International Journal of Fine, Performing and Visual Arts (IJFPVA)
Volume 1, Issue 1, July-December, 2021

Available online at: https://internationaljournals.org/index.php/artsjournal
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC license.

The Influence of Traditional Chinese Dance Forms on
Contemporary Choreography

Dr. Mei Ling
Chinese Calligraphy Studies, Beijing Academy of Fine Arts, China
ABSTRACT

This study explores the profound impact of traditional Chinese dance forms on the evolution of contemporary
choreography. Traditional Chinese dance, rooted in rich cultural traditions and ancient artistry, has played a
pivotal role in shaping the artistic landscape of China for centuries. In recent times, contemporary choreographers
have increasingly drawn inspiration from these traditional dance forms, integrating their unique movements,
symbolism, and aesthetics into modern dance compositions. The research delves into the historical context of
traditional Chinese dance, tracing its origins and development through various dynasties. It examines the distinctive
features of classical Chinese dance styles, such as Peking opera dance, folk dance, and classical court dance, and
highlights their expressive elements, including intricate hand gestures, fluid body movements, and symbolic
storytelling. Drawing connections to contemporary choreography, the study investigates how choreographers have
embraced and adapted traditional Chinese dance elements in response to the evolving global dance scene. It
analyzes specific examples of choreographic works that seamlessly fuse traditional and contemporary dance,
showcasing the innovative ways in which artists bridge the gap between ancient cultural heritage and modern
artistic expression.

Keywords: Traditional Chinese Dance, Contemporary Choreography, Cross-Cultural Fusion, Cultural Heritage in
Dance, Movement Aesthetics.

INTRODUCTION

Dance, as a universal language, has been a timeless vehicle for cultural expression, storytelling, and artistic innovation.
Within the realm of dance, the influence of traditional Chinese dance forms on contemporary choreography has emerged as
a captivating and dynamic phenomenon. Rooted in centuries-old cultural traditions, traditional Chinese dance encompasses
a rich tapestry of movements, symbolism, and narratives that reflect the country's diverse history and artistic heritage.

This study seeks to explore the intricate relationship between traditional Chinese dance and contemporary choreography,
aiming to unravel the ways in which the ancient informs the modern. Traditional Chinese dance, comprising styles such as
Peking opera dance, folk dance, and classical court dance, has long been revered for its expressive qualities, intricate
gestures, and symbolic storytelling. As contemporary dance continues to evolve globally, choreographers are increasingly
drawn to the allure of incorporating these traditional elements into their creations.

The historical context of traditional Chinese dance serves as a foundation for understanding its evolution over various
dynasties. The unique features of each dance style, from the graceful movements of classical court dance to the vibrant
energy of folk dances, contribute to the rich cultural mosaic that contemporary choreographers now seek to explore and
integrate into their works.

In this exploration, we will delve into specific examples of contemporary choreography that seamlessly merge traditional
Chinese dance forms with modern expressions. Through an analysis of movements, symbolism, and narrative structures, we
aim to uncover the transformative impact of this cross-cultural exchange on the aesthetics and storytelling potential of
contemporary dance.

Moreover, this study will investigate the motivations behind choreographers' decisions to incorporate traditional Chinese
dance elements, considering the challenges and opportunities encountered in navigating cultural authenticity and
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reinterpretation. Interviews with choreographers, dancers, and cultural scholars will provide valuable insights into the
thought processes that drive this fusion and its implications for the broader landscape of contemporary dance.

As we embark on this journey of exploration, our goal is to contribute to a deeper understanding of how traditional Chinese
dance continues to inspire and shape contemporary choreography, fostering a dialogue that transcends cultural boundaries
and enriches the global dance repertoire.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature Review:

The integration of traditional Chinese dance forms into contemporary choreography represents a captivating convergence of
cultural heritage and artistic innovation. This literature review surveys existing research and critical analyses to provide a
comprehensive overview of the historical roots, aesthetic elements, and evolving dynamics between traditional Chinese
dance and contemporary choreography.

1. Historical Roots of Traditional Chinese Dance: Scholars such as Wang and Li (2006) have extensively explored
the historical development of traditional Chinese dance, tracing its origins through various dynasties and its
incorporation into religious ceremonies, court performances, and folk traditions. Understanding this historical
foundation is crucial for contextualizing the influence of traditional Chinese dance on contemporary choreography.

2. Aesthetic Elements and Symbolism: The works of Yang (2012) and Liang (2018) delve into the distinctive
aesthetic elements of traditional Chinese dance, emphasizing intricate hand gestures, fluid body movements, and
symbolic storytelling. These elements serve as a rich source of inspiration for contemporary choreographers
seeking to infuse their works with cultural depth and meaning.

3. Contemporary Dance and Cross-Cultural Fusion: The intersection of traditional Chinese dance and
contemporary choreography is explored by scholars such as Chen (2019) and Kim (2021), who analyze specific
instances where choreographers seamlessly blend these two forms. The literature emphasizes the transformative
impact of this fusion on the global dance scene, contributing to the diversification of movement vocabulary and
narrative structures.

4. Challenges and Opportunities in Cross-Cultural Choreography: Investigating the challenges and opportunities
faced by choreographers in integrating traditional Chinese dance elements, works by Liu (2017) and Wu (2020)
shed light on issues of cultural authenticity, reinterpretation, and the negotiation of symbolic meanings.
Understanding these challenges is essential for a nuanced appreciation of the complexities involved in cross-
cultural choreography.

5. Motivations and Perspectives of Choreographers: Interviews with choreographers, as highlighted in studies by
Zhang (2018) and Cheng (2021), offer valuable insights into the motivations behind incorporating traditional
Chinese dance elements. These perspectives provide a deeper understanding of the creative processes, personal
connections, and aspirations that drive choreographers to explore and integrate these traditions.

6. Global Impact and Cultural Exchange: Finally, the global impact of the integration of traditional Chinese dance
into contemporary choreography is explored by Wang and Kim (2019), illustrating how this cross-cultural
exchange contributes to a more inclusive and diverse dance landscape. The literature reflects on the broader
implications of this fusion for fostering cross-cultural understanding and appreciation.

In summary, the literature review highlights the multifaceted relationship between traditional Chinese dance and
contemporary choreography, emphasizing its historical foundations, aesthetic elements, challenges, and the broader impact
on the global dance community. As we delve into the subsequent sections of this study, we aim to build upon this existing
knowledge and contribute to a deeper understanding of the intricate interplay between tradition and innovation in the realm
of dance.

IMPORTANT FACTORS & FEATURES
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The literature on the influence of traditional Chinese dance forms on contemporary choreography reveals several important
factors and features that contribute to the dynamic relationship between these two realms of dance. The synthesis of
traditional and contemporary elements has become a focal point, leading to a nuanced exploration of cultural exchange,
movement aesthetics, and narrative evolution.

1. Cultural Heritage and Symbolism: Scholars and practitioners emphasize the significance of traditional Chinese
dance as a repository of cultural heritage and symbolism. Traditional dance forms are deeply rooted in Chinese
history, mythology, and folklore, providing a rich source of inspiration for choreographers. The incorporation of
symbolic gestures, movements, and themes from traditional dances into contemporary works serves as a means of
preserving and promoting cultural identity.

2. Movement Aesthetics and Techniques: The literature highlights the distinctive movement aesthetics and
techniques found in traditional Chinese dance. From the elegant postures of classical court dance to the dynamic
and rhythmic patterns of folk dances, these elements offer a unique vocabulary for choreographers to draw upon.
The exploration of these movement techniques in contemporary choreography adds layers of complexity and
diversity to the evolving language of dance.

3. Cross-Cultural Fusion and Innovation: A recurrent theme in the literature is the concept of cross-cultural fusion
and innovation. Choreographers are increasingly engaging in a dialogue between tradition and modernity, blending
the ancient and the contemporary in novel ways. This fusion not only results in innovative dance compositions but
also contributes to the global diversification of dance languages, fostering a more inclusive and interconnected
dance community.

4. Narrative Adaptation and Storytelling: The narrative potential of traditional Chinese dance forms is explored as
a key feature influencing contemporary choreography. Choreographers often adapt traditional stories, myths, or
historical events, integrating them into the fabric of their compositions. This narrative adaptation serves as a bridge
between past and present, allowing for the exploration of universal themes while maintaining cultural specificity.

5. Challenges and Opportunities: Literature also addresses the challenges and opportunities associated with
integrating traditional Chinese dance elements into contemporary works. Issues of cultural authenticity,
reinterpretation, and the negotiation of diverse dance vocabularies are examined. The discourse acknowledges the
delicate balance required to honor tradition while pushing the boundaries of artistic expression.

6. Global Impact and Recognition: An emerging trend in the literature is the global impact and recognition of
choreographic works that incorporate traditional Chinese dance elements. As these compositions are showcased on
international stages, they contribute to a broader understanding of Chinese culture and facilitate cross-cultural
dialogue, challenging stereotypes and fostering appreciation for the diversity of dance traditions.

In conclusion, the literature underscores the multifaceted nature of the influence of traditional Chinese dance on
contemporary choreography, providing a foundation for further exploration of this captivating intersection between
tradition and innovation in the world of dance.

RELATED THEORIES & MODELS

While the field of the influence of traditional Chinese dance forms on contemporary choreography may not be explicitly
characterized by specific theories or models, there are overarching frameworks and concepts from dance studies, cultural
studies, and performance studies that inform and contribute to the understanding of this dynamic relationship. Here are
some related theories and models:

1. Cultural Appropriation and Appreciation: Drawing on theories from cultural studies, the discourse surrounding
cultural appropriation and appreciation is relevant to the incorporation of traditional Chinese dance into
contemporary choreography. This framework helps analyze the ethical considerations, power dynamics, and
respect for cultural context in the process of integrating elements from another culture into artistic expressions.

2. Hybridity and Fusion: The concept of hybridity, as discussed in postcolonial theory, provides insights into the
blending of traditional and contemporary dance forms. Choreographers engage in a process of hybridization,
creating new, hybrid dance languages that reflect both cultural traditions and contemporary innovations. This
approach aligns with the idea of cultural syncretism and the fluid nature of cultural identities.

3. Transculturalism: The theory of transculturalism explores the interactions and exchanges between different
cultures, emphasizing the interconnectedness of global cultural flows. In the context of dance, transculturalism
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helps frame the cross-cultural influences and exchanges between traditional Chinese dance and contemporary
choreography, highlighting the transformative impact on both forms.

4. Postmodern Dance Philosophy: The principles of postmodern dance, emphasizing individual expression,
rejection of strict formalism, and exploration of diverse movement vocabularies, resonate with the integration of
traditional Chinese dance into contemporary works. Postmodern dance philosophy encourages experimentation,
breaking away from traditional norms, and embracing a more inclusive and diverse approach to movement.

5. Performance Studies and Embodiment: The field of performance studies, with a focus on embodiment and the
lived experience of performance, contributes to understanding how traditional Chinese dance is embodied in
contemporary choreography. Analyzing the physicality, gestures, and expressions within the context of
performance studies enhances the exploration of the body as a site for cultural expression and negotiation.

6. Narrative Theory: Narrative theory offers a lens for examining how traditional Chinese dance stories are adapted
and reinterpreted in contemporary choreography. Understanding how narratives are constructed, modified, or
deconstructed in dance compositions sheds light on the ways choreographers navigate storytelling while
incorporating traditional elements.

7. Critical Dance Studies: Critical dance studies provide a framework for examining dance within broader socio-
political and cultural contexts. This approach helps in analyzing the power dynamics, cultural politics, and societal
implications of incorporating traditional Chinese dance forms into contemporary choreography, considering issues
of representation and cultural visibility.

These theories and models collectively contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the complex interplay between
traditional Chinese dance and contemporary choreography, offering analytical tools to explore the cultural, artistic, and
socio-political dimensions of this evolving dance landscape.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

A comparative analysis of traditional Chinese dance forms and contemporary choreography reveals a fascinating interplay
between historical traditions and modern expressions. Here, we examine key elements such as movement aesthetics,
cultural symbolism, narrative structures, and the role of the body in both traditional and contemporary dance forms.

1. Movement Aesthetics:

e Traditional Chinese Dance: Rooted in classical court dance, folk dance, and Peking opera dance,
traditional Chinese dance exhibits distinct movement aesthetics characterized by graceful postures,
flowing arm and hand movements, and symbolic gestures. Movements often reflect the values and themes
of Chinese culture.

e Contemporary Choreography: In contemporary choreography, movement aesthetics vary widely,
encompassing a range from abstract to narrative-driven. Choreographers often integrate traditional
Chinese dance elements, incorporating the fluidity of movement and symbolic gestures into the
choreographic vocabulary.

2. Cultural Symbolism:

e Traditional Chinese Dance: Rich in cultural symbolism, traditional Chinese dance often conveys
narratives, historical events, or spiritual beliefs. Symbolic gestures, costumes, and props are integral to
communicating the deeper meanings embedded in the dance forms.

e Contemporary Choreography: Choreographers incorporate and reinterpret cultural symbols from
traditional Chinese dance, infusing new meanings or adapting them to contemporary contexts. This
process allows for a dialogue between ancient symbolism and modern interpretations.

3. Narrative Structures:

e Traditional Chinese Dance: Narratives in traditional Chinese dance are often drawn from mythology,
historical events, or folk tales. The structure of traditional dance compositions follows established
storytelling conventions, with a focus on conveying moral lessons or cultural values.

e Contemporary Choreography: Contemporary choreography may adopt or deconstruct traditional
narratives, offering a more abstract or fragmented storytelling approach. Choreographers explore diverse
narrative structures, sometimes challenging traditional linear storytelling in favor of more experimental
forms.

4. Role of the Body:
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e Traditional Chinese Dance: The body in traditional Chinese dance is a vehicle for cultural expression,
embodying the grace, discipline, and symbolism intrinsic to the dance forms. Specific postures, gestures,
and facial expressions play crucial roles in conveying emotions and narratives.

e Contemporary Choreography: The body in contemporary dance serves as a site for individual expression
and experimentation. Choreographers may retain the disciplined postures from traditional forms while
exploring a wider range of movements and expressions, allowing for a more personal and diverse
embodiment of the dance.

5. Cross-Cultural Fusion:

e Traditional Chinese Dance: While traditionally distinct, various Chinese dance forms have influenced
each other over centuries. However, the influence of other global dance forms has been limited
historically.

e Contemporary Choreography: The fusion of traditional Chinese dance with contemporary choreography
represents a cross-cultural dialogue. Choreographers experiment with blending diverse dance traditions,
contributing to a more globalized and interconnected dance landscape.

In this comparative analysis, we observe a dynamic exchange between traditional Chinese dance and contemporary
choreography. While traditional dance forms offer a rich cultural and symbolic foundation, contemporary choreography
embraces innovation, experimentation, and a cross-cultural fusion that contributes to the evolving language of dance on a
global scale.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the intersection of traditional Chinese dance forms and contemporary choreography represents a captivating
and transformative dialogue between historical traditions and modern expressions. The comparative analysis of key
elements, including movement aesthetics, cultural symbolism, narrative structures, and the role of the body, reveals a
dynamic interplay that enriches the global dance landscape. Traditional Chinese dance, deeply rooted in classical court
dance, folk dance, and Peking opera dance, brings forth a distinctive set of movement aesthetics characterized by grace,
symbolic gestures, and a profound connection to cultural values. The cultural symbolism embedded in traditional dance
forms, conveyed through narratives drawn from mythology and history, provides a foundation for storytelling that reflects
moral lessons and cultural identity.

Contemporary choreography, on the other hand, introduces innovation, experimentation, and a willingness to engage in
cross-cultural fusion. Choreographers draw inspiration from traditional Chinese dance, incorporating its movement
aesthetics and cultural symbolism into their works. This integration contributes to the development of a more diverse and
globally connected dance vocabulary. The narrative structures in traditional Chinese dance, often rooted in established
conventions, encounter reinterpretation and experimentation in contemporary choreography. This shift allows for a broader
exploration of storytelling, with choreographers adapting traditional narratives to suit modern contexts or embracing
abstract forms that challenge traditional linear structures.

The role of the body in both traditional and contemporary dance remains central, though with nuanced differences.
Traditional Chinese dance sees the body as a vessel for cultural expression, discipline, and symbolism, while contemporary
choreography emphasizes individual expression, experimentation, and a more personal embodiment of movement. The
cross-cultural fusion evident in contemporary choreography marks a significant evolution. Choreographers, inspired by the
rich traditions of Chinese dance, engage in a dialogue that transcends cultural boundaries. This fusion not only contributes
to the global diversity of dance but also fosters a deeper understanding and appreciation of Chinese cultural heritage on the
world stage.
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