only through aesthetic sensitivity and deep cultural 

understanding. 

The beauty and expressive strength of Legong Keraton lie not only in its technical 

precision, but also in the way dancers internalize character and narrative through a creative 

process grounded in deep training and inner experience. This illustrates that emotional 

expression and creativity are inseparable elements in the practice of dance, even within a 

tradition as codified and rule-bound as Balinese classical dance. Emotion does not merely 

fuel convincing performance; it also forms the foundation for personal artistic interpretation 

and innovative movement vocabulary. As one of the oldest branches of the performing arts, 

dance has the unique ability to convey feelings and stories without the need for words. Dance 

can depict various aspects of human life, from happiness and sadness to struggle and 

triumph, using body language and harmonious coordination with the rhythm of music. 

http://jurnal.unimed.ac.id/2012/index.php/GDG
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According to W. J. T. Mitchell (1994: 122), dance is an art form that involves the fusion 

of the moving body and changing space, producing a powerful visual narrative without 

words. This statement underscores how dance serves as an effective medium of 

communication, utilizing body movement as a language to convey deep and emotional 

messages. This perspective is further supported by a statement from Martha Graham, who 

asserted, “The body says what words cannot. I could never say with words what I have done 

with movement” (Graham, 1991). In addition, Paul S. Kershaw (2020: 45) emphasizes that 

dance has the power to touch and affect audiences on a very personal level, through the 

integration of movement, expression, and music. This shows how deep and wide the impact 

of dance is in expressing and influencing human feelings. In this context, dance is not just a 

visual performance, but also a means to bridge emotional and experiential communication 

between dancers and audiences. Thus, knowing and understanding dance provides a deeper 

insight into how humans use body movement as a tool to convey meaning and emotion. 

Dance plays an important role in human culture, not only as a form of entertainment but 

also as a means to understand and interpret various emotional nuances. Dance combines 

various elements such as body movements, facial expressions, and musical rhythms that 

interact with each other to create a profound and transformative experience for both the 

dancer and the audience. In many cultures, dance has long been used as a medium to convey 

messages and stories. For example, in the Javanese tradition, classical dances such as Tari 

Bedhaya and Tari Gambyong are not just performances, but also spiritual and symbolic 

expressions that reveal cultural and historical values. As explained by S. K. Pramudya (2015: 

67), dance is not only part of ritual, but also a reflection of the deep experiences and beliefs 

of the community. 

On the other hand, in Western cultural contexts, modern dance is often used to explore 

and express more complex emotions. The abstract and interpretive movements in modern 

dance give dancers the freedom to express their feelings in a way that is not limited to a clear 

narrative. Martha Graham (1991:43), one of the pioneers of modern dance, revealed that 

dance is a language that does not need words to speak of suffering and joy, but it is precisely 

in the movement of the body that we find a way to touch the core of human experience. In 

addition, dance also has an important social function in various communities. For example, 

in traditional ceremonies and festivals, dance serves to strengthen collective identity and 

strengthen social relationships between community members. D. L. Johnson (2003: 112) 

notes that dance not only reflects cultural values but also strengthens social cohesion by 

connecting individuals through collective experiences. Thus, dance not only serves as a form 

of entertainment or artistic expression but also as an important tool for understanding and 

interpreting various emotional nuances. Through movement and expression, dance allows 

individuals and communities to explore, convey and share their experiences and feelings in 

a profound and resonant way. 

The expression of emotion is at the core of dance, and it is an element that distinguishes 

it significantly from other art forms. Dance in its purest form, is a language of movement 

explicitly designed to express and convey deep and varied feelings. Unlike visual arts such 

as painting or sculpture, which often rely on static imagery, or literary arts that use words, 

dance relies on body dynamics and expression to express emotions in a direct and dynamic 

way. 

In her book The Art of Dance in Education, Brenda Pugh McCutchen states, “Dance is 

not just about movement; it is about the feeling carried within each movement. When dancers 

express emotions through their bodies, they create a space for the audience to feel and 

empathize. Therefore, learning how to manage and express emotion in dance is essential, as 
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it transforms how we perceive and experience dance as an art form.” Similarly, Susanne K. 

Langer (1953) emphasizes that dance is an art form that creates emotional symbols through 

movement, and it is important to study because it conveys emotional experiences that cannot 

be articulated in words.  

Paul Ekman (1971) supports this notion by arguing that facial expressions associated 

with certain emotions are universal—an idea that also applies to dance. Movement and 

expression in dance enable emotional communication that can be understood across cultures. 

Ekman's research demonstrates that emotions such as anger, fear, happiness, and sadness 

can be identified through facial expressions, and these expressions are effectively utilized in 

dance performances.  

Thus, it can be concluded that emotional expression in dance is not merely an aesthetic 

element but rather the core of communication, emotional education, and cultural experience. 

This is further supported by a study conducted by San-Juan, Ferrer, and Hípola (2020), titled 

“Emotional Intelligence and Dance: A Systematic Review,” which concludes that dance 

serves as a medium for emotional and affective development in humans. Dance is considered 

a valuable component in fostering emotional intelligence and its related dimensions. The 

study highlights the significance of emotional expression in dance as a tool for enhancing 

self-awareness and emotional regulation. 

Another study by Shikanai and Hachimura (2011), titled “Effects of Facial Expressions 

on Recognizing Emotions in Dance Movements,” investigated the impact of facial 

expressions on the recognition of emotions in dance. They found that while body movement 

alone can effectively convey intended emotions, facial expressions significantly influence 

the perception and identification of those emotions. This research underlines the importance 

of emotional expression in dance as a powerful and effective form of non-verbal 

communication. 

Body movement in dance is not only a series of techniques or choreography, but also a 

means of communicating feelings and emotional experiences. As expressed by Joan 

Acocella (2007: 92), dance is an art form that channels human emotions through body 

movement, creating an experience that connects dancers and audiences on a very deep 

emotional level. Through movement, facial expressions, and interaction with music, dance 

is able to convey emotional nuances that are sometimes difficult to express in words. This is 

in contrast to the visual arts, where emotions must be interpreted through symbols or colors. 

In dance, emotional expression can be conveyed more directly and intuitively. For example, 

in classical ballet, each movement and pose is designed to portray a specific feeling, such as 

joy, sadness, or tension. This experience can be easily felt by the audience as the dance 

movements directly reflect the dancer's emotions. 

In addition, modern and contemporary dance often explores innovative ways to express 

emotions. Dancers such as Pina Bausch and Merce Cunningham utilizenabstract movement 

and artistic experimentation to portray human emotional complexity. Bausch (1992: 58), in 

her famous work, reveals that dance is a language that allows us to communicate with our 

feelings directly, without relying on words or conventional narrative. 

Dance also gives dancers the ability to explore and express their personal feelings in a 

more universal context. Mary Wigman (1957:73), states that dance allows dancers to explore 

and convey the depth of their emotions, which is often beyond the reach of other art forms. 

Thus, dance serves not only as a tool for emotional communication but also as a medium for 

self-exploration and deep personal expression. In dance, artists use a combination of body 

movements, facial expressions, and rhythm to explore and convey different types of 

emotions such as joy, sadness, anger, or confusion. These three elements serve as a visual 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570
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language that allows dancers to express and communicate their feelings in deep and complex 

ways. Each aspect plays an important role in creating a resonant emotional experience for 

both the dancer and the audience. 

The purpose of exploring the methods and techniques used by dance artists is to express 

emotion in their work. With a focus on the various elements that make up emotional 

expression in dance-including body movements, facial expressions, and musical rhythms. 

How each aspect contributes to the delivery of a deep and effective emotional message. 

Explores the various approaches used by dance artists to communicate complex emotional 

nuances, as well as how these techniques are applied in traditional and contemporary dance 

practice. This paper has profound significance for expanding the understanding of how the 

expression of emotion in dance can enrich the creativity of the artist and influence the 

aesthetic experience of the audience. 

 

METHOD  

This study employs a qualitative literature review approach to systematically investigate 

the various techniques and strategies of emotional expression in dance. The primary 

objective is to synthesize and critically analyze theoretical and practical insights from a wide 

range of scholarly sources, thereby providing a comprehensive understanding of how dance 

artists utilize body movement, facial expression, stage space, and rhythm to communicate 

emotional states. 

The research process began with a strategic selection of literature based on three main 

criteria: relevance, recency, and disciplinary significance. Sources were drawn from 

internationally recognized academic journals in the fields of dance studies, performance 

theory, musicology, psychology of emotion, and cultural studies. In addition, landmark 

works by influential choreographers and theorists—such as Martha Graham, Pina Bausch, 

Merce Cunningham, and Mary Wigman—were included as primary conceptual references. 

The selection also considered publications ranging from the year 1990 to 2024 to capture 

both historical perspectives and contemporary developments. 

To collect data, the researchers compiled a database of over 40 sources including peer-

reviewed journal articles, academic books, performance critiques, and artist interviews. 

These were accessed through academic databases such as JSTOR, Google Scholar, SAGE, 

and Taylor & Francis Online. Keywords used in the search process included “emotional 

expression in dance,” “dance and psychology,” “expressive movement,” “contemporary 

choreography,” “classical ballet emotion,” and “embodied affect in performance.” 

Following collection, the literature was subjected to a thematic content analysis, 

identifying key patterns and trends in how emotions are encoded, embodied, and interpreted 

in various dance traditions and styles. This process involved categorizing literature into 

thematic clusters: (1) emotion and body movement, (2) emotion and facial expression, (3) 

spatial dynamics in emotional expression, and (4) the relationship between music/rhythm 

and emotional response. Within each cluster, specific techniques and theoretical frameworks 

were compared, contrasted, and evaluated for their contribution to the understanding of 

emotion in dance performance. 

Moreover, the study used a comparative analytic lens, juxtaposing classical and 

contemporary dance practices to highlight different approaches to emotional embodiment. 

For example, structured expressivity in ballet was compared to the improvisational and 

abstract tendencies in modern and postmodern dance. The review also considered how 

different cultural and ritual contexts shape emotional performance, particularly in traditional 

dance forms such as Balinese or Saman dance. 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570
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This methodological approach not only facilitates a critical understanding of how 

dancers and choreographers manipulate expressive elements in performance, but also offers 

a basis for proposing pedagogical strategies and future interdisciplinary research directions. 

By weaving together theoretical discourse and practical case studies from the existing 

literature, the study aims to bridge the gap between conceptual knowledge and embodied 

artistic practice. Ultimately, the literature review serves as a scaffold for analyzing the 

aesthetic and emotional dimensions of dance, emphasizing its role not merely as movement 

but as a complex, communicative, and deeply affective human art form. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Body movement is a key technique in dance for expressing emotion. Every movement, 

from the freedom of arm movement to muscle tension, can convey various emotional 

nuances. In contemporary dance, artists often use unconventional movements to express 

emotional instability. As seen in the Merak dance, expressions of joy and grace are conveyed 

by dancers through soft, rhythmic hand movements that symbolize gentleness and affection. 

Cheerful and radiant facial expressions communicate feelings of joy and happiness. In 

contrast, sharp and intense facial expressions may suggest irritation or anger. These 

movements together create an atmosphere of elegance and charm, reflecting the symbolic 

meaning of the dance. 

Similarly, the Tari Bersukaria from Minangkabau portrays the joyful daily life of youth. 

With lively and fast-paced movements, dancers spin and sway while continuously smiling. 

The persistent smiles of the performers reinforce the aesthetic of happiness and beauty 

presented to the audience. The dynamic rhythm of the dance is driven by an accompanying 

composition of both traditional and modern musical instruments, producing an energetic and 

celebratory tempo. 

These examples illustrate how specific movements in dance can convey particular 

emotions to the audience. Through facial expressions, body movements, and the use of props 

such as masks or musical instruments, dancers are able to communicate feelings and 

narratives without the use of words. This affirms that dance is a powerful art form for 

expressing emotions and ideas. 

Movement in contemporary dance generally defies traditional expectations, allowing 

for more abstract and personalized expressions of emotion. Cunningham's choreography, 

with its unpredictable movements, reflects the complexity and instability of human emotions 

(Cohen, 2010: 112). For example, in Merce Cunningham's works, the seemingly abstract 

and irregular movements of the body reflect the complexity and unpredictability of human 

emotions. 

“RainForest” is one of Merce Cunningham’s most iconic works, first performed in 1968. 

In this piece, Cunningham employs a range of movements that appear fragmented, non-

narrative, and abruptly interrupted such as light jumps that suddenly collapse to the floor, or 

torso rotations that are halted mid-motion. These movements generate a sense of 

estrangement, tension, and uncertainty, evoking feelings of anxiety or curiosity in the 

audience. The dancers often move independently, without direct interaction with one 

another, despite sharing the same stage space. This creates an emotional impression of 

isolation or solitude, as if each body exists within its own world, carrying intense emotional 

undercurrents without overt dramatic enactment. 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570
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In contrast, in classical ballet dance, body movements are more structured and 

symmetrical. Emotional expression in ballet is achieved through an emphasis on refined 

technique and perfect body control. The classical ballet tradition emphasizes a structured 

approach to movement that serves to amplify emotional expression through precision and 

control. This is evident in productions such as 'Swan Lake', where elegant and controlled 

movement articulates a deep sense of longing and sadness (Smith, 2018: 24). For example, 

in Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky's "Swan Lake" ballet, the body movements of the dancers 

portray the suffering and tenderness of the character Odette through elegant poses and 

floating movements. 

In Swan Lake, the character of Odette conveys suffering through graceful and 

expressive classical ballet movements. As the protagonist cursed to become a swan, Odette 

utilizes curved and flowing port de bras (arm movements) that resemble the flapping of swan 

wings. When expressing sorrow or loss, her movements slow down, her back arches slightly 

forward, and her gaze is cast downward, signaling vulnerability and despair. One of the most 

emotionally charged moments occurs when Odette realizes her true love has betrayed her, 

she performs an arabesque penché, leaning forward with one leg extended high behind her, 

evoking a body on the verge of collapse, a movement that symbolizes loss and self-sacrifice. 

Reference: Homans, Jennifer. Apollo’s Angels: A History of Ballet (2010) discusses how 

bodily posture and movement patterns in Swan Lake reflect romantic suffering and an 

inevitable fate. 

In contrast, Martha Graham’s “Lamentation” employs a stretchable fabric that envelops 

her body, evoking a sense of confinement and emotional restraint. Her movements are 

restricted and generated from core contractions and releases, mimicking pulses of pain or 

waves of sorrow. Graham portrays internal suffering through controlled expression, she does 

not run or weep but writhes with muscular tension, as though her entire body becomes an 

instrument of mourning. Many of the movements involve writhing, pulling the fabric, or 

twisting the torso as if resisting pain. In this piece, the audience is not presented with a 

concrete narrative; instead, emotion is embedded through shape, pressure, and resistive 

motion. Reference: Graham, Martha. Blood Memory (1991), in which Graham asserts that 

Lamentation is not about “a woman who is grieving” but is “the grief itself,” making the 

body a personification of emotion. 

In traditional dance, such as Balinese dance, body movements are deeply integrated with 

story and ritual meaning. For example, in Kecak dance, energetic and rhythmic body 

movements serve to convey the power and spirit of war, while hand gestures and body 

positions show the various characters and emotions in the story. 

Facial expression is an important element in expressing emotion in dance. Facial 

expressions can complement or reinforce the meaning of body movements, providing an 

additional dimension in the communication of emotion. In contemporary dance, facial 

expressions are often accentuated to emphasize personal and reflective feelings. Facial 

expressions in contemporary dance often enhance the emotional depth conveyed by the 

body. Pina Bausch's work exemplifies how facial intensity can add a significant emotional 

layer to the overall performance (Lecoq, 2012: 93). For example, in Pina Bausch's works, 

intense and melancholic facial expressions help convey emotional themes such as loneliness 

and confusion. One of the central principles of emotional expression in Pina Bausch’s works 

is that the face serves as the primary site of expression, rather than merely complementing 

the body. A frequent device used is the contrast between facial expression and bodily 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570
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movement to depict internal conflict, for example, a smiling face juxtaposed with a trembling 

or collapsing body. 

A striking example can be seen in Bausch’s iconic work “Café Müller” (1978), which 

explores themes of alienation, trauma, and vulnerability. The dancers' faces appear vacant, 

distant, and unfocused, as if sleepwalking. This absence of expression does not indicate a 

lack of emotion, but rather reflects emotional detachment or dissociation. In one sequence, 

a dancer walks with closed eyes, her face expressionless, generating a palpable tension 

between unconsciousness and the physical danger surrounding her. Bodies repeatedly 

collapse into the arms of other dancers, often without resistance, portraying despair and 

emotional dependency. 

In classical ballet, facial expressions also play an important role even when combined 

with strict movement techniques. In "Giselle," Giselle's facial expressions change from 

happiness to deep sadness, adding to the power of the ballet's emotional narrative (Jones, 

2021: 51). Light jumps (petit allegro) and lively, spirited steps such as pas de bourrée and 

balancé reflect the joy of falling in love. Then, Giselle’s facial expression shifts dramatically, 

her eyes widen, her gaze becomes vacant, her face turns pale, and she occasionally stares 

into the audience with an unfocused look, signifying a detachment from reality. Movements 

such as collapsing to the floor or staggering are no longer purely formal techniques, but serve 

as powerful means of expressing mental and emotional breakdown. 

In traditional dance, as well as traditional theater, Japanese Kabuki also shows the use 

of dramatic facial expressions. The technique of "noodles," in which actors show strong and 

exaggerated facial expressions, helps to clearly express the character's emotions to the 

audience, in keeping with the highly visual and expressive style of the theater. 

The use of stage space is another important technique in dance to express emotions. 

According to Miller (2015: 77), the utilization of space in contemporary dance is more 

dynamic and exploratory, allowing for a broader expression of internal conditions. William 

Forsythe's choreography often manipulates space to reflect emotional turmoil and freedom. 

The organization of space and interaction with the stage space can amplify or defuse feelings 

conveyed through body movement and facial expression. In contemporary dance, most 

dancers utilize stage space in innovative ways, such as moving freely and exploring the entire 

stage to reflect feelings of isolation or personal exploration. For example, in the works of 

William Forsythe, the dynamic and interactive use of stage space adds depth to emotional 

expression. On the other hand, classical ballets often follow a more structured layout. For 

example, in the ballet "The Nutcracker," the symmetrical arrangement of stage space and 

well-organized formations creates a magical atmosphere and serves to accentuate feelings 

of wonder and joy during Christmas celebrations. 

In traditional dance forms, spatial arrangements are carefully orchestrated to reflect and 

reinforce themes of unity and harmony. The collective, synchronized movements in Saman 

dance, for example, create a powerful visual representation of communal spirit and 

emotional intensity (Adams, 2019: 63). In traditional dance, such as Saman dance from Aceh 

Gayo, the collective and synchronized use of stage space by all dancers reflects the power 

of community and a solid sense of togetherness. The unison and rhythmic movements create 

a visual effect that conveys the spirit and harmony of the group. 

The horizontal space and linear formation in the Saman dance symbolize social equality 

and collective unity, emphasizing that no single dancer holds dominance. The absence of 

high-low levels reinforces the notion of solidarity and submission to collective will. Dancers 

move within minimal personal space due to their seated positions and close proximity to one 
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another, fostering a heightened sense of empathy and spatial awareness. Traditionally, 

Saman is performed in customary or courtyard spaces that are clearly bounded. Such spatial 

arrangements contribute to a     sense of sacredness by limiting external interference, thereby 

inviting emotional and spiritual engagement from the audience. 

In addition to dance technique, music and rhythm are important components in dance 

that serve as catalysts for expressing emotions. According to Kostelanetz (2015: 88), music 

serves as a powerful tool in dance, providing an emotional backdrop that enhances the 

dancer's expressive ability. The choice of melody, harmony and dynamics in music greatly 

affects the emotional tone of a performance, shaping how emotions are communicated 

through movement. Musical choices and rhythmic organization affect how emotions are 

conveyed through dance movement and can reinforce the narrative and themes of a 

performance. As stated by Greenfield (2020: 122), the emotional impact of dance is 

significantly influenced by the musical score. Composers and choreographers work together 

to create a musical environment that reflects and reinforces the emotional narrative of the 

dance, as seen in the collaborative work of Pina Bausch and her composers. Dance artists 

utilize music and rhythm in creative and strategic ways to create deep emotional experiences 

for audiences, demonstrating how integral these elements are in the art of dance. 

Music is a key element in dance that serves as a catalyst in expressing and amplifying 

emotions. The melody, harmony, tempo and dynamics of music can significantly affect the 

mood and narrative of the dance. Different types of music can create different emotional 

effects and assist the dancer in conveying the desired message. Soft, harmonious melodies 

can express beauty and tenderness, while loud, dissonant melodies can create a sense of 

tension or conflict. In contemporary dance, the use of unexpected and experimental music is 

used to create a surprising or evocative atmosphere. For example, works by Pina Bausch 

often include intense and emotional music, supporting the dramatic narrative conveyed 

through body movements and facial expressions. Fast tempos can express energy and 

excitement, while slow tempos can create a reflective or melancholic mood. In classical 

ballet dances such as "The Nutcracker," a tempo that changes according to the scene 

reinforces the magical feeling and dynamics of the story. Musical dynamics, such as 

crescendo and decrescendo, can also increase the emotional intensity during a performance. 

In the art of dance, music and movement form a complementary system of nonverbal 

communication. Music provides the emotional framework and rhythmic structure, while 

movement translates these nuances into a bodily language. The interaction between the two 

produces a powerful and profound emotional expression, both in traditional and 

contemporary dance contexts. According to the theory of Musical Emotion Induction (Juslin 

& Västfjäll, 2008), music can evoke emotion through several mechanisms, such as rhythmic 

resonance where the heartbeat or breathing synchronizes with the tempo of the music; 

memory association where music elicits emotionally charged memories; and cultural 

conditioning, for example in Western culture, minor keys are associated with sadness, while 

major keys convey happiness. 

Movement as a representation of emotion can be analyzed through Laban Movement 

Analysis (LMA), which identifies four key components, Body (the parts of the body that 

move), Effort (the quality of energy), Shape (the form the body takes), and Space (the 

direction and pathway of movement). Sharp and rapid movements tend to indicate anger, 

while soft and slow movements suggest sadness or affection. 

In Pina Bausch’s “The Rite of Spring”, Stravinsky’s jarring music, combined with 

destructive and urgent movement, generates an atmosphere of sacrifice and collective fear. 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570
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The music amplifies the emotional conflict and tension within the choreography. In contrast, 

Tere O’Connor’s “No Time to Fly” employs fragmented sound and broken movement to 

evoke a sense of awkwardness and alienation. Here, the asynchrony between music and 

movement creates a unique emotional intensity. Similarly, in the classical Indian dance form 

Bharatanatyam, the raga (melodic mode) and tala (rhythmic cycle) are interwoven with facial 

expressions and hand gestures (abhinaya) to convey emotional states such as love, anger, or 

compassion both literally and symbolically. 

Music and movement in dance are two interdependent elements that breathe life into 

one another, forming a powerful emotional bridge. Tempo, rhythm, and musical dynamics 

enrich the quality of movement, while the dancer’s body visually interprets emotional 

content. In both traditional and contemporary practices, their interaction serves as a 

fundamental force in establishing dance as an expressive art form. 

Rhythm, or the repetitive pattern of time in music, serves as a structure that supports 

dance movement. Rhythmic organization can assist the dancer in setting the tempo of the 

movement and reinforcing the feeling to be conveyed. Regular and consistent rhythms can 

create a sense of stability and order, while complex or irregular rhythms can emphasize 

uncertainty or chaos. In contemporary dance, rhythms are often organized in innovative and 

unconventional ways to reflect complex emotions. For example, in Merce Cunningham's 

works, musical rhythms that are out of sync with dance movements create a startling effect 

and deepen the feeling of instability. Cunningham often collaborated with composers to 

create music that did not follow traditional rhythmic patterns, allowing dancers to explore 

movements more freely. On the other hand, in classical ballet, the rhythm of the music is 

usually highly structured and coherent with the dance movements. In the ballet "Giselle," 

the steady and regular rhythm of the music supports the elegant and coordinated movements, 

reinforcing the romantic and tragedy themes of the ballet. In traditional dance such as Kathak 

dance from India, rhythm plays a central role in performance. Kathak dance often uses a 

system called "tala," which are complex rhythmic patterns, to mark changes in movement 

and expressions of emotion. The intricate rhythmic patterns in Kathak create a feeling of 

speed and energy, adding depth to the dance narrative. 

Dance artists make strategic decisions in choosing music and organizing rhythms to 

create certain emotional nuances. Rhythm in dance is not just a matter of timing, but also an 

important aspect of emotional expression. The manipulation of rhythmic patterns and the 

interaction between music and movement contribute significantly to the emotional 

experience of the audience (Sacks, 2016: 45). Dance artists often choose music that matches 

the theme or story they want to tell. Music with a melancholic or dramatic feel might be 

chosen for a dance that focuses on themes of sadness or conflict, while upbeat and energetic 

music is more suitable for a dance that celebrates joy and vitality.  

The process of integrating all musical elements into the dance involves deliberate 

choices by the choreographer to evoke specific emotional responses. This strategic selection 

and arrangement of musical elements plays an important role in how the audience feels and 

experiences the emotional depth of the performance" (Adams, 2021: 89). In some cases, 

dance artists work directly with composers to create music that is specific to their dance 

work. Choreographers will choose music that resonates with their emotional vision for a 

performance, and they can manipulate the rhythmic structure to enhance the narrative. The 

interaction between the chosen music and the choreographic movement is crucial to creating 

a cohesive emotional experience (Davis, 2018: 101). This collaboration allows dancers to 

influence the composition of the music, so that rhythms and melodies can be adjusted to 
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create the desired emotional effect. For example, Pina Bausch often collaborates with 

composers to create soundscapes that suit the expressive needs of her performances. 

Dance artists can also experiment with rhythmic structures to emphasize certain 

emotions. Intricate rhythmic structures in traditional dance forms such as Kathak play an 

important role in conveying emotional states. The intricate rhythmic patterns create a 

dynamic interaction with the dancer's movements, reflecting various emotional themes 

(Miller, 2019: 67). For example, dancers may use music with irregular rhythms to create a 

sense of instability, or choose music with regular rhythmic patterns to communicate stability 

and control. Dance styles underscore and exploit emotions in unique ways. The focus of this 

comparison is between the more experimental modern dance and the more formal classical 

dance in terms of their approach to emotional expression. 

Modern dance, as a more contemporary and experimental dance style, tends to 

emphasize individual expression and innovation in the way emotions are conveyed. Modern 

dance's approach to emotional expression generally involves the use of free movement, 

unconventional body exploration, and more direct interaction with the audience. Modern 

dance generally uses movements that do not follow established patterns. Dancers may move 

in spontaneous and unstructured ways, reflecting complex and undefined emotions. For 

example, in Martha Graham's works, such as "Lamentation," intense and expressive body 

movements are used to convey a sense of grief and suffering in a very personal and profound 

way (Graham, 1991: 142). Modern dance often explores non-traditional uses of stage space. 

Dancers may move beyond conventional stage boundaries, and the music used tends to be 

experimental or unconventional. Pina Bausch, for example, is known for combining 

unexpected music with intense body movements to create a profound and challenging 

emotional experience for the audience (Bausch, 1997: 98). Facial expressions in modern 

dance tend to be more prominent and integrated with body movements. Artists such as Alvin 

Ailey use facial expressions to add to the emotional power of movement, creating a more 

multi-layered and emotional narrative (Ailey, 1993: 56). 

Classical dance, such as ballet, emphasizes strict formalism and structure in conveying 

emotion. Classical dance's approach to emotional expression often involves precise 

technique, structured layout, and the use of specially trained movements. In classical ballet, 

body movements follow strict rules and techniques, designed to convey emotion in an 

elegant and measured way. For example, in "Swan Lake," soft, regular movements are used 

to express the gentleness and tragedy of the character Odette, using precise technique to add 

beauty and sadness (Ryman, 2005: 34). Classical dance often uses symmetrical and 

structured formations to create harmonious visual effects and manipulate stage space in a 

highly organized way. In the ballet "The Nutcracker," the use of structured formations and 

stage layout creates a magical atmosphere and helps emphasize themes of celebration and 

joy (Johnson, 2010: 89). Facial expressions in classical dance are more restrained and 

integrated with movement technique. Expressions of emotion are done in a way that 

corresponds with the body's movements and practiced technique, creating a harmonious 

narrative that is in keeping with the aesthetics of ballet (Riley, 2012: 22). 

Modern dance tends to be freer in its exploration of movement and expression of 

emotion, allowing dancers to explore and express emotions in more personalized and 

innovative ways. In contrast, classical dance follows established conventions of technique, 

emphasizing precision and formalism in expressing emotion. In modern dance, the use of 

unconventional stage space and music serves to deepen the emotional experience and create 

an atmosphere that is often surprising. Classical dance, on the other hand, uses structured 
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formations of space and music to create an organized and harmonious emotional experience. 

Modern dance often utilizes strong facial expressions and spontaneous body movements to 

emphasize emotions. Meanwhile, classical dance integrates facial expressions with subtle 

movement techniques to convey emotions in a measured and elegant way. The difference in 

approach to emotional expression between modern and classical dance reflects the evolution 

and diversification of dance. Modern dance explores freedom and experimentation in 

conveying emotions, while classical dance emphasizes technique and structure to create an 

organized emotional experience. Both have unique strengths in communicating emotion, 

offering a variety of perspectives and experiences for the audience. 

A deep understanding of emotional expression in dance can have a significant impact 

on the field of performing arts as a whole. By understanding the way emotions are expressed 

through various dance techniques, choreographers and dancers can create more immersive 

and compelling performances. This knowledge allows them to choose the most effective 

techniques to convey emotional themes, increasing the overall impact of their work. For 

example, the use of exploratory body movements in modern dance can create a more intense 

emotional experience compared to the structured techniques of classical ballet. 

An understanding of emotional expression opens up opportunities for innovation in 

dance. Artists can explore and combine different styles and techniques to create new art 

forms that are more expressive and varied. Dancers and choreographers who are skilled at 

using musical elements to communicate emotion can create works that are more unique and 

relevant to contemporary audiences. A deep knowledge of emotional expression allows 

artists to be more effective in creating an emotional connection with the audience. When 

dancers can express emotion in an authentic and powerful way, they help the audience feel 

and understand the message being conveyed, enhancing the quality of the viewing 

experience and the emotional resonance of the performance. 

A deep understanding of emotional expression has important implications for dance 

teaching and the development of young artists. In dance teaching, it is important to teach 

students how to express emotions through appropriate dance techniques. Teaching that 

focuses on how to integrate emotions with movement, facial expressions, and use of stage 

space can help students develop their expressive abilities. For example, exercises that 

emphasize the use of facial and body expressions in various dance techniques can strengthen 

students' ability to express emotions effectively in their performances. By understanding the 

different ways to express emotions, dance students can be freer to explore their creativity. 

Teaching that encourages experimentation with different dance styles and techniques, as 

well as innovative use of musical elements, can help students develop their personal 

approach to emotional expression. This can create space for young dancers to find their own 

aesthetic voice and create more original and meaningful work. 

Integrating an understanding of emotions from other disciplines, such as psychology or 

visual arts into dance teaching can provide students with new perspectives. For example, 

introducing the psychological theory of emotion and how it translates into movement and 

expression can enrich students' understanding of how emotions can be effectively conveyed 

through dance. Ekman (1971), in his Basic Emotions Theory, identifies six fundamental 

emotions that are considered universal, happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust, and surprise. 

Each of these emotions is associated with distinct facial expressions that are recognizable 

across cultures. The implication of this theory in dance education is that students can learn 

how each emotion is manifested through facial expression and subsequently adjust the 

quality of their bodily movements (such as tempo, direction, and effort) to align accordingly. 
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For instance, anger may be conveyed through sharp and forceful movements, while sadness 

is typically expressed through slower, more rounded motions. This theory aligns with the 

Emotional Contagion Theory (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994), which posits that 

emotions can be "contagious," transferring from one individual to another via facial 

expressions, vocal tones, or bodily gestures. In this context, students are encouraged to 

recognize that strong and sincere emotional expression in dance has the capacity to affect 

the emotional state of the audience. This reinforces the understanding that dance serves as a 

highly effective medium of emotional communication. For young artists striving to mature 

into the professional world, honing skills in expressing emotions in an authentic and 

technical way is a valuable asset. Training that focuses on developing emotional expression 

skills can prepare them to adapt to the different styles and demands of the dance industry. It 

also helps them communicate more effectively with choreographers and collaborators, and 

face artistic challenges in their careers. 

In Pina Bausch's works, such as "Café Müller," the use of powerful movement and 

visceral facial expressions create a highly resonant emotional experience. Teaching similar 

techniques in dance instruction can give students the tools to explore emotions in innovative 

and meaningful ways. Including practice sessions that focus on improvisation and emotional 

expression in the dance curriculum can help students explore and develop their skills in 

expressing emotions. Using diverse music and creating opportunities for experimentation 

with rhythm and movement can also enrich their learning experience. Understanding 

emotional expression in dance not only enriches the quality and innovation in the field of 

performing arts but also provides significant benefits to the teaching and development of 

young artists. By encouraging emotional and creative exploration in dance practice, we can 

help artists to convey deeper messages and connect better with audiences. A deep knowledge 

of how to express emotions can enrich the learning experience, improve the quality of 

performance, and prepare artists for success in their careers in dance. 

Emotional expression in dance has a significant impact on the audience's aesthetic 

experience. Strong and authentic emotional expression in dance can reinforce the narrative 

and themes of the performance. When dancers convey emotions in a convincing way, the 

audience can more easily understand and feel the story being told. For example, in classical 

ballet performances such as "Giselle," the dancers' deep emotional expressions help the 

audience connect with the tragedy and beauty of the story (Ryman, 2005: 89). The expression 

of intense emotion in dance can create a profound sensory experience. Dynamic movement, 

use of stage space, and strong facial expressions serve to engage all of the audience's senses, 

creating a well-rounded and memorable aesthetic experience. The audience not only sees the 

performance but also feels it emotionally and physically (Sacks, 2016: 52). When dancers 

are able to express emotions authentically, the audience is likely to feel a strong emotional 

resonance. This can increase aesthetic satisfaction and make the performance experience 

more meaningful. The audience may feel connected to the themes or characters in the 

performance, which increases their engagement and satisfaction (Greenfield, 2020: 130). 

The expression of emotion in dance also has a major influence on the emotional 

experience of the audience. Strong expressions of emotion in dance can trigger an immediate 

emotional response from the audience. For example, contemporary dance with explorative 

expressions of emotion can cause the audience to feel distressed, inspired or entertained, 

depending on the context of the performance (Adams, 2021: 89). The audience will feel 

empathy towards the characters or themes in the dance performance. When dancers 

successfully express emotions in depth, the audience can feel the same emotions and identify 
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with the experiences portrayed. This creates a more personalized and intense emotional 

experience (Davis, 2018: 104). The duration and intensity of emotional expression in a 

performance can affect how long and how deep the audience's emotional response is. 

Performances with intense and sustained emotional moments often leave a more profound 

and long-lasting impact on the audience (Miller, 2019: 72). 

One famous example of the audience's emotional response to the expression of emotion 

in dance is the first performance of "The Rite of Spring" in 1913. This performance, 

performed by the Russian Ballet and choreographed by Vaslav Nijinsky, is known for 

eliciting a frenzied reaction from the audience. The music and highly expressive dance 

movements depicted ancient rituals and primordial emotions, causing the audience to feel 

shocked and provoked, creating an intense emotional experience (Greenfield, 2020: 115). A 

survey conducted in 2022 looked at audience reactions to contemporary dance performances 

compared to classical dance. The results showed that audiences felt more emotionally 

engaged with contemporary dance performances that explored freer and more innovative 

emotional expression. In contrast, audiences felt connected to the beauty of technique and 

formality in classical dance, but their emotional response was often more structured and less 

visceral than with contemporary dance (Johnson, 2022: 95). 

The expression of emotion in dance plays a crucial role in shaping the aesthetic and 

emotional experience of the audience. By improving our understanding of how emotions are 

conveyed through dance, we can create more engaging and resonant performances. Case 

studies and surveys show that audiences respond very differently depending on the dance 

style and expression techniques used. Understanding these dynamics can assist artists and 

choreographers in creating performances that are more impactful and relevant to their 

audiences. 

Further studies could integrate psychology of emotion theories with dance techniques 

to explore how movement and physical expression affect the perception and regulation of 

emotions. These studies could investigate how psychological factors such as trauma or 

happiness can be expressed more deeply through dance movement and how this affects the 

audience's experience. With the advancement of technologies such as virtual reality (VR) 

and augmented reality (AR), there is potential to explore how these technologies can be used 

to extend or change the way emotions are expressed in dance performance. This paper could 

focus on how these technologies can facilitate more interactive or immersive emotional 

expression. This work could be done to explore how cultural differences affect the way 

emotions are expressed through dance. 

This study could include analyzing how different cultures interpret and convey emotions 

through different dance techniques, as well as how audiences from different cultural 

backgrounds respond to emotional expression in dance. Examining how dancers and 

choreographers use their emotional experiences in the creative process can provide insight 

into the development of more expressive dance techniques. This study could investigate how 

personal and emotional experiences influence artistic decisions and the creation of dance 

works. Further studies could investigate how specialized training in emotional expression 

affects dancers' ability to express emotions in their performances. This includes assessing 

the effectiveness of training techniques such as emotional meditation, improvisation and 

other expressive exercises in improving performance quality. 

Dance practitioners are advised to integrate exercises that focus on emotional expression 

into their training programs. Such training models could involve improvisational exercises 

that encourage dancers to explore different emotions and express their feelings through 
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movement. This technique can help dancers develop the ability to convey emotions more 

effectively in their performances. Practitioners may consider collaborating with 

professionals from other disciplines, such as psychologists or technologists, to create work 

that explores new dimensions of emotional expression. These collaborations can lead to 

innovations in the way emotions are expressed and received in dance performance. Using 

technologies such as VR and AR in the process of dance creation and performance can open 

up new possibilities for expressing emotions. Practitioners should experiment with these 

technologies to create more interactive and immersive experiences for the audience, which 

can deepen the emotional impact of the performance. Choreographers can utilize Virtual 

Reality (VR) to develop digital rehearsal spaces that enable the exploration of movement 

within various emotional environments (such as enclosed spaces, natural landscapes, or 

specific narrative settings), thereby deepening the understanding of internal emotional states. 

Augmented Reality (AR) can be employed in live performances to visualize emotions 

through dynamic visual elements such as color, form, and light that respond to the dancers' 

movements, enhancing the emotional impact on the audience. These technologies also open 

pathways for emotional interactivity, allowing audiences to respond in real time and thereby 

strengthening the emotional connection between performer and spectator. 

Practitioners should focus on creating a strong emotional connection between the dancer 

and the audience. This could involve practicing to improve non-verbal communication skills 

and facial expressions, as well as developing emotionally resonant narratives. Providing in-

depth training on emotional expression techniques for dancers can enrich their ability to 

convey emotions in their performances. Training initiatives may include the provision of 

specialized classes focused on facial expression techniques, incorporating exercises in facial 

muscle isolation and the accurate creation of expressions corresponding to various basic 

emotions (as identified in Ekman's theory). Group-based nonverbal communication 

exercises can further enhance the dancers’ ability to express and respond to emotions through 

the body, without relying on verbal narrative. Additionally, interdisciplinary workshops 

involving experts such as performance psychologists, nonverbal communication specialists, 

or emotion theorists (e.g., James-Lange, Scherer, or proponents of Emotional Contagion 

Theory) can enrich dancers' and choreographers' perspectives, offering deeper insights into 

emotional expression and embodiment in dance. 

Collecting and analyzing feedback from the audience on how they respond to emotional 

expression in performance can provide valuable insights for the development of the artwork. 

Audiences may be involved in early-stage testing (such as preview shows) through the use 

of emotional response questionnaires, enabling them to offer feedback on the effectiveness 

of emotional communication within the choreography. Practitioners can use this feedback to 

adjust techniques and emotional delivery in their work. 

Future studies focusing on the relationship between emotional expression and dance 

technique may open up new opportunities for understanding and innovation in dance. 

Recommendations for dance practitioners, including the integration of emotional exercises, 

interdisciplinary collaboration, and experimentation with technology, can assist in creating 

more expressive and memorable work. By continuing to explore and apply insights on 

emotional expression, practitioners can enrich the audience experience and develop their 

creativity in expressing emotions through dance. 
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CONCLUSIONS   

This study reveals that emotional expression is not merely a complementary element in 

dance but lies at its very core, shaping artistic creativity, narrative clarity, and audience 

engagement. Across various styles, from classical ballet to contemporary performance, 

emotion emerges as a dynamic force that influences how movement is created, perceived, 

and felt. 

Key findings highlight that body movement, facial expression, spatial use, and music 

interact as integrated channels through which dancers convey nuanced emotional states. 

Works by choreographers such as Martha Graham, Pina Bausch, and Merce Cunningham 

demonstrate that emotion can be communicated not only through structured techniques but 

also through improvisation, abstraction, and interdisciplinary experimentation. 

Furthermore, emotional expression in dance is supported by theories from psychology, 

such as Ekman’s basic emotions, Laban Movement Analysis, and Emotional Contagion 

Theory, which offer valuable frameworks for training dancers to recognize, embody, and 

transmit emotional states with authenticity and technical precision. The study also 

underscores the impact of emotion on audience experience, showing that strong, sincere 

expression enhances empathy, narrative understanding, and aesthetic appreciation. 

The integration of emerging technologies like Virtual Reality (VR) and Augmented 

Reality (AR) expands the potential for emotional expression in dance by creating immersive 

environments and enabling interactive emotional exchanges between performers and 

audiences. Such innovations encourage new forms of choreography and performance design 

that go beyond conventional stage boundaries. 

For dancers and choreographers, this research affirms the importance of cultivating 

emotional awareness and expressive skill as central components of their artistic identity. 

Emotion is not a byproduct of dance, it is its pulse. By embracing training that prioritizes 

emotional depth, whether through facial expression work, improvisational tasks, or 

interdisciplinary collaboration, artists can sharpen their communicative power and create 

performances that resonate more profoundly with audiences. 

Ultimately, the dancer’s body becomes a vessel not only for movement but for 

meaning—bridging the unspoken space between performer and viewer. In a time where 

human connection is more essential than ever, dance offers a powerful reminder: emotions, 

when embodied with honesty and intention, speak louder than words. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570


Gondang: Jurnal Seni dan Budaya  

Vol 9, No 1, (2025) Page 1-16 

ISSN 2599-0594 (print) | 2599-0543 (online) 

         
 

 

 

  

Herlinda Mansyur, Emotional Beat: Deepening Dance…                                                               

16 

 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570     

REFERENCES  
Acocella, J. (2007). Dance: A Short History of Its Art. Harper Collins. 

Adams, N. (2019). “Spatial Patterns and Emotional Expression in Traditional Dance Forms”. Dance and 

Performance Review. 18(3): 58-72. 

Adams, T. (2021). “Musical Choices and Emotional Expression in Dance Performance”. Journal of Dance and 

Music Studies. 18(2): 80-95. 

Bausch, P. (1992). Pina Bausch: Tanztheater und Ausdruckskraft. Reclam. 

Cohen, R. (2010). Dance as a Form of Art: Understanding Modern Dance. Routledge. 

Davis, J. (2018). Choreography and Music: The Interaction of Sound and Movement. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Ekman, P. (1971). Universals and Cultural Differences in Facial Expressions of Emotion. In J. Cole (Ed.), 

Nebraska Symposium on Motivation (Vol. 19:207–283). University of Nebraska Press. 

Graham, M. (1991). Martha Graham: A Dancer's Life. Viking Penguin. 

Greenfield, S. (2020). “The Role of Music in Enhancing Emotional Expression in Dance”. Journal of 

Performing Arts. 32(3): 115-130. 

Hanna, J. L. (1987). To Dance is Human: A Theory of Nonverbal Communication. University of Chicago Press. 

Hatfield, E., Cacioppo, J. T., and Rapson, R. L. (1994). Emotional Contagion. Cambridge University Press. 

Johnson, D. L. (2003). The Social Dance of the Americas. Routledge. 

Johnson, L. (2022). “Audience Responses to Emotional Expression in Contemporary and Classical Dance”. 

Performing Arts Review. 29(1): 85-100. 

Jones, M. (2021). “Facial Expressions and Emotional Narratives in Classical Ballet”. International. Journal of 

Performance Arts. 22(4): 45-60. 

Jordania, J. (2011). Why Do People Sing? Music in Human Evolution. Logos. 

Juslin, P. N., and Västfjäll, D. (2008). “Emotional Responses to Music: The Need to Consider Underlying 

Mechanisms”. Behavioral and Brain Sciences. 31(5): 559–621. 

Kostelanetz, R. (2015). The Art of Dance and Music. Routledge. 

Laban, R. (1971). The Mastery of Movement. Macdonald & Evans. 

Lecoq, J. (2012). The Moving Body: Teaching Creative Theatre. Methuen Drama. 

Miller, J. (2019). “Rhythmic Patterns and Emotional Expression in Traditional Dance Forms”. Dance Research 

Journal. 27(4): 60-75. 

Miller, K. (2015). Spatial Dynamics in Modern Dance. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Mitchell, W. J. T. (1994). Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation. University of Chicago 

Press. 

Pramudya, S. K. (2015). Tari Tradisional Indonesia. Surabaya: CV. Pustaka Cendekia. 

 

https://doi.org/10.24114/gondang.v9i1.64570

	INTRODUCTION
	METHOD
	RESULT AND DISCUSSION
	CONCLUSIONS
	REFERENCES

