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THE VALUE OF
MOVEMENT NOTATION
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Introduction

Movement Notation is as old as history itself. Some
early cave paintings were records of a successful
hunt; Egyptian tomb paintings presented gestures
used in burial rituals; ancient Confucian manuscripts
explained ceremonial procedures at the Imperial
Court; and one can find many other historical
examples throughout the world. The underlying
motivation seems to have been that if movement was
important to a culture, then in some method it
needed to be recorded.

Movement, whether in a variety of physical
education forms or world dance genres, continues in
the modern world to be an important part of many
peoples lives in many cultures around the world.

With the developments in modern technology in film,
video, and new digital forms, there are many
choices and opportunities for recording human
movement. This paper will look at the value of
movement notation in this context and compare it to

the uses of new technology.

Today, there are several excellent movement
notation systems in use around the world, but the
one that seems to have the widest acceptance and
application is Labanotation. Therefore, this paper
will concentrate on the use and value of the Laban
System. There are three main aspects to be
considered in the value of movement education
systems:

Analysis, Documentation, and Research.

Perhaps the most important of these values is
analysis. The Laban System comprises a
comprehensive theoretical framework for the analysis
of all human movement. It is not based on a
particular dance style but rather on body mechanics
and is therefore applicable to any kind of human
activity. The system has a general vocabulary and
symbols for description and analysis of movement.
It promotes and develops a clarity of thinking about
the observation and execution of movement and is
considered a valuable tool for dance education even
if one does not become a notation expert.

The greatest practical use of movement notation is
documentation. The recording of movement for a
variety of purposes, some of which are: preservation
of cultural forms, teaching materials, dance
repertory, and copyright registration.

In the preservation of traditional dance forms,
notation provides a much needed service for accurate
recording of the details of a particular dance form
such as the intricate finger movements in Indian
Dance, or the many pelvic movements in Polynesian
dance, as well as the specialized use of the feet in
toe shoes and tap shoes. All of these can be written.
If a movement can be analyzed, it can be written
down and preserved.

As an extension of recording of traditional forms of
dance, movement notation then provides a wealth of
teaching materials from basic movements and
sequences, to short etudes, as well as the nuances of
the differences in National and personal styles in a
tradition such as Classical Ballet. In Modern Dance,
it can give teaching methods of the many individual
techniques that have evolved in the 20th Century,
such as those created by Graham, Humphrey-
Weidman, Wigman/Holm, Cunningham, and many
others.

The most extensive current use of Labanotation is in
the area of dance reconstructions. Complete
repertory works in Classical Ballet, Modern Dance,
and other world forms have been recorded. For
famous and popular works, restagings or
reconstructions are made from the Notation Score
thus allowing for the revival of many works that
have not been performed for several decades and the
original performers are either gone or have forgotten
the movement sequences. The value of these works
in education is also very important so that schools
have access to many of the historical masterworks of
a given dance style. This not only enriches the
educational experience of dance students but also
shows to other learning fields that dance, indeed,
does have an historical heritage that can be
transmitted to the next generation.

Also related to the matter of dance repertory is the
issue of Copyright for Choreography; i.e. , the
creative work. This is a very complex issue and
actually the problems have still not been solved
world-wide. In some areas, Labanotation is accepted
as a legal form of documentation for Copyright



registration. There are economic, ethical, and
artistic issues involved in this matter and it may be
many years in the future before International
standards of protection of creative work in dance are

established.

Dance Research is a combination of the above two
aspects: analysis and documentation. It is basically a
three step process: analysis- documentation-analysis.
Notation provides an accurate description of human
movement in symbols, but it must first be analyzed.
After the documentation is completed, then further
analysis needs to be done to understand and to
explain the inner logic of a tradition, the relationship
between form and content, the interpretation of the
work in a cultural context, and the assessment of
that work. . Further analysis can also be used to do
comparisons among different or related dance
traditions. It is in this area of Dance Research that
Laban Movement Analysis, theory and symbols, is
most valuable and has already made important
contributions to the field.

Dance Literacy

Another aspect of the value of movement notation
which has been discussed of much in recent years is
that of dance literacy. Literacy means to be able to
“read.” In English, one speaks of reading music,
even reading architectural plans. One takes it for
granted that an actor can read a play script at least in
his native language. Dancers, due to historical
circumstance, and perhaps due to the nature of the
art, have not used this ability to “read” in the study
and transmission of their art. With the expanded use
of movement notation, and in particular,
Labanotation, this now becomes a possibility for this
non-verbal art. In addition, the ability to “read”

dance will put dancers on a more equal footing with
practitioners in the other Performing Arts of Music
and Drama.

Score Versus Video

In discussions of the value of a dance notation score,
one often hears the argument that, with the advent of
the new technology in visual recording, movement
notation is no longer necessary. Nothing could be
further from the truth. For example in the field of
music, there are music scores and there are
recordings. No one would ever say that the score is
not necessary and that a recording is adequate and

then ask a student to learn a piano sonata from
listening to a CD. The same can be said of actors
with a play script and a video of a performance of
that play. Why then, is a video enough for dance?

Some scholars speak of “prescriptive” and
“descriptive” systems of recording. Prescriptive
refers to the score and means that which occurs
before the actual performance. So it is the ideal form,
or idea, of the work, and in a sense, a prescription
for what is to be performed. On the other hand,
descriptive refers to a documentation that is made
after the performing event and means a audio or
visual recording. A descriptive recording of a work
is very valuable for understanding the flow and
phrasing of a work and the overall style. This type
of recording inevitably has mistakes, or sections
where ‘it is not possible to see all of one dancer or
some dancers hidden in the back or even off-camera.

In the performing arts, there is the “former,” or the
creator; that is, the one who forms the concept and
content of an art work. There is also the performer,
the one who creates. “through” (per-) that form.
Thus, they are called performing arts. The score
gives us immediate contact and insight into the mind
of the original creation of the work. A recording
gives an interpretation of that work though the talent
and technique of a dancer, actor, or musician.

Therefore, recent discussions of this issue usually
conclude that it is not an “either/or” situation, but
rather, that both are essential and valuable for
preserving and transmitting a work of performing art.

Future Developments

This is the age of new communication technology
and there is already a computer program in
Labanotation that allows for a clearer and faster
writing of notation scores and other materials. More
programs are in the research stage at the moment.
One of the more interesting is the use of CD ROMS
for multi-media approaches to the study of dance.
Proto-types are being developed at several
universities around the world. These include music
notation, movement notation, digital photographs
and video, and written text all on one topic on one
CD. Once the technology is perfected, it will mean
a new leap forward in teaching methods in
movement education. It should also provide new
materials for advocacy issues in the field of dance.



Developments are also being made in the
Labanotation System and the International Council of
Kinetography Laban (ICKL) meets every two years
to discuss new symbols, refinement of old symbols
and other theoretical issue in movement analysis and
recording. New applications of Labanotation in
teaching, choreographing, staging, and research are
also discussed. It is a growing organization which
now has many Asian members as a result of the first
ICKL Conference being held in Hong Kong in
August 1997.

Also at the International level, there is a trend to
have Labanotation promoted as an “International
Language of Dance. ” This does not mean that
Labanotation is. the only movement notation system
in use, but rather that it is the most wide-spread.
Other systems, including those that are used by
specific genres like for Nihon Buyoh, are also
valuable; but, if there is to be a movement notation
system to be used in international cultural exchanges,
it makes sense to have only one system. It is similar
to the wide spread use of English as an international
language. English is surely not the only language in
the world, but due to historical developments, it has
become the one used in most international exchanges
and will probably be even more widely used in the
21st Century.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the values of movement notation are
many in providing a clarity of analysis, accuracy of
documentation, and complexity in research. It is
hope that one day, dancers--like other performing
artists in music and drama--will be able to read the
scores of their art. With the further development of
technology in visual documentation, it is important
to not forget that the written score of a work of art is
as valuable and important as a recording of a
performance. It is hope that one day Labanotation
will become an international language, and along
with English, provide more opportunities for cultural
exchange in the world of dance.
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