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Abstract

This paper aims to reflect upon the role of music as
an inspiration for dance choreographers, focusing
on exploring the relationship between music and the
choreographic cognition of the artists to increase the
understanding of both. Choreographic cognition is
analyzed as a part of a wider area of human cogni-
tion - embodied cognition. Embodied cognition is
understood as a special type of data processing in
which certain parts of the body or parts of the sen-
sory system are used to simulate a certain process
whereby the person understands it. On the other
hand, choreographic cognition refers to the cogni-
tive and mental processes involved in constructing
and refining movement material to create a work of
art. When it comes to choreographic cognition, this
paper discusses the choreographers’ choice of mu-
sic, their understanding, and knowledge about how
to use the body as a medium of thinking, relying on
visual, somatosensory, tactile, and motor systems
while creating new movements, as well as different
techniques of how to make it easier for the audience
to perceive, understand and appreciate a particular
movement, a part of the dance or the entire piece.
Besides the implications arising from our analyses,
the importance of a dialogic relationship between
dance and music is outlined in the conclusion.

Introduction

The creative process in dance is very com-
plex compared to other artistic disciplines. The
complexity of dance stands out from its spatial
and temporal determination and the fact that
tdancers use their own body as an instrument.
At the same time, the dancers are both the sub-
ject and the object of dance (Arnhajm, 2003;
Vukadinovi¢, 2019). In other words, they are
the performer, the creator, and the work of art

- all in one (Arnhajm, 2003; Brown et al., 2006;
Vukadinovi¢ & Markovié, 2017). In dance as a
form of art, regardless of what form of dance is
performed, the role of a choreographer in the
creative process refers to devising new or using
existing movements to compose a harmonious,
artistic whole that is a new dance choreography
(Hagendoorn, 2008, 2011; Kirsh, 2011; Kresi¢,
1997; Neubauer, 2006; Stevens & McKechnie,
2005; Vukadinovi¢ & Markovié, 2012, 2017).

Since the basic instrument of dance is the
performer’s body, the choreographer’s creativity
mainly takes place in the kinesthetic medium
(Montero, 2012). Kinesthesia is related to the
kinesthetic-vestibular system. It refers to the
sensations associated with one’s body position,
muscular tension, balance, and orientation in
space. Kinesthesia can be defined as an aware-
ness of the position of one’s own body or body
movement, which one reaches through recep-
tors in muscles, tendons, ligaments, joints, and
the skin (Foster, 2008, 2011; Montero, 2006,
2012; Proske, 2006; Sherrington, 1907). It is
also considered that kinesthesia is an integral
part of perception (Berthoz, 2000; Foster, 2011;
Reynolds, 2007) as well as the multicomponent
sensory modality (Jola et al., 2011). Many scien-
tists understand kinesthesia as an integral part
of perception, and they use the term proprio-
ception when studying the experiences of danc-
ers during a performance or while mastering a
particular movement (Golomer & Dupui, 2000;
Hagendoorn, 2003; Hugel et al., 1999; Jola et al.,
2011; Leanderson et al., 1996; Montero, 2006,
2016; Moore, 2007; Proske, 2006).

Previous research which dealt with the
role of visual and proprioceptive information
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showed that dancers most often rely on their
sense of sight (visual sensory modality) when
learning and practicing a specific step or move-
ment sequence in front of a mirror (Dearborn &
Ross, 2006; Shabbott & Sainburg, 2010). At the
same time, during their classes, dancers prac-
tice a certain movement until they achieve the
proprioceptive integration of information and
bodily representation of the movement (Jola et
al., 2011). If the language of the dancer is used,
achieving proprioceptive integration and bodily
representations of movement can be recognized
(Hagendoorn, 2003) in acquiring ‘good feeling’
proprioception or what ‘feels that it is right’
(Montero, 2012) when performing the move-
ment. Together with other authors (Hugel et
al., 1999; Montero, 2006, 2012), Hagendoorn
(2003) emphasizes that proprioception serves
as a basis for dancers to achieve aesthetic ex-
perience during the dance and that in addition
to the exteroception (visual sensory modality)
of one’s movement, proprioception plays a key
role not only in learning a movement but also
in aesthetic evaluation. Moreover, propriocep-
tion plays a crucial role in creating new chore-
ography, especially in the communication be-
tween choreographers and dancers.

Next to that, music is also closely related to
proprioception; when a person listens to music,
a number of its aspects may produce bodily re-
sponses (Acitores, 2011). In that sense, the cho-
reographers, when creating a new piece, may
reach for their inspiration in bodily sensations,
the meaning attributed to music, and the mood
induced by the music. Music, in its richness,
can stimulate both the body and the soul and,
in that way, inspire action, imagination, and
creativity in both choreographers and danc-
ers. Considering the characteristics mentioned
above of music and dance, the purpose of this
study is to analyze and reflect upon the role
of music as an inspiration for choreographers,
putting an accent on the exploration of the re-
lationship between music and choreographic
cognition.
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Aim
This paper aims to analyze the relationship
between music and choreographic cognition of

the artists in order to increase the understand-
ing of both.

Main Contribution

When a choreographer chooses an appro-
priate piece of music, a serious venture of creat-
ing a choreography begins. The choice of music
is mostly defined by the form of dance (e.g.,
classical ballet, contemporary dance, hip-hop,
or folk dances), so the choreographic cognition
of choreographers is closely related to their mu-
sical preference. Thus, music is not an accompa-
niment of a particular dance but its inspiration.
Moreover, the music itself carries meaning. The
rhythm, melody, and groove often carry a meta-
phor and suggest a certain feeling. Kirch (2011)
explains that choreographers and dancers use
their bodies as a thinking medium, relying on
their visual, somatosensory, tactile, and motor
systems while creating new movements. Any
change in the body as an instrument (flexion,
extension, increase or decrease of rigidity, etc.)
leads to a change in the form and style of dance.
Furthermore, choreographers and dancers do
not only depict the music, but they also ampli-
fy its meaning by interpreting it through their
movements.

When creating a certain dance piece, the
choreographer faces many challenges, and the
biggest one is to harmonize the movements
with the chosen piece of music. In response to
these challenges, cognition plays a major role.
Some authors assume that, in these cases, the
choreographer relies on a specific area of cog-
nition called choreographic cognition (Stevens &
Glass, 2005; Stevens & McKechnie, 2005).

Choreographic Cognition

Choreographic cognition forms a special
part of a wider area of human cognition - em-
bodied cognition (Kirsh, 2011). Embodied cog-
nition is understood as a special type of data
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processing in which parts of the body or parts
of the sensory system are used to simulate a
particular process whereby the person under-
stands it (Adams, 2010; Borghi & Cimatti, 2010;
Kirsh, 2011). On the other hand, choreographic
cognition refers to the cognitive and mental
processes involved in constructing and refin-
ing movement material to create a work of art.
Furthermore, it implies that the choreographer
and the performer use their bodies as a means
of thinking, where the body has a dual role -
it is used both as a medium of cognition and
representation. Thus, choreographic cognition
partially overlaps with embodied cognition.

For example, a choreographer can assign a
task to dancers in which they have to switch
from one modality to another by imagin-
ing that their bones are made of rubber or by
thinking about what it feels like when they are
being attacked. After recalling those images or
experiences, they have to translate their feel-
ings into movement (Kirch, 2011). Studying
how the choreographer uses different modali-
ties (somatosensory, visual, and emotional) to
stimulate dancers, Kirch observes that creativ-
ity in dance consists of the generation of an
idea in one of these modalities, mapping it in
another and checking that idea in a third mo-
dality (Kirch, 2011). He assumes that the chore-
ographer’s cognition manifests using the body
and sensory systems as a thinking medium. He
concludes that the power of cognition of the
choreographers and their creativity consists
of the ability to represent a certain idea in as
many modalities as possible and to switch from
one modality to another easily. In addition to
Kirsh’s conclusion, an important aspect of cho-
reographic cognition is the choreographer’s
knowledge of how a particular music sequence
could be emphasized, intensified, accentuated,
or diminished through the mastery of body
movement (Vukadinovi¢, 2019).

According to Stevens and collaborators (Ste-
vens & Glass, 2005), dance is the domain where
choreographic cognition reaches its complete
application and expression. In that sense, the
creativity inherent in choreographic cognition
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is based on the research of movement and the
source of inspiration for it. This type of creativ-
ity can be found in various modalities such as
music, image, space, rhythm, impact, texture,
psychological tension, feeling, word, sound, and
concept (Stevens & Glass, 2005). Moreover, an
affective and expressive component in creating
and performing dance distinguishes this activ-
ity from all other forms, such as, for example,
athletics or gymnastics. Finally, the findings
of Stevens and collaborators (Stevens & Glass,
2005; Stevens & McKechnie, 2005) may be
summarized in the conclusion that cognition in
dance is based on embodied knowledge related
to movements and sequences of movements.
For them, the embodiment includes the body as
a medium whose movements carry information
about the physical, conceptual, and psychologi-
cal aspects of the world, both for the performer
and his audience (Stevens & Glass, 2005).

A significant part of choreographic cogni-
tion, as well as of the creativity of the choreogra-
phers, is their knowledge about a wide range of
different techniques which may serve to make it
easier for the audience to perceive, understand,
and appreciate a certain movement, a part of
the dance or the entire piece. Choreographers
use repetition of movements for these purpos-
es; they connect movements with specific as-
sociations or references. Furthermore, they use
spatial organization in the form of alignment,
grouping of dancers, or hierarchy among danc-
ers and the like (Hagendoorn, 2008; Stevens &
McKechnie, 2005). In addition to these tech-
niques, the choreographers’ specific style can be
another manifestation of choreographic cogni-
tion. During their practice, many choreogra-
phers manage to develop and invent their own
characteristic ‘vocabulary’ of movement, which
represents their ‘personal seal’ so that their
style becomes recognizable by the movements
specific only to their work. Within the frame-
work of modern and contemporary dance, such
choreographers are, for example, Martha Gra-
ham, Cunningham, Jose Limon, Sonia Tayeh,
Travis Wall, etc. (Cunningham, 1968; Graham,
1991, 1973; Hagendoorn, 2005, 2011; Folks,
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2008; Limon, 1955; Stevens & McKechnie, 2005;
Vitkay-Kuczera & Vukadinovi¢, 2017).

Conclusion

Based on our analyses, some possibilities
for future empirical and theoretical research
may be discussed. Namely, the current dance
practice tends to combine different forms of
dance with a genre of music that is not usual for
that particular dance form (e.g., hip-hop dance
and classical pieces, flamenco dance, and Rn’B
music). When it comes to creating new dance
movements, it is emphasized that the choreog-
raphers’ creativity relies on choreographic cog-
nition, the choreographers’ knowledge, as well
as on his/her use of different sensory systems
and the possibility of ‘transition’ between them
(audio, visual, olfactory, tactile, kinesthetic).
This can open a fruitful field for empirical re-
search regarding the aesthetic experience of
both, music and dance. Furthermore, the prac-
tical, theoretical, and empirical exploration of
the contemporary tendency to combine various
genres of music with different dance forms does
not just pose a challenge for choreographers in
creating new directions of artistic expression.
Still, it can also increase our understanding of
choreography and music cognition.

It can be concluded that their dialogical re-
lationship should be brought into focus in the
attempt to understand the connection between
music and dance. Music is an inspiration for
the creation of dance choreography, it stimu-
lates choreographic cognition, but it is also vice
versa, since dance may emphasize, intensify, or
sometimes even inspire the creation of music
and that way, enrich music cognition.
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