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Abstract: The preservation of traditional dance must consider the unique characteristics of 

this art form, which relies on human body movements and exhibits strong temporal and 

spatial attributes. Therefore, a dynamic preservation approach is essential. Unlike static 

methods such as written documentation and compilation, dynamic, multi-channel, and 

multi-level preservation efforts can better capture and convey the artistic essence of dance 

through live performance. As many traditional dance masters age, the urgency for such 

preservation becomes increasingly critical. This article advocates practical solutions, 

including the establishment of dedicated training centers and the creation of preservation 

funds to support the continued vitality of folk-dance traditions. 
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1.Introduction 

China’s cultural landscape is defined by the diverse choreographic traditions of its 56 ethnic 

groups, each of which has cultivated a distinct dance identity through millennia of historical 

and socio-cultural evolution. These traditions, transmitted through successive generations, 

largely retain their foundational characteristics as ritualistic or recreational practices. While 

many of these forms maintain their original, rudimentary structures, several ethnic groups 

have developed sophisticated movement vocabularies that prefigure the complexities of court 

and classical dance. Consequently, the extant dance practices of these minority groups 

constitute a vital segment of the nation’s intangible cultural heritage. 

Despite increasing governmental and institutional efforts in safeguarding traditional ethnic 

dances, existing preservation practices remain largely documentation-oriented and static in 

nature. Current approaches tend to prioritize textual recording, archival compilation, and 

museum-based conservation while overlooking the embodied, performative, and continuously 

evolving characteristics of dance as a living cultural practice. As a result, many traditional 

dances gradually lose their original cultural context, transmission mechanisms, and 

performative vitality. 
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Furthermore, the aging and disappearance of folk artists, inheritors, and community 

practitioners have accelerated the decline of traditional dance transmission. While static 

preservation methods may preserve visual or textual representations, they are often 

insufficient for maintaining the dynamic cultural essence embedded within movement, ritual, 

emotion, and collective memory. 

Therefore, there is an urgent need to re-examine traditional dance preservation from a 

dynamic perspective that integrates living transmission, community participation, cultural 

continuity, and adaptive development. This study argues that dynamic preservation offers a 

more sustainable and holistic approach for safeguarding traditional dances within rapidly 

changing contemporary societies. 

 

The challenge of ensuring the continuity and advancement of these traditional forms remains 

a critical scholarly and practical concern. Drawing upon extensive field experience and 

professional practice within the ethnic dance landscape of Yunnan, this study argues that the 

preservation and development of such traditions require a multidimensional approach. 

Specifically, the author contends that effective conservation must be operationalized through 

multiple channels and across various systemic levels to ensure long-term cultural vitality. 

 

2. Research Objectives 

This study aims to explore the concept and practical significance of dynamic preservation in 

safeguarding traditional ethnic dances. Specifically, the objectives of this study are: 

1. To examine the limitations of static preservation approaches in traditional dance 

conservation.  

2. To analyze the significance of dynamic preservation in maintaining the cultural 

vitality of traditional dances.  

3. To investigate the role of dance practitioners as living transmitters of intangible 

cultural heritage.  

4. To propose a multi-channel and multi-level preservation framework for the 

sustainable development of traditional ethnic dances. 

 

3. Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the major limitations of static preservation methods in traditional dance 

conservation?  

2. How does dynamic preservation contribute to the sustainability of traditional ethnic 

dances?  

3. What roles do dance practitioners play in preserving and transmitting traditional 
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dance heritage?  

4. How can multi-channel and multi-level preservation strategies strengthen the 

long-term development of traditional dances? 

4.Literature review 

The concept of multi-channel preservation encompasses the following aspects: 

 

(1) Popular Preservation and Professional Preservation 

This refers to the basic preservation of enabling ethnic and folk dances to continue being 

passed down among the masses; the necessary preservation of traditional festivals and 

associated ceremonial dances; the effective preservation facilitated by various art festivals, 

performances, and competitions; the targeted preservation achieved by incorporating these 

dances into the curricula of art colleges; and the broader, more influential preservation 

through the organization, adaptation, and refinement of ethnic and folk dances before 

presenting them on formal art stages. 

 

(2) Static Preservation and Dynamic Preservation 

Static preservation focuses on recording and documenting dances through written texts and 

visual media. A prime example includes the comprehensive Compilation of Chinese Ethnic 

and Folk Dances, which has already been completed, as well as the ongoing work on The 

Annals of Chinese Dance. Dynamic preservation, on the other hand, involves maintaining 

traditional dances in both their original and evolved ecological states. Original ecological 

preservation refers to preserving dances in their authentic form and style, ensuring they 

continue to be practiced among the masses and performed by professional troupes or at ethnic 

museums. The subsequent ecological preservation involves modifying and refining simple, 

rudimentary dances to enhance their appeal and reflect the characteristics of contemporary 

times. 

 

(3) External Preservation and Internal Preservation 

Preserving only the dance movements, patterns, and forms is considered external preservation. 

In contrast, internal preservation entails a deeper understanding and assimilation of the ethnic 

history, social structure, customs, religious beliefs, emotional expression, and underlying 

cultural significance of the dance. This comprehensive knowledge helps explain the origin, 

evolution, content, stylistic features, and transformational processes of the dance. Only by 

combining external and internal preservation can we achieve a holistic and complete 

approach. 

  



 

4 
 

 

(4) Preservation of Both Core and Auxiliary Elements 

It is essential to preserve not only the dance itself but also the auxiliary elements such as 

music, costumes, props, and accompanying instruments. These components are closely tied to 

the dance’s origin, evolution, and stylistic formation, and often convey its deeper meaning. 

Neglecting the preservation of these auxiliary aspects results in an incomplete preservation of 

the dance tradition. 

 

(5) Development Alongside Preservation 

Traditional dance is a product of the collective wisdom and creativity of various ethnic 

groups over thousands of years. It has been enriched and refined by successive generations. 

Thus, it is not static and must evolve with the times to meet changing aesthetic preferences. 

Preservation should go hand-in-hand with development. For instance, the Dai ethnic group’s 

Peacock Dance and Fish Dance originally involved props before the 1950s but are now 

performed freely with the body. The Aisi Jumping Moon dance, once accompanied by a small 

three-stringed instrument, now features a larger instrument and increased movement 

amplitude. The Smoke Box Dance, which originated from communal music and dance, has 

evolved to include graceful postures and more intricate choreography. These changes 

demonstrate that traditional dances are not stagnant but continue to evolve and develop. 

 

(6) Preservation of Dance Practitioners 

Apart from the Naxi people, who have documented their main Dongba dances in written form, 

most ethnic dances are preserved through oral transmission by folk artists. These individuals 

include semi-professional dancers, respected elders, skilled performers, and religious figures 

such as Dongba, Beima, and Dongsa. They serve not only as cultural and religious 

transmitters but also as guardians of traditional dance. Therefore, the preservation of these 

practitioners should be a top priority. 

 

It is evident that only by preserving traditional dances through multiple channels can we 

ensure their complete and lasting protection. Otherwise, true and holistic preservation cannot 

be achieved. 

5. Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in the theoretical perspectives of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) 

safeguarding, embodied knowledge theory, and cultural sustainability theory. According to 

UNESCO, intangible cultural heritage includes practices, expressions, knowledge, and skills 

that are transmitted from generation to generation within communities. Traditional dance, as a 

form of intangible cultural heritage, exists not merely as a physical performance but as a 

living cultural system deeply connected to identity, memory, ritual, and collective experience. 
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Embodied knowledge theory further explains that cultural knowledge is preserved and 

transmitted through bodily practice and lived experience rather than solely through written or 

visual documentation. In the context of traditional dance, movement vocabulary, rhythm, 

emotional expression, and symbolic meaning are internalized through continuous practice 

and interpersonal transmission. This highlights the limitations of static preservation methods 

and reinforces the necessity of dynamic preservation approaches. 

In addition, cultural sustainability theory emphasizes the importance of maintaining cultural 

continuity while allowing adaptive transformation in response to contemporary social 

changes. Traditional dances should therefore not be understood as frozen cultural artifacts but 

as evolving cultural expressions capable of innovation while retaining essential ethnic 

characteristics. 

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, this study conceptualizes dynamic preservation 

as a holistic safeguarding strategy that combines living transmission, ecological continuity, 

community participation, and adaptive cultural development. 

 

The concept of multi-level development refers to classifying the objective manifestations of 

contemporary ethnic dance into several distinct levels. Specifically, within the realm of folk 

mass dance, two types can be identified: first, the folk self-entertainment dance, in which 

everyone can participate; and second, the folk performance dance, which has been further 

developed, possesses a relatively complete form, and involves certain technical difficulties. 

This latter type is usually performed by non-professional or semi-professional artists, as well 

as individuals from the public with strong singing and dancing abilities. 

 

In the category of stage-processed and transformed dances, two forms can also be 

distinguished. The first is the collected and organized type, which preserves the original 

charm and popular appeal of the folk dance. These dances are subjected to focused 

refinement, strict structural organization, and standardized movements before being 

transferred from open community spaces to formal stage settings. The second is the adapted 

and processed type, which involves more extensive adaptation and modification of existing 

folk dances. These works are made more innovative, visually engaging, and highlight a 

stronger sense of ethnic style and characteristics. 

 

As for stage-created dances, they can be divided into two categories as well. The first is 

creative dance, which selects a specific theme from ethnic life and re-creates it using the 

vocabulary of ethnic dance. The second is innovative dance, which involves developing, 

transforming, and creating new works by borrowing and expanding upon the vocabulary of 

ethnic dance. These creations maintain a distinct ethnic flavor while also incorporating novel 

elements. 
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The essence of multi-level development lies in recognizing the objective existence of these 

various dance forms, understanding their unique characteristics, and acknowledging that each 

level holds different social functions and aesthetic values. Each type of dance has its own 

reason for existence, and every level should be allowed to develop and improve according to 

its own internal laws. 

6. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach using conceptual analysis and ethnographic 

perspectives to examine the preservation of traditional ethnic dances. The qualitative method 

is considered appropriate because the study focuses on cultural interpretation, embodied 

practices, lived experiences, and heritage transmission processes. 

Data for this study were collected through secondary sources, including academic journals, 

books, policy documents, archival materials, and existing studies related to traditional dance 

preservation and intangible cultural heritage. In addition, observational insights derived from 

long-term engagement with ethnic dance communities in Yunnan contributed to the 

contextual understanding of traditional dance practices. 

The study employs thematic analysis to identify key themes related to static preservation, 

dynamic preservation, practitioner transmission, cultural sustainability, and multi-level 

development. These themes are critically analyzed to construct a conceptual framework for 

dynamic preservation. 

This methodological approach enables the study to explore both theoretical and practical 

dimensions of traditional dance safeguarding while providing a holistic understanding of 

cultural continuity and artistic evolution. 

 

7. Findings  

The concept of dynamic preservation stems from the progress made in preserving and 

developing national dance over the past fifty years. In the early years following the founding 

of the People’s Republic, dance practitioners began to recognize the importance of learning 

from ethnic and folk traditions. On this basis, they compiled, refined, and created a large 

number of excellent dance works. In the three decades since the reform and opening-up 

period, the government, alongside numerous dance workers, has made further efforts to 

explore and preserve traditional dance. These efforts have included increased research and 

enriched stage creations, enabling ethnic and folk dances to be preserved and developed to 

varying degrees, ultimately leading to today’s rich accumulation. However, in reviewing this 

half-century of exploration and preservation, and analyzing the current state of dance 

conservation, certain issues remain. In particular, the need to emphasize and promote 

dynamic preservation is increasingly apparent. 
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(1) The Necessity of Dynamic Preservation 

Dynamic preservation stands in contrast to static preservation. It refers to a method in which 

the dancers themselves become the medium through which the dance is preserved. From the 

perspective of dance’s inherent characteristics, this is the most fundamental and direct form 

of preservation. 

 

Dance is an art form that expresses itself through human body movements. It uses the body as 

a tool and motion as a language to communicate. While it belongs to the visual arts like 

painting and sculpture it differs fundamentally. Painting and sculpture present artistic imagery 

in a static form, fixed in time and space. In contrast, dance presents its art through continuous 

motion and temporal flow, hence it is often referred to as a “flowing scroll.” The dynamic 

quality is its defining trait, making dynamic preservation the most appropriate means of 

preserving it. 

 

In recent years, to rescue dance heritage quickly, ethnic and folk dances have undergone 

static preservation through efforts such as compilation and chronological documentation. 

These methods have the advantages of specificity and durability, but they also carry 

limitations. They rely on symbolic intermediaries like language or images to allow people to 

grasp dance indirectly, rather than experience it firsthand. Furthermore, when attempting to 

reconstruct dance movements and styles, the process can result in ambiguity and inaccuracy, 

lacking the intuitive, vivid, and precise nature of live dance. For example, Yunnan’s Diqing 

region is known for its rich Tibetan dance heritage, as reflected in the folk saying: “Shedin 

has the string dance, Zhongdian has the gong dance, and Taicheng has the heba dance.” Just 

the Gong Dance of Zhongdian (now Shangri-La) includes various versions such as the Large 

and Small Zhongdian Gong Dances, as well as the Gong Dances of Jiantang Town, Nixi 

Village, and Wujing Township. Although written records allow us to understand the general 

scope and style such as knowing that Jiantang has 380 sets and Benzilan preserves a complete 

ceremonial sequence we cannot fully appreciate the richness or artistic essence of each 

variation through text alone. 

 

Thus, only dynamic preservation can truly retain the “roots” of the dance. To stand firmly on 

the deep, rich historical and cultural foundation of our nation, we must protect these roots. By 

preserving traditional dance, we ensure that future generations inherit a vivid, living history 

of our cultural heritage. 
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(2) The Urgency of Dynamic Preservation 

Since dynamic preservation is accomplished through human practice, preserving the dancers 

themselves is of paramount importance. In Japan and South Korea, governments have 

enacted legal protections for what they term “intangible cultural assets” skills that exist solely 

within individuals, unlike physical relics or architecture. These skills disappear with the death 

of the practitioner and thus are especially vulnerable. 

 

As mentioned earlier, many elderly artists within our ethnic communities not only preserve 

traditional dances but have also contributed to their development and evolution. These artists 

are both conservators and creators of their ethnic dance traditions. However, with time, some 

of these elders have passed away, and with them, certain traditional dances many of high 

artistic value have vanished. One example is the late folk artist Mao Xiang and his Peacock 

Dance. 

 

Now, a group known as the “second-generation elderly artists” has emerged as key figures in 

dance preservation. These individuals, including inheritors of earlier masters and professional 

dancers who have deeply engaged in collecting and researching folk dances, lived and 

worked for extended periods with local ethnic groups. Their experience has given them both 

technical skills and cultural insight into the dances. Today, many traditional dances are 

preserved by this group. Some of the dances they master are no longer taught in local 

communities due to the passing of original teachers and the younger generation's failure to 

inherit them. Most of these professionals are now over fifty years old and play a central role 

in contemporary dance creation, instruction, theory, integration, and documentation. They are 

irreplaceable experts in the field. 

 

Therefore, preservation efforts must focus not only on the elder generation but also on these 

second-generation practitioners. Their contributions and current roles must be acknowledged, 

and their expertise documented through written and audiovisual means. More importantly, 

they should be invited to teach passing on their knowledge to professional dancers and the 

public. 

 

The most urgent tasks for preserving these elder and second-generation artists are twofold: 

First, during their lifetime, we must strive to complete unfinished work on compiling ethnic 

and folk-dance textbooks. Second, we should use their expertise as a reference point for 

contemporary dance creation. 

 

In fact, it was these generations of artists who first introduced folk dances into formal 

education and compiled the earliest textbooks. Their efforts laid the foundation for training 



 

9 
 

many dedicated instructors and performers. However, existing textbooks are still far from 

complete. While dances from groups like the Han, Tibetan, Mongolian, Uyghur, Dai, Yi, and 

Korean ethnicities are represented, they do not reflect the full spectrum of dances from all 56 

ethnic groups. It is thus an urgent priority to scientifically standardize and expand teaching 

materials. This means continuing grassroots research and refinement while also bringing 

traditional masters into classrooms to contribute directly. 

 

Additionally, in the creative development of dance, these artists should serve as both 

historical and developmental references. Traditional dances inevitably change over time, but 

they also retain essential core elements. For example, Mao Xiangui’s version of the Peacock 

Dance introduced freer body expression while retaining key movements like the "quick small 

tremble," the "up and down step," the peacock hand gestures, and the iconic three-bend 

posture of the Dai ethnic group. These unchanged elements are crucial to maintaining ethnic 

style. 

 

By contrast, some modern creations lack ethnic characteristics altogether merely borrowing 

isolated ethnic movements and inserting them haphazardly. In comparison, folk artists’ 

transformations are seamless and deeply integrated. This leads us to reflect: In developing 

traditional dance, what must we preserve? Which cultural elements are essential? 

 

By using folk artists and their creations as living references not just for history or 

development but for present practice we can guide meaningful innovation. Clearly, much 

work remains to improve the dynamic preservation of traditional dances. It is a strategic issue 

in cultural development. Without greater effort, more dances will disappear than will be 

passed down. 

 

Even in Yunnan alone, many dances have faded. The Sani Drum of Guishan, once performed 

with solemn and steady movements 50 years ago, is now rarely seen. The Yanke and Fertility 

Dances of Emei and Xinping have also disappeared. In Fugong, the Nuer people once 

performed the Bend-Knee Dance and Fertility Dance at weddings, but these too have 

vanished. Such losses highlight the urgent need for expanded preservation efforts. 

 

(3) The Operability of Dynamic Preservation 

In the past, traditional dance preservation focused mainly on funding and basic protection, 

with little attention given to development or utilization potential. But it is entirely feasible to 

preserve existing traditional dances by aligning preservation with real-world conditions. 
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One approach is multi-space preservation, which includes creating ecological environments, 

implementing decentralized storage, and adopting selective and concentrated preservation 

strategies. 

 

Creating ecological environments and decentralized preservation involves integrating 

traditional dance activities into ethnic festivals. This includes organizing performances and 

encouraging elder artists to teach youth about the history, origins, forms, and techniques of 

traditional dances. Competitions, traditional costumes, and instruments can be incorporated to 

maintain the cultural atmosphere. These practices not only help keep traditional dances alive 

in communities but also cultivate greater public awareness and appreciation for traditional 

arts. 

 

Selective and concentrated preservation means that governments or non-governmental 

organizations invest in establishing dedicated training centers, performance troupes, or 

museums to teach, showcase, and protect valuable traditional dances especially those at risk 

of extinction. These institutions serve multiple purposes: educating the public about cultural 

heritage, enhancing cultural literacy, and supporting creative and academic work rooted in 

traditional forms. This ensures that today’s dances benefit from the legacy of the past while 

allowing traditional dances to flourish in the present. 

 

In today’s era of globalization, especially with China’s entry into the WTO, cultural 

exchanges between China and the world are becoming more frequent. In these exchanges, we 

must both “learn and apply” and “share and contribute.” We must proactively shape the 

narrative of Chinese culture and promote Chinese traditional arts on the global stage. Let 

traditional dances be reborn in modern forms, shining brightly and earning a place in the 

realm of world-class art just like Chinese folk music, which is now performed internationally. 

In doing so, we not only ensure the preservation of these dances but also unlock new cultural 

and economic values. 

 

Of course, there must be careful planning to determine which dances are suitable for 

ecological preservation and which require selective concentration. A thorough understanding 

of existing ethnic dance resources is critical. The Compilation of Chinese Ethnic Folk Dances 

has provided detailed groundwork, identified the current state of traditional dances and 

offered a solid foundation for future planning. Using expert evaluations, dances can be 

classified at national, provincial, or local levels for appropriate preservation. 

 

Furthermore, governments should take strong measures to protect dance practitioners by 

providing performance and teaching opportunities, along with cultural preservation funding. 
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The designation of a dance "holder" must be subject to rigorous criteria requiring both 

proficiency in traditional skills and the ability to teach. Once designated, these practitioners 

must assume responsibility for teaching and preserving the art, and the state should provide 

them with financial support as outlined in policy. 

 

With practical preservation environments and robust support mechanisms in place, traditional 

dances can be preserved and developed more effectively. The Naxi Ancient Music and 

Dongba Palace in Lijiang, Yunnan, serve as successful examples from which we can learn. 

 

8. Contribution of the Study 

This study contributes to the existing body of knowledge by proposing a dynamic 

preservation perspective for safeguarding traditional ethnic dances. Unlike conventional 

preservation approaches that prioritize documentation and archival recording, this study 

emphasizes the importance of embodied transmission, ecological continuity, and community 

participation. 

The study also introduces a multi-channel and multi-level preservation framework that 

integrates static preservation, dynamic preservation, practitioner safeguarding, educational 

transmission, and adaptive development. This framework may provide useful references for 

policymakers, cultural institutions, researchers, and practitioners involved in intangible 

cultural heritage conservation. 

Furthermore, this study expands current discussions on cultural sustainability by positioning 

traditional dance as a living cultural system rather than a static artistic artifact. 

 

9. Conclusion  

Traditional ethnic dances represent invaluable cultural memories and artistic expressions 

accumulated through generations of social practice and historical development. However, 

rapid modernization, globalization, and the gradual disappearance of traditional practitioners 

have created significant challenges for their preservation and continuity. 

This study argues that dynamic preservation provides a more sustainable and culturally 

meaningful approach than static preservation alone. Through multi-channel safeguarding, 

embodied transmission, ecological continuity, and adaptive cultural development, traditional 

dances can continue to evolve while maintaining their essential ethnic characteristics and 

cultural identity. 

Ultimately, the preservation of traditional dance should not aim merely to conserve 

movement forms as historical relics, but rather to sustain living cultural practices that 

continue to inspire communities, strengthen cultural identity, and contribute to the diversity 

of world cultural heritage. 
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