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PRESERVING DANCE: THE IMPORTANCE OF FUTURE COLLABORATION FOR 

AN ART FORM’S PAST 

Abstract 

 

Since the very beginning of dance, finding ways to recording it for future 

generations has been an issue as dance is something physical and fleeting but confluent 

with that, many people have come up with different dance notation systems in order to try 

and find a way to record dance on paper. While the advent of new recording technologies 

as well as the creation of institutions such as choreographic trusts, the way dance is 

preserved has become more technologically advanced but it has not necessarily 

diminished the number of issues that can come from trying to preserve a dance long term. 

However, with a partnership amongst trusts and other preservation techniques as well as 

the dance artists themselves, dance will be able to be preserved for years to come as well 

as thrive in such an environment that will not only maintain artistic integrity within the 

avoidable issue of dance choreography changing over time but also keep the art form as a 

whole growing.  
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 As time goes on, the way dance has been preserved and passed down to the new 

and upcoming generations of dancers has shifted and changed. There have been many 

changes in the way we preserve dance, such as in notation forms or filming, to even the 

inclusion of choreographic trusts and having repetiteurs. How does the preservation and 

evolution of preservation and the way we pass dance on to the next generations affect the 

art form? 

 

Ballet really got its start at the hand of Catherine de Medici and in the Italian 

Renaissance courts. Catherine was a huge patron of the arts and it was through this 

patronage that court ballets emerged. She played a huge role in the creation and 

commission of the first known full ballet, Comique de la Reine in 1581 (New World 

Encyclopedia).  Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx, a composer, helped her in this commission 

and helped create the traditional court ballet standard that would be passed on (Britannica 

editors, 1). As the prominence of court ballets began to rise, it became more clear that 

some sort of notation system would have to be created in order for dances to be preserved 

and performed more than once. In 1588, Thoinot Arbeau wrote the book Orchesographie, 

which not only helped to put technical names with certain dance movements, but it also 

aligned the dance steps with the music so that both dancers and composers could refer 

back to the ballets on both aspects in the future (Guest, 1). 

 

In the time of the French king, Louis XIV, the movement patterns of the dancers 

were traced on the floor in the various court ballets so not only could the dancers better 

remember their choreography, but it also provided a sort of notation system in itself  that 
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had never really been created before (Britannica). During Louis XIV’s reign, in 1700, 

Raoul-Auger Feuillet published a book entitled Chorégraphie; ou l’art de decrier la 

danse (translated: Choreography; or, The Art of Describing the Dance), which described 

a notation system that was created by Pierre Beauchamp. This system became very 

popular throughout the world and many foreign courts because it made provisions for 

both intricate footwork and the coordinating arm movements (Guest, 1). While this 

system would ultimately be lost during the French Revolution, it was groundbreaking in 

its creation as it provided a way of specific notation that could easily be translated and 

understood by many. 

 

Upon entering the 19th century, two main notation systems emerged. The first was 

that of Arthur Saint-Léon. In 1852, he published a book called Sténochorégraphie, which 

used a system of combined musical notation and stick figure drawings to help illustrate 

both the movement and desired timing for each choreographic work (Guest, 1).  The 

other main system of this era was created by Vladimir Ivanovich Stepanov. His book was 

published in 1892 and it was titled Alphabet des mouvements du corps humain 

(translated: Alphabet of Movements of the Human Body). His method focused on 

specifically notating the physicality of each movement and also had a particular focus on 

the positions and angles that each movement created. Stepanov’s method of notation was 

so successful that the Mariinsky Ballet of St. Petersburg, Russia incorporated it and was 

able to notate many works, some of which can still be accessed in their original notated 

form, by using the Stepanov method (Guest, 1). His method was so popular that would-be 

famed choreographer Léonide Massine began to use it as he began to create his own 

works (Guest, 1). In fact, while newer and more efficient methods of notation began to 



Feller	 5	

emerge, Massine continued to use the Stepanov method up until the 1970s as a way of 

continuity amongst the preservation of his works (Cappelle). 

 

In the beginning of the 20th century, two other majors notation forms emerged. 

What would later become known as Labanotation (known as Kinetography Laban in 

Europe) emerged in 1928 and was first created by Rudolf Laban in Germany. 

Labanotation would make its way to the United States in 1940, at which point the Dance 

Notation Bureau would be created in order to establish a way of working to continue to 

the work that Laban himself had started in Germany to notate choreography 

(dancenotation.org). The creation of this system was partially due to wanting to preserve 

dance so that it was widely accessible, but it was also done in effort to allow dance to be 

preserved similarily to other classical arts such as music, literature, etc 

(trinitylaban.ac.uk). Labanotation is a system of symbols placed on a staff that can then 

describe “the direction of the movement, the part of body doing the movement, the level 

of the movement, and the length of time it takes to do the movement” 

(dancenotation.org).  Laban had spent so much time analyzing dance and movement that 

it allowed for him to make an explicitly descriptive notation system that also accounted 

for the necessary musical information to preserve and/or restage works. Today, this 

system lives on through the Dance Notation Bureau and is widely used to not only allow 

for previously created works to be preserved, but to also notate works being created at the 

present time. 

 

The other notation form to emerge during this time period was Benesh notation, 

which came out of Great Britain in the early in 1956 by Rudolf and Joan Benesh as a way 
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of recording human notation in a way other than film (RAD.org.uk). In 1962, the Benesh 

Institute for Movement Notation was created and has since partnered with the Royal 

Academy of Dance as a way of helping “the dance profession preserve its heritage and to 

protect choreographic copyright” (RAD.org.uk). 

 

These are the two main systems that are commonly used today throughout various 

choreographic trusts as well as a technology-free way of preserving dances for 

generations to come and for the sake of archival purposes. However, it is more common 

for trusts to use film and photo representation when pieces are being restaged. Because of 

this, it raises the question of how does film and technology change the way pieces are 

restaged and it is possible that they affect, whether positively or negatively, the artistic 

integrity of the piece? 

 

In most cases as is common today, repetiteurs come in to set a piece armed with 

both choreographic notes as well as video footage and sometimes even photographs or 

musical scores. Considering that the various notation systems are not as frequently used 

as the first point of choreographic contact nor widely understood by the current dance 

generation, they are rarely found as a repetiteur’s first resource nor are they ever sought 

out by a dancer when attempting to learn a piece. In fact, choreographic notations are 

almost never even consulted in the restaging process given that they are very rarely 

understood by either dancers or repetiteurs anymore (Lubow). Throughout the restaging 

process, the repetiteurs consults the video as the most immediate form of context as to 

what the choreography was or perhaps as a way of remembering the way the piece was 

performed by a certain cast and thus will be taught to the next generation of dancers. A 
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repetiteur may choose to restage a certain version of the work based on factors such as a 

preference of a slightly updated version of the piece, or perhaps based on the fact that it is 

most like how the piece was originally choreographed or staged. He or she may also 

choose to set a certain version based on their own personal muscle memory, which also 

affects how a piece is carried on to the next generations as things can be skewed slightly 

according to how someone else remembers them or sets them on a new set of dancers. 

Because of the discrepancies that can occur due to things such as human error, 

personal muscle memory, dancer preference of a different version, etc as well as because 

of the importance of dance works being able to be taken care of and the integrity of it 

maintained as any other work of art or music would be. This not only ensures its 

preservation for years to come, but also that it is properly restored as the original 

choreographer envisioned it, similar to how music is passed on to the next generations or 

a script would be given to a new group of actors. As a matter of fact, it was not until very 

recently in the history of dance that a need was felt to begin copyrighting dances, but 

with very specific requirements. In order for a dance to be recognized as something that 

requires copyright and potentially give the choreographer or trust to sue for copyright 

infringement, it must be in some sort of written form, such as a notation form as was used 

in dance’s earliest days to preserve what was being done by choreographers (Carman). 

Prior to this development in 1976, only the story line of a work could be copyrighted, but 

not the actual choreography or the accompanying music and costumes could be 

copyrighted. Because of this, it is now the job of repetiteurs, as required by a 

choreographic trust, to ensure that the proper lighting, stage design, costuming, and other 

details be maintained as close to the original version as possible.   The creation of 

choreographic trusts as well as giving those trusts the ability to protect their works and 
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sue for potential infringement definitely advances the way dance is not only preserved, 

but also helps to ensure a certain level of artistic integrity is maintained. While there is 

something to be said about all dance exploration and choreography being important to the 

advancement of the art form as a whole, the importance of maintaining and taking care of 

the work and choreography of the trailblazers must not be forgotten as it is their work that 

has helped to project the art form to where and what it is today. It is that lineage that the 

current state of the art form extends from and as dance continues on, it is those roots that 

continue to carry on not only in the movement of the current dance generation but also in 

the ideals of the current dance generation. It is also the work and struggle of creating a 

need for dance copyright that those forbearers went through that also allow current 

dancers to perform their works as they were meant to be performed today and on in the 

next generations. 

When it comes to preserving dance, as was intended by the original 

choreographer, there are many issues. First, dance is considered “to be the most fragile of 

the arts. Happening in the moment, it evaporates after rendering” (Lubow). What this 

essentially means is that while dance is in some ways preservable, in that a video can be 

taken or things can be written down, it will never be done or performed or taught in 

exactly the same way ever again. Even when all the necessary information is available as 

to how a piece was previously performed or staged, the work itself will never quite be the 

same as it is put on a new set of dancers as they bring their own special characteristics to 

it as well as mold the piece to how they dance best. William Forsythe once said that “the 

dance resided independently and individually in each one’s body” and it is hard to 

imagine, as a dancer, how this is not incredibly true given that it often feels like 

movement cannot be done well until it is made your own within your own body, which 
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usually involves diverging on a new path, even if only slightly, from what the 

choreography or repetiteur originally intended (Caruso Haviland). This further drives 

home the idea that every copy is an original and that a dance is never going to be an exact 

replica of what it was once before. There is also the issue of maintaining the artistic 

integrity of a piece (any piece, for that matter) given its constant evolution. While for 

some choreographers, it would perhaps not be an issue if a piece of dance work changed 

every time it was restaged. For example, Michael Fokine was known to deliberately 

change something about a piece each time he restaged. But that may not always be the 

case in that the original choreographer would be accepting of changes in steps or 

intention of a piece of choreography and perhaps tampering with the artistic integrity of a 

piece. Then, a further issue is that if the original choreographer of a piece is no longer 

living, it is then up to someone close to them to determine what aspects of a piece where 

intrinsically important to the choreography and which ones were not. This is difficult in 

that what is important in a piece differs from person to person, and even body to body, 

and there is not clear cut right or wrong solution to that. Considering how art functions, in 

a interpretable reflection of what is going on in life or the outside world, the way 

something is performed or taught is meant to change along side with life experience, 

dancer experience and maturity, etc. It is said that “the problem of re-performing is both 

internal-focusing on changes that emerge from the shifts in lives, the bodies, the vision 

and play of dancers and dance maker-and external, considering the space, time, the 

audience, and the world at large” (Caruso Haviland). Art, and dance included, is not 

meant to be stagnant nor non-reflective of the outside world so it must be factored into 

how a piece of choreography changes when the world in which it was created also 

changes. It should also be considered that it is quite difficult to preserve the artistic 
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intention behind a piece of choreography or movement, as that is going to differ from 

dancer to dancer. While recording a piece or saving the choreographic notation preserves 

a piece in its most basic form, “dance artists and scholars have long understood that 

dance consists of much more than the motion of the body through space” (Reside). This 

is where the importance of repetiteurs come in, but its also an issue due to that it would 

be difficult for a repetiteur to not pass on their own artistic interpretation to the next 

group of dancers, which could potentially stray from the original artistic intent. There is 

also an aspect of a dancer’s muscle memory in passing the choreography. It is almost 

always former dancers that become repetiteurs, as they know the choreography best, but 

what happens when how they remember or performed something differs from the 

original? What happens when a certain movement was so deeply ingrained within their 

mind and body that they cannot remember how a piece was meant to be prior to that? In 

that instance, those movements preserved by muscle memory almost always get passed 

on to the next set of dancers performing the choreography. Along these same lines, there 

is the aspect of recorded mistakes. Recording dance is a helpful tool in terms of making 

something easy to decipher, but it does not always best represent what the choreographer 

wanted. However, these mistakes become just as much a part of the fabric of the 

choreography as anything else and given that the video recording of a piece is usually 

what is used to restage a piece, it is not unlikely to consider that these mistakes are taught 

to the next group of dancers performing the piece. These factors, in terms of artistic 

integrity and original choreographic intent, make dance quite difficult to preserve. 

 Dance is also very difficult to preserve in concrete terms. While advances in 

technology have made progress in how dance has the potential to be preserved and passed 

on, it also comes with its own hazards. As dance is recorded and preserved on one 
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format, it will not be long until technology comes and renders the previous format 

obsolete and require an update. This is a cyclical, and expensive, problem for a field such 

as preservation in the arts that already does not have a lot of funding (Johnson). Another 

difficulty to consider is how involved or uninvolved a trust is in preserving and restaging 

a piece. While a trust is an important tool for ensuring that a piece is properly maintained 

and that crucial accompanying information such as musical scores, costuming, etc is kept 

in order for when pieces are restaged. However, trusts can sometimes be inhibiting in that 

certain works may not be available to certain types of dance institutions, such as 

universities or educational institutions or depending on the company’s expertise or 

experience with that type of repertoire. While its important to make sure a choreographic 

work is properly maintained, there is also something to be said for the educational 

experience of letting a group work and progress to reach a level where the piece is meant 

to be. There is also a monetary issue with trusts as if the funds are not available; it is 

difficult to maintain repetiteurs as well as the means necessary to ensure that a 

choreographer’s legacy of work is properly maintained. There is also the issue as to how 

to decide what dance works are important enough to try and preserve. While it would be 

nice to imagine a world in which there was enough funding and enough of a capability to 

preserve all dance for generations to come, that is simply not the reality of the situation. It 

must then be decided, if for no other reason than keeping works available on a large 

scale, how important a choreographer and his/her work is to the dance world and what 

lengths will be taken to preserve all, or only some, of their work (Reside). Given that 

there is not a discernible or concrete criteria for deciding how much of a legacy a dance 

work will leave, it is up to the an individual, a dance company, a trust, etc to decide if 
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something should be preserved and then how to best go about that. These issues also 

speak to the more concrete difficulties with trying to preserve dance.  

 

 In conclusion, it is clear that preserving dance has been an issue for many 

generations and centuries of dancers and choreographers. Ever since the first attempts to 

write down choreography and preserve it, it has become increasingly evident that this is 

an uphill battle not only logistically but in how it could potentially affect the art form as a 

whole in terms of how the works evolve and change while maintaining original artistic 

integrity. What it ultimately comes to is the need for a balance and partnership amongst 

the choreographic trusts and the more frontline artists (the repetiteurs, the dancers, etc). 

While the trusts are important because they do the heavy duty work of keeping all the 

essential information, such as musical scores, costume and lighting information for a 

choreographic work present and in an accessible format, it is the repetiteurs and dancers 

that keep the piece evolving and relevant in a world where art and its meaning and 

importance is also constantly changing, especially in consideration of dance as an art 

form. Art, dance especially as technical ability increases generationally, is not meant to 

be stagnant and that is true even for works that have long withstood the test of time. The 

best way to continue to try and preserve dance is to give choreographic trusts and 

institutions the reins to do the preservation work that serves as a jumping off point for the 

repetiteurs who restage works and then the dancers whose job it is to bring new life to a 

longer new piece of choreography. It is only with this balance that the work of former 

choreographers, who very much established the roots of what we now as dance now, can 

be honored while allowing dance as an art form to continue to progress and stay relevant 
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long past the current generation of dancers, choreographer, and dance spectators around 

the world.  
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Addition:	
My	advisor	asked	me	to	make	an	additional	power	point	to	give	a	visualization	of	
the	topics	discussed	in	my	paper.	This	is	the	inclusion	of	those	slides.	
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