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Émile Jaques-Dalcroze was one of the most important reformers of traditional music teaching in 

conservatories in the early twentieth century. Without intending it, he and his innovative teaching 

method used in traditional music context became a pioneer of the new free dance. Dalcroze 

promoted performance integrated with the natural body in a unique way for music teachers at the 

time. He united physical expression and musical performance which experienced of sound in an 

unprecedented way.1 

Dalcroze sought to reform the music education that was centered on amusicians’ self-confidence. 

To achieve this, he developed a method that would erase both physical and psychological deficits 

in the perception of music. He was convinced that a musical performance can only be considered 

successful when the music is completely incorporated into the physical expression. To achieve this, 

the music had to become part of the body. This assumption was the starting point of his philosophy. 

In doing so, he claimed a capability in understanding composition using parameters of expression.2  

To teach an expressive language of musicalisation, Dalcroze developed a method of making music 

visible through physical movement. Specifically, he created a system interpreting musical forms 

through gestures and plastic movements. This visualisation helped to reveal even the smallest 

weakness in the connection between music and man. Every distortion in music praxis thus becomes 

visible by his method.3 In the ‘Rondes Enfantines’ and the ‘Chansons de Gestes’, children are 

supposed to make music visible (see Fig.2) through pantomimic and dance movements in the style 

of New Hellenistic aesthetics.4 Thus, without consciously aiming for it, he became a pioneer of 

expressive dance.  

According to Dalcroze, the foundation of the plastic visualization of music was willpower. But in 

his mind, the aim of developing willpower encompassed more than just the practice of music. It 

focused on creating a fully developed personality that would take responsibility for all its actions 

and thus develop a zest for life that would make high artistic work possible in the first place; a 

cycle, in the center of which is the human being with his individuality. This was not about education 

 
1 Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, Vorschläge zur Verbesserung des Musikunterrichts an den Schulen, in: Jaques-Dalcroze 

1921/1977, pp. 6-36; Jaques-Dalcroze, Rhythmus, Musik und Erziehung, Basel 1921 (Reprint Göttingen/Wolfenbüttel 

1977).  
2 Joachim Gobbert, Zur Methode Jaques-Dalcroze. Die Rhythmische Gymnastik als musikpädagogisches System. Wege 

und Möglichkeiten der plastischen Darstellung von Musik durch den menschlichen Körper (Frankfurt/Main, 1998). 
3 See more: Michael Kugler, ‘Musik als visuelles Ereignis. Ein musikpädagogisches und künstlerisches Projekt der 

Moderne in der Bildungsanstalt Jaques-Dalcroze in Dresden-Hellerau’, in: A. Gottdang & R. Wohlfarth (eds.), Mit 

allen Sinnen. Sehen, Hören, Riechen, Schmecken und Fühlen in der Kunst (Berlin, 2010), pp.144-162. 
4 Daniel Zwiener, Als Bewegung sichtbare Musik. Zur Entwicklung und Ästhetik der Methode Jaques-Dalcroze in 

Deutschland als musikpädagogische Konzeption (Essen, 2008), p.48ff. 



to egomania, but rather about strengthening individuality within a group of heterogeneous people. 

On these two points alone, Dalcroze’s philosophy came very close to the concerns of modern 

expressive dancers. 

Dalcroze’s concerns and concepts 

Around 1905, Dalcroze placed the training of willpower at the center of his education. In 1906, he 

and Adolphe François Appia developed a school concept that included a holistic pedagogy with 

the aim of forming individuality. Some years later he was able to implement this concept in the 

ideal setting of the Bildungsanstalt für Musik und Rhythmus, which was located in the middle of 

the garden city of Hellerau. The humanistic education focused on music, but also included 

languages, social studies, natural sciences, painting, acting, orchestral playing, free dance and 

gymnastics.  

The basic philosophy of the three-year training was to evoke a state of joy through a feeling of 

liberation and to encourage the students to take responsibility for a self-determined life. According 

to this opinion, joy of life would be the foundation of an inner growth. Inner growth, in turn, would 

be based on different paradigms, such as an understanding of what is productive in a human being, 

in short, what constitutes the balance of individual natural forces and the harmonious rhythm of 

individual will and ability. Dalcroze was convinced that only through this know-how grows a self-

confidence that gives strength for renewal. As a lecturer in harmony, Solfège and piano at the 

Geneva Conservatory from 1892, he had the vision of training a generation who would become 

self-sufficient musicians. Similar to what Isadora Duncan called for in her speech ‘The Dance of 

the Future’ (Berlin, 1903), Dalcroze researched methods that ensured the human rendition of music 

as a unity of body, soul, and spirit, and were not purely physical feats of technique.5  

Dalcroze’s method 

The starting point of Dalcroze’s method was the unity of mind, body and spirit. Based on the 

principles of his teacher, Mathis Lussy, Dalcroze assumed that a certain tension existed between 

composition and interpretation.6 Therefore, a language of correct expression had to be developed 

according to the motto: Understanding, Processing and Conveying. In the preliminary stage, plastic 

exercises could make deficits in the practice of music visible.  

To develop his method, he broke with the principles of virtuosity, the aesthetics of classical ballet 

and social dance common at the time. Rather, he took the approach that the student must first 

understand the music and build an individual approach before developing means of expression. 

 
5 This approach was among others pioneered by his student Otto Blensdorf and spread by Nina Gorter and Elfriede 

Feudel. See: Otto Blensdorf, Erziehung zur Selbsttätigkeit im Gesangunterricht nach der Methode Jaques-Dalcroze 

(Elberfeld, 1913); Elfriede Feudel, Rhythmik. Theorie und Praxis der körperlich-musikalischen Erziehung (München, 

1926); Nina Gorter, ‘Erziehung zum und durch den Rhythmus’, Neue Musikzeitung, V. 28 (7) (1906/07), pp.143-146. 
6 Mathis Lussy, Traitè de l’expression musicale. Accents, nuances et mouvements dans la musique vocale et 

instrumentale (Paris, 1874). 



The musician, like a free dancer, was not a performer of a dramatic action, he was an interpreter of 

what he perceives.  

Figure 1. The exercises of the students had elements of the new free dance 

Left: Fred Boissonnas, Students of Émile Jaques-Dalcroze practicing rhythmic gymnastics in Geneva, c. 

1909 – 1910, black/white photographic print on paper, 123 x 157 mm, Fonds de l'Institut Jaques-Dalcroze, 

Bibliothèque de Genève, ijd-a-2-1909-1910-1-p-0, https://bge-geneve.ch/iconographie/oeuvre/ijd-2-1909-

1910-1-p-01; Right: Fred Boissonnas, June Festival, Rhythmists, in the Background the Lake of Geneva, 

June/July 1914, colorized black/white slide on glass, 83 x 83 mm, Fonds de l'Institut Jaques-Dalcroze, 

Bibliothèque de Genève, ijd-e-1914-f-d09x09-47, https://bge-geneve.ch/iconographie/oeuvre/ijd-e-1914-f-

d09x09-47 

Dalcroze attributed deficits in the grasp of meter and rhythm to arrhythmia, the inability to express 

oneself, and cognitive, emphatic, or orthopedic underdevelopment. In the basic exercise of 

walking, which was usually combined with conducting movements, a rapid grasp of the rhythmic 

was developed by changing the time signature, forward and backward movement, various 

conducting gestures, changing the dynamics, etc. - demanding exercises in which the endurance of 

pauses was practised. For example: the student marches to the beat, emphasizing the first part of 

the beat by stamping with the left foot; when hopping, he stops emphasizing the left foot, thereby 

adding a third weak part of the beat to the two quarters. In addition, general physical training 

included exercises on tension and relaxation, breathing, coordination of movements (exercises for 

the limbs independence) and reactivity (exercises for spontaneous expression of will). These were 

all training that helped to form the skills to dance expressively and freely.  

After the basic rhythmic exercises have been internalized, the student is allowed to create his own 

sound impression; by means of plastic exercises, improvisation and their application in scenic 

representations. At this higher level, the student should be able to express individual feelings in the 

interpretation of music. This can be compared with learning a language in oral and written form. 

Only when one is capable of expression in the linguistic literary medium, can one write one's own 

novels or novellas, compose poems or dramas.  

https://bge-geneve.ch/iconographie/oeuvre/ijd-2-1909-1910-1-p-01
https://bge-geneve.ch/iconographie/oeuvre/ijd-2-1909-1910-1-p-01
https://bge-geneve.ch/iconographie/oeuvre/ijd-e-1914-f-d09x09-47
https://bge-geneve.ch/iconographie/oeuvre/ijd-e-1914-f-d09x09-47


Accordingly, a central part of the method was the plastic exercise of musical walking. Dalcroze 

believed that it worked best with irregular metrical patterns, as these patterns resulted from human 

emotions. In 2020, Michael Kugler described musical walking as the supreme discipline,7 as it is 

connected with a realization of music through the immediate transformation of music that is played 

into movement.8 The third level of the method is improvisation to a previously unknown 

composition. This highest level of training should help to realize first performances. Thus, for 

Dalcroze, improvisation meant that the student would be able to understand and physically 

implement the musical parameters of older or even contemporary music. Only then would he be 

able to perform a composition in a way that corresponded to the character of the piece. This requires 

an inwardly free personality that is open to new sounds and contexts.  

Figure 2. Rehearsal of Orpheus and Eurydice in Festpielhaus Hellerau, 1912. © Kurt Becker-Glauch, 

https://www.hellerau.org/de/geschichte/ 

In summary, the process of the three-year training included: the development of ‘temperament’ - 

sensitivity to all the physical exercises, which comes through the mind; in later stages, the focus 

was on strengthening willpower and then on the implementation of the will. In doing so, Dalcroze 

offered emotional security by asking his students to immerse their bodies completely in the music. 

Dalcroze assured them that they could be certain that if they gave themselves to the music with 

their whole body, they would not make a mistake.9  

Connections to Modern Dance 

Dalcroze’s Exercices de Plastique animée and improvisation are the elements that have a concrete 

connection to the central characteristics of free dance. Intersections are particularly evident when 

these elements are used in scenic performances. Dalcroze collaborated with Adolphe Appia in this 

context. Appia connected the audience with the performers and was fascinated by the idea that light 

could give the body the right spatial position. He stressed the importance of using the human body 

as a starting point for the performing arts. Dalcroze's method made this possible, and in this he saw 

 
7 Michael Kugler, Orff-Schulwerk Gesellschaft Deutschland e.V.:Fachverband für elementare Musik- und 

Tanzpädagogik (2020), https://orff-schulwerk.de/lexikon/mjd/. 
8 Michael Kugler, ‘Von der „Rhythmischen Gymnastik“ zu den „Realisationen“. Übung und Disziplinierung des 

Körpers bei Émile Jaques-Dalcroze’, in: Gunhild Oberzaucher-Schüller (ed.), Ausdruckstanz (Wilhelmshaven, 1992), 

pp.71-94. 
9 E. Jaques – Dalcroze, 'Was Dies Rhythmische Gymnastik Inhen Gibt und was Sie von Inhen Fordert‘, Bildungsanstalt 

Jaques-Dalcroze (ed.), Der Rhythmus. Ein Jahrbuch (Jena, 1911), p.41. 

https://www.hellerau.org/de/geschichte/
https://orff-schulwerk.de/lexikon/mjd/


the importance of rhythmic movement for the theater. Appia put this vision into practice in Orphée 

et Euridice by Christoph Willibald Gluck, which was performed at the school festivals in 1912 

(first act) and in its entirety in 1913. The production represents one of the first significant attempts 

in the twentieth century to create a dramatic stage work by visualizing music through body 

movement. Tamara Levitz described the production:  

Although much has been written about Orpheus’s mythical status as a musician, very little has 

been said about Eurydice’s dance, even though her physicality, presence, and movement lie at 

the very root of the Orpheus story. From the moment she is first described in Virgil’s Georgica 

and Ovid’s Metamorphoses as running with the other nymphs, Eurydice is in constant 

movement, experiencing life in an expressively sensual and physical fashion. She has very 

little memory, an undefined history, and difficulty in feeling the complex emotions required 

for her to grasp abstract concepts. She seems to remember Orpheus only when she sees him - 

for example, at the moment when he returns to hell to retrieve her. The story of the opera seems 

predicated not on her ability to engage in conversation, but rather on her talent to move in a 

manner that attracts Orpheus’s gaze. Calzibigi accentuated this historical aspect of Eurydice’s 

character in the libretto he wrote for Gluck in 1764. Gluck then translated Eurydice’s 

physicality into musical terms by giving her more dance music (an aspect of the opera that he 

later emphasized in its later [sic] Parisian version). In their production in Hellerau, Jaques-

Dalcroze and Appia modified Gluck’s Orpheus even further, emphasizing the role of 

Eurydice’s dance by casting a student gymnast as Eurydice instead of a professional singer. 

By shifting attention away from the listening experience of the music towards its visualization, 

Jaques-Dalcroze and Appia allowed Eurydice’s transcendent movement to replace Orpheus’s 

song as the focus of the opera’s aesthetic interest.  Eurydice’s dancing body makes its presence 

felt from the very opening bars of Jaques-Dalcroze’s Orpheus, particularly throughout the 

chorus of lamenting nymphs in Act I. Stunned by the jolting omission of the overture, the 

audience would have immediately heard the strains of this first chorus, and then seen four 

groups of nymphs entering from both sides of the hall, moving in front of Appia’s broad set of 

nine stairs constructed of large wooden blocks.10 

Conclusion 

Dalcroze laid the foundations for a music education in which body, mind and spirit are equally 

involved - a holistic pedagogy. Thus, he was very close to the reforming ideas of his time. The 

main intention was the development of willpower. This, according to Dalcroze, created the 

potential for authentic interpretation. To grasp arrhythmic or harmonic deficits in the human-music 

relationship, he developed the method of plastic representation of sounds through gestures and 

physical movement. In the stage of improvisation, these plastic exercises became aesthetic 

precursors of free dance.  

 
10 Tamara Levitz, ‘In the Footsteps of Eurydice: Gluck’s Orpheus und Eurydice in Hellerau 1913’, Echo Journal of 

popular music studies, Vol.3 (2) (2001), http://www.echo.ucla.edu/article-in-the-footsteps-of-eurydice-glucks-

orpheus-und-eurydice-in-hellerau-1913-by-tamara-levitz/#fnref-1766-18. Description given by Richard Vesely, in: 

Hudebni Revue (Prague) 6 (1912/13), pp.573–575. 

http://www.echo.ucla.edu/article-in-the-footsteps-of-eurydice-glucks-orpheus-und-eurydice-in-hellerau-1913-by-tamara-levitz/#fnref-1766-18
http://www.echo.ucla.edu/article-in-the-footsteps-of-eurydice-glucks-orpheus-und-eurydice-in-hellerau-1913-by-tamara-levitz/#fnref-1766-18


The fact that Dalcroze had a direct influence on the development of modern dance can be seen 

primarily in his intention to train individuality and the work of his students.11 First, he wanted his 

method to train personalities who made art on their own responsibility. This corresponds to the 

essence of expressive dance. Secondly, many of his students moved into the field of modern dance. 

In this context, special mention should be made of Mary Wigman; Suzanne Perrottet (who followed 

Rudolf von Laban to Ascona in 1913 and opened a school for new dance in Zurich), Marie Rambert 

(who at the same time moved to the Ballet Russes, where she choreographed, danced and taught 

rhythmic gymnastics), and Gertrud Grünow (who taught the dance of colors at the Bauhaus).  

Suzanne Perrottet, Marie Rambert, Wigman and Valeria Kratina developed the new dance from his 

method. Just as Dalcroze demanded an individual approach to music and an independent, self-

confident musician, the expressive dancers wanted an independent and self-confident dancer. At 

this point, there is a very strong parallel between Dalcroze's concerns and the aspirations and 

intentions of modern dancers of the time. The fact that the modern dancer is often his own 

choreographer goes back in no small part to Dalcroze’s method. This approach is still relevant to 

the choreographies today.  

 

 
11 Further similarities between rhythm and free dance can be seen in the clothing, dancing without the pointe shoes of 

ballet dance and above all a desire to get close to the ground by performing in bare feet instead of depicting 

weightlessness. 


