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Abstract: Traditional dance serves as an important carrier of cultural memory, embodied 

knowledge, and aesthetic values, yet its transmission faces increasing challenges within 

contemporary performance environments. Existing studies have explored various approaches 

to adapting traditional dance for the modern stage; however, a clear analytical framework 

for distinguishing these practices remains limited. Grounded in the anthropological concept 

of embodied practice, this article examines four pathways of traditional dance stage 

adaptation: preservation, reconstruction, reconfiguration, and innovation. Through an 

analysis of representative examples, the study distinguishes these pathways according to their 

relationship with historical evidence, embodied cultural knowledge, and creative intervention. 

The findings suggest that effective stage adaptation requires balancing cultural continuity 

with artistic transformation while remaining attentive to the cultural meanings embedded 

within traditional dance. The article further discusses the implications of these pathways for 

contemporary heritage practice and highlights the importance of documentation, embodied 

transmission, and community participation in sustaining traditional dance traditions. 

Keywords: Traditional dance; Stage adaptation; Embodied practice; Dance reconstruction; 

Intangible cultural heritage 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Under the dual impact of globalization and digital technology, the survival and development 

of traditional dance are facing unprecedented challenges and opportunities. As a living carrier 

of cultural memory and embodied knowledge, traditional dance not only preserves historical 

experiences and aesthetic values but also requires creative transformation within 

contemporary performance contexts (Farnell, 1999; Alivizatou-Barakou et al., 2023; 

UNESCO, 2023). In recent years, the Chinese dance community has engaged in 

multidimensional explorations of the stage transformation of traditional dance. This process 

http://www.city.edu.my/CUeJAR
http://www.city.edu.my/CUeJAR


 

2 

 

is not merely about innovating artistic forms; it also involves negotiating issues of cultural 

continuity, representation, sustainability, and contemporary relevance (Alivizatou-Barakou et 

al., 2023). 

 

Since the 20th century, this dialogue has taken shape through a range of practices: from the 

fieldwork tradition initiated by Dai Ailian’s Border Music and Dance Conference, to Sun 

Ying’s symbolic refinement of historical Chinese imagery in Han-Tang Classical Dance, Liu 

Fengxue’s meticulous restorations based on ancient music scores, Liu Qingyi’s explorations 

in reconstructing representative works of Chinese classical dance, and the avant-garde 

experiments of contemporary dancers using digital media. Together, these efforts form a 

diverse spectrum of practices that exemplify the principle of "utilizing the ancient for the 

present" in Chinese dance. However, this transformation process has always been 

accompanied by fundamental tensions. When the static traces of dance preserved in cultural 

relics and historical documents are reactivated as dynamic bodily expressions, how should 

one establish a creative ethic between scholarly textual research and artistic imagination? 

When ritual dances are transplanted onto the proscenium stage, how can one avoid symbolic 

alienation resulting from the detachment of cultural context? The complexity of these 

questions urgently calls for an interdisciplinary theoretical framework to respond effectively. 

 

Although current research has yielded substantial case-based findings, a comprehensive 

methodological system has yet to be established. The dance field often concentrates on 

technical analysis and practical application, while the field of anthropology focuses on 

interpreting cultural meaning. Meanwhile, art philosophy tends to center its debates on the 

issue of authenticity. This disciplinary segmentation has led to a disconnection in the chain 

linking “research – creation – dissemination” in the exploration of traditional dance stage 

practices. This article seeks to move beyond a single-disciplinary approach by employing the 

theory of embodied practice from dance anthropology as a foundation. Through an analysis 

of various stage practice pathways in traditional dance, it aims to uncover the cultural logic 

and technical strategies embedded in different approaches, and to propose an analytical 

taxonomy for understanding contemporary pathways of traditional dance stage adaptation. 

 

This study adopts Brenda Farnell's (1999) understanding of embodied practice as its primary 

theoretical foundation. Farnell argues that the body should not be treated merely as a vehicle 

for expressing pre-existing cultural meanings; rather, bodily movement itself constitutes a 

form of cultural knowledge and social action through which meaning is produced, transmitted, 

and negotiated. Within traditional dance, cultural memory is not stored solely in texts, images, 

or oral narratives, but is embedded in movement patterns, bodily techniques, performance 

conventions, and kinesthetic experience. This perspective is particularly relevant to the 
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staging of intangible cultural heritage (ICH) dance because the process of stage adaptation 

inevitably involves translating culturally situated bodily knowledge into new performative 

contexts. Accordingly, this study examines traditional dance staging not simply as the 

reproduction of movement forms but as a process through which embodied cultural 

knowledge is preserved, reconstructed, reconfigured, and renewed under contemporary 

performance conditions (Farnell, 1999; Grau, 2005). 

 

From a theoretical perspective, this article proposes a four-category taxonomy consisting of 

preservation, reconstruction, reconfiguration, and innovation. Rather than treating all stage 

adaptations as a single process, the taxonomy distinguishes different pathways according to 

their relationship with historical evidence, embodied cultural knowledge, and creative 

intervention. 

 

From a practical standpoint, the study examines how traditional dance practitioners negotiate 

the relationship between cultural inheritance and artistic creativity when adapting heritage 

resources for contemporary performance contexts. 

 

Through the analysis of representative cases, the article argues that different staging pathways 

involve different methods of engaging with cultural memory, bodily knowledge, and 

historical materials. The objective is not to determine a single correct approach but to provide 

a clearer analytical vocabulary for understanding the diversity of contemporary traditional 

dance practices. 

 

Defining Traditional Dance: Categories, Cultural Meanings, and Functional Attributes 

 

The connotation of traditional dance, as referred to in this article, encompasses three levels. 

The first level concerns the category of traditional dance. As a vital component of human 

culture, dance includes both intangible cultural heritage transmitted across generations and 

newly created forms that emerge in response to changing social and cultural conditions 

(UNESCO, 2023; Smith & Akagawa, 2024). The category of traditional dance mainly refers 

to those forms that have been historically transmitted and possess recognized historical and 

aesthetic value. As Kaeppler (2001) argues, dance should be understood as a culturally 

structured system of movement through which social values, collective identities, and 

aesthetic principles are organised, communicated, and transmitted across generations. This 

perspective highlights why traditional dance must be studied not only as artistic performance 

but also as a cultural practice embedded within specific social and historical contexts. 
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Their modes of existence include: first, oral expressions about early human dances found in 

epics, legends, stories, poems, and proverbs; second, visual representations of dance in rock 

paintings, cave murals, and sculptures; third, written records in historical chronicles, lyrics, 

inscriptions, and dance notations; and fourth, the living bodily expressions collectively 

created and passed down by various ethnic communities, including folk dances, ritual dances, 

and opera dances. These oral, visual, textual, and bodily expressions of folk and ritual dances 

all fall within the scope of what we define as traditional dance. Traditional dances that 

continue to be practiced within communities represent important forms of living cultural 

heritage because they preserve embodied knowledge, collective memory, and cultural identity 

through ongoing transmission and performance (UNESCO, 2023; Alivizatou-Barakou et al., 

2023). This exploration lays the logical groundwork for the creative and innovative stage 

practice of traditional dance. 

 

The second level concerns the cultural meanings embedded within traditional dance. Beyond 

its visible forms, traditional dance functions as a repository of collective memory, social 

values, historical experience, and cultural identity. As embodied cultural practice, dance 

communicates meanings that extend beyond movement itself, connecting performers and 

audiences to broader systems of belief, social relationships, and cultural heritage (Farnell, 

1999; Kaeppler, 2001). Understanding these cultural meanings is essential because 

contemporary stage adaptation involves not only the transformation of movement forms but 

also the reinterpretation of the cultural knowledge embedded within them. 

 

The third level concerns the attributes of traditional dance. Consider, for example, the dance 

imagery depicted on rocks during the Stone Age. In the absence of written records, art 

archaeology today can only offer imaginative hypotheses about who created these dance-like 

images, when and why they were made, and for what purpose. If the images served to reenact 

hunting scenes and transmit survival skills, they might reflect an educational function. If they 

were created to honor deities, seek blessings, or avert disasters, then they embody a sacrificial 

function, revealing the people’s reverence and spiritual aspirations toward nature and the 

divine. Dance imagery in rock art, murals, sculptures, legends, oral traditions, poetry, and 

songs all contain their own specific performance contexts reasons for dancing, intended 

audiences, and motivations for documentation. In classical Chinese literature, dances such as 

Yunmen, Dadu, and Bayi each had distinct purposes and functions. Broadly speaking, dance 

fulfills functions of self-entertainment, communal enjoyment, spiritual expression, and 

communication with the cosmos. Behind every traditional dance lie intrinsic motives, 

emotions, psychological expressions, meanings, and spiritual values. These represent the 

inherent functional and spiritual attributes of traditional dance.  
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Accordingly, contemporary efforts to revitalize and stage traditional dance increasingly 

recognize that effective adaptation requires more than the preservation of external movement 

forms. It also requires attention to the cultural meanings, social functions, and embodied 

knowledge embedded within dance traditions. From the perspective of embodied practice 

theory, stage transformation can therefore be understood as a process of historical 

interpretation, cultural translation, and contemporary rearticulation of traditional dance 

knowledge (Farnell, 1999; Grau, 2005). 

 

Pathways of Traditional Dance Stage Adaptation: Preservation, Reconstruction, 

Reconfiguration, and Innovation 

 

Contemporary Chinese dance practitioners have explored multiple approaches to adapting 

traditional dance for the modern stage. These approaches range from preservation-oriented 

performances that seek to maintain traditional forms, to reconstruction projects based on 

historical documentation, reconfiguration practices that reinterpret cultural materials, and 

innovative choreographic works inspired by traditional cultural resources. Together, these 

practices demonstrate the diversity of strategies through which traditional dance is 

transmitted, transformed, and revitalized within contemporary performance contexts (Farnell, 

1999; Kaeppler, 2001; Smith & Akagawa, 2024). 

 

The author proposes that the connotation of traditional dance can be divided into two 

structural levels: surface and deep. The surface structure includes visible, tangible 

components such as the dancer's body, postures, steps, formations, props, costumes, 

instruments, performance states, and dimensions of time and space. These symbolic and 

perceptible elements collectively form the surface structure of traditional dance. In contrast, 

the deep structure refers to the inner essence an intangible charm and rhythm that can be 

sensed, felt, appreciated, and understood, yet not directly seen. This represents the emotional, 

psychological, and spiritual core of the dance the soul of traditional dance. The deep structure 

is conveyed through the surface structure, and its aesthetic emotions, psychological resonance, 

cultural meanings, and spiritual essence are fully expressed through external, performative 

forms. Different types of traditional dance exhibit relatively stable surface and deep structural 

characteristics. For instance, elements such as the dancer’s gender, number, formations, 

postures, directions, movements, costumes, props, spatial orientation, and performance 

timing often adhere to traditional conventions. Similarly, the deep-level elements rhythm, 

emotional tone, psychological dynamics, functions, meanings, and aesthetics are also shaped 

by long-standing historical norms, including stylized movement patterns, strict formations, 

sacred or joyous emotional expressions, and distinct rhythmic qualities. Therefore, in 

contemporary efforts to revitalize and stage traditional dance, it is crucial not only to preserve 
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and reproduce its surface forms but also to capture and convey its deeper cultural meanings, 

aesthetic psychology, and spiritual core. 

 

Before discussing the four pathways, it is necessary to clarify the distinction between 

reconstruction and reconfiguration, as these concepts are often used interchangeably in 

traditional dance studies. In this article, the primary criterion for differentiation is the nature 

of the available source material. Reconstruction refers to the revival of traditional dance 

based on records that contain direct movement information, such as dance notation, 

movement diagrams, choreographic scores, musical scores with movement instructions, or 

other forms of documented bodily practice. Although interpretation is inevitably involved, 

reconstruction seeks to restore movement structures that are explicitly evidenced in historical 

records. In contrast, reconfiguration refers to the creative reimagining of traditional dance 

based on indirect cultural evidence, such as murals, sculptures, paintings, literary descriptions, 

poetry, historical chronicles, or archaeological artefacts that do not record movement in a 

systematic manner. Reconfiguration therefore requires a greater degree of artistic inference 

because the bodily grammar must be generated from cultural traces rather than reconstructed 

from documented movement data. This distinction provides the basis for categorising the 

various stage practices discussed in this study. 

 

Based on insights from practitioners of traditional dance and recent experiences at the Ethnic 

Dance Cultural Research Base of Beijing Dance Academy, I believe that contemporary 

practice of traditional dance primarily includes four pathways: preservation, reconstruction, 

re-creation, and innovation. Viewed through Farnell's (1999) embodied practice perspective, 

these four pathways represent different modes of transmitting and transforming embodied 

cultural knowledge. Preservation-based practice seeks to maintain movement traditions 

within their original cultural and social contexts. Reconstruction practice attempts to 

reactivate embodied knowledge from historical traces such as dance notation, visual imagery, 

and textual records. Reconfiguration practice involves the reinterpretation of fragmented 

cultural evidence through contemporary bodily expression, while innovation practice 

generates new embodied meanings inspired by traditional cultural resources. The distinction 

among these pathways therefore lies not merely in artistic methodology but in how each 

approach negotiates the relationship between bodily knowledge, cultural memory, and 

contemporary performance. 

 

The first pathway is known as "preservation-based practice." This approach adheres closely 

to the historical context, form, function, attributes, rhythm, and meaning of traditional dance, 

aiming to maintain its authenticity and traditional functions. Examples include the Chen 

Xiang · I ethnic traditional music and dance performance organized by the Beijing Dance 
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Academy in 2014, exhibitions of intangible cultural heritage dances, and performances 

during ethnic festivals and religious ceremonies. These stage presentations help preserve the 

cultural genes of traditional dance. The inheritance of traditional ethnic folk dance primarily 

relies on oral transmission and physical demonstration. For instance, traditional dances of the 

Naxi ethnic group are preserved both in written dance notations and through dynamic body 

practices passed down by generations of Dongba masters. With technological advancements 

such as video recording, motion capture, and AR technology, new methods have emerged to 

document and preserve traditional dance visually. Given that dance is a transient physical 

expression characterized by complex and nuanced body language, its inner rhythm and 

movement are often beyond verbal articulation. Therefore, while written and video records 

form the foundation for stage preservation, the oral and physical transmission remains the 

most vital method. The core of the preservation-based approach lies in the integrated use of 

multiple preservation methods.  

 

The Belt and Road traditional dance exhibitions organised by the Ethnic Dance Culture 

Research Base of Beijing Dance Academy provide a representative example of 

preservation-oriented practice. Through documentation, performance, and community 

participation, these initiatives seek to maintain traditional movement forms, cultural contexts, 

and embodied knowledge while making them accessible to contemporary audiences. Such 

approaches are consistent with contemporary understandings of intangible cultural heritage 

safeguarding, which emphasise the importance of transmission, documentation, and 

community participation in maintaining living cultural traditions (UNESCO, 2023; 

Alivizatou-Barakou et al., 2023). 

 

The second approach is called "reconstruction practice." "Reconstruction" refers to the act of 

reproducing, restoring, or rebuilding. It involves reviving recorded dance diagrams, texts, and 

scores through rigorous research and practice, re-creating the process by which these visual 

and textual records are transformed into physical movement for stage performance. The 

reconstruction of traditional dance focuses on restoring dances that were once prevalent in 

history and are documented through dance scores, texts, or images. This method is a crucial 

approach to contemporary stage practice of traditional dance. It emphasizes the 

reconstruction of dance based on historical materials, musical and dance scores, or visual 

records.  

 

While reconstruction inevitably involves scholarly interpretation when historical records are 

incomplete, the reconstruction process remains primarily guided by documented movement 

evidence, including dance notation, choreographic records, musical scores, visual movement 

diagrams, and other sources that provide direct information regarding bodily action. The 
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process demands strict adherence to historical documentation. For instance, in December 

2018, the College of Music at Qufu Normal University reconstructed the dances "People's 

Dance," "Emperor's Dance," "Feather Dance," "Tian Jun Dance," "Mao Dance," and "Gan 

Dance" based on the dance scores found in The Complete Book of Music Theory – Six Small 

Dances, a typical example of reconstruction practice. Similarly, on December 6, 2020, the 

performance of "Qinghai Bo" at the Dance Theatre of Beijing Dance Academy was another 

instance. The team, led by Professor Tian Qi, examined a wealth of Chinese and Japanese 

documents, murals, music scores, dance notations, and costumes. For example, the Japanese 

version of “Qinghai Bo” features square and short sleeves, while Tang Dynasty murals depict 

dancers in long, narrow sleeves. Such differences significantly impact hand movement and 

terminology. Terms like "elbow removal" and "elbow prostration" appear in both ancient and 

modern dance scores, requiring careful study to determine whether their meanings align. The 

team undertook a meticulous analysis, including the restoration of ancient musical 

instruments, and through multiple verifications, completed the reconstruction. 

 

The essence of reconstruction lies in balancing creativity with fidelity to the historical and 

cultural character of the dance. Unlike pure creation, reconstructed stage works prioritize 

preserving the dance’s historical, cultural, and aesthetic attributes. Without grounding in 

specific historical and cultural contexts, the result risks becoming speculative. Notable 

examples include Professor Liu Fengxue’s neoclassical dance reconstructions based on 

Japanese archival materials and Professor Liu Qingyi’s reconstructions of traditional Chinese 

refined music dance. Beginning with the 2009 "International Academic Symposium on 

Traditional Chinese, Japanese, and Korean Refined Music Dance," culminating in the 2013 

performance Echoes of the Song Dynasty Refined Music, Liu Qingyi's work exemplifies the 

reconstruction of representative classical dance pieces. She advocated for reviving both 

traditional court and refined music dance based on historical remnants, and simultaneously 

established Chinese classical dance within the broader context of Asian intangible heritage. 

She also distinguished between historically documented Chinese classical dance and 

contemporary performance works that merely adopt ancient themes or aesthetics. 

 

In the field of dance, “reconstruction” is often associated with “restoration.” Similar terms 

such as “recovery” or “stage reenactment” are also used. For instance, in Reconstruction and 

Exhibition of the Gong Chime Dance in Chu Culture Protection, the author details the use of 

literature, imagery, and unearthed artifacts to digitally reconstruct instruments, costumes, and 

performance spaces using 3D scanning, modeling, and motion capture. By gathering motion 

data from dancers trained in Chu styles, these digital techniques brought ancient figures and 

performances back to life, simulating historical environments and cultural rituals. This 

comprehensive method covering scene restoration, character reconstruction, texture modeling, 



 

9 

 

and motion data capture represents a powerful integration of technology and cultural memory. 

It fulfills the full cycle of “extracting cultural genes – reconstructing body grammar – 

regenerating the context,” combining digital tools with anthropological insight. 

 

The third approach is "reconstructive practice." Unlike reconstruction practice, which relies 

on documented movement information, reconfiguration practice operates in situations where 

direct movement records are unavailable or incomplete. Choreographers therefore draw upon 

indirect cultural sources such as paintings, sculptures, murals, literary texts, historical 

narratives, ritual descriptions, and archaeological materials to infer possible movement 

qualities, emotional states, and aesthetic characteristics. Consequently, reconfiguration 

involves a substantially higher degree of creative interpretation than reconstruction. This 

refers to the process where choreographers and stage artists reinterpret and create dance 

based on historical paintings, sculptures, literature, or poetry, without relying on specific 

dance documentation. The author distinguishes "reconstruction" from "reconfiguration": 

while reconstruction depends on detailed historical records and aims to replicate the original 

form, reconfiguration allows for reinterpretation and imaginative re-creation.  

 

As Zhang Yuling argues in her study of Jiuchu, based on its 2012 performance by Hubei Art 

Vocational College, the lack of comprehensive records renders Jiuchu a work of creative 

inference rather than true reconstruction. It is better seen as a historically inspired creative 

reconfiguration that combines scholarly analysis with artistic interpretation. From the 

perspective of embodied practice theory, reconfiguration represents an interpretive process in 

which choreographers translate cultural traces into contemporary bodily expression. Unlike 

reconstruction, which prioritises documented movement evidence, reconfiguration relies on 

cultural inference and creative interpretation to generate new movement vocabularies while 

retaining connections to historical memory and cultural meaning (Farnell, 1999; Kaeppler, 

2001). 

 

Reconstructive practice typically arises when the original style of a dance is unknown and 

only partial references remain. It draws on literature, theater, martial arts, and visual culture, 

providing a general sense of historical emotion, function, or context, while allowing 

flexibility in specifics like movement, formation, costume, and music. The physical grammar 

is invented anew, though efforts are made to align with the spirit and stylistic traces found in 

murals, poetry, or other texts. For instance, Chen Meie in Taiwan established the Han-Tang 

Luofu Troupe in 1983, integrating aesthetic elements from Puyuan Opera and reconstructing 

dance works such as Yan Ge Xing, Li Ren Xing, and Wu Ding and Fu Hao. Though newly 

created, these pieces retained traditional core genes through contemporary reconfiguration.  
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The fourth approach is "innovative practice." This method involves the creative 

transformation of traditional dance, where tradition serves as inspiration rather than a 

blueprint. In contrast to earlier categories, innovation is driven by the choreographer's 

personal vision, using traditional elements symbols, emotions, images, aesthetics as the 

creative seed. Works such as Chen Qinghui’s Golden Lotus Inch, Zheng Jie’s Nirvana of the 

Whirling Shadow, Zhang Ying’s Cangzhou Ladies, and Tian Tian’s Terracotta Series draw 

from various traditional art forms but reshape them through contemporary aesthetics. These 

practices move beyond reproducing traditional body language, instead interpreting traditional 

culture through modern choreographic expression. In innovative practice, artists engage 

deeply with traditional philosophical ideas, aesthetics, and cultural values. Notable works 

such as Lotus Dance, Spring River Moonlit Night, Mulan’s Return, Spirit of the Terracotta 

Warriors, and Fan Bone poetically explore themes of nature, life, and death through a 

uniquely Chinese cultural lens. Such works exemplify how tradition can be transformed into 

powerful contemporary expressions of bodily empathy and humanistic reflection. However, 

when innovation lacks cultural grounding or concern for the present and future, it risks 

becoming hollow physical display. Therefore, the current dance landscape calls for more 

works that demonstrate aesthetic depth and cultural meaning through creative innovation. 

 

Implications for Contemporary Traditional Dance Stage Practice  

 

The following discussion presents implications derived from the analysis of preservation, 

reconstruction, reconfiguration, and innovation. Rather than constituting empirical findings, 

these reflections identify key considerations for practitioners engaged in the contemporary 

adaptation of traditional dance. The preceding analysis of preservation, reconstruction, 

reconfiguration, and innovation highlights the central role of culture in shaping contemporary 

traditional dance stage practice. Although these pathways differ in methodology and creative 

orientation, each requires practitioners to negotiate the relationship between cultural heritage, 

embodied knowledge, and contemporary artistic expression. 

 

First, it is essential to address the relationship between traditional ethnic culture and the 

cultural choices made by practitioners. As discussed earlier, there are four main approaches to 

stage-based practice. Regardless of the method used, the absence of conscious cultural choice 

renders the value positioning unstable. On one hand, if traditional dance is separated from its 

cultural attributes, the lives of its practitioners, and the venues where it is typically performed, 

stage practice loses its cultural foundation. On the other hand, the cultural preferences and 

decisions of the practitioners themselves are also evident. The dances they choose to 

document, preserve, film, and how and with whom they do so, all reflect a specific cultural 

orientation. Even traditional dances captured entirely on video represent a process and 
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outcome of visual and cultural construction. Thus, both dimensions; the cultural context 

embedded within the dance tradition and the interpretive choices of practitioners play 

important roles in stage adaptation. Contemporary heritage scholarship emphasises that 

safeguarding traditional cultural expressions requires balancing creative interpretation with 

respect for the cultural knowledge, values, and meanings maintained by source communities 

(Kaeppler, 2001; Farnell, 1999; UNESCO, 2023; Smith & Akagawa, 2024). 

 

Second, it is necessary to handle the relationship between change and constancy. Based on 

both theoretical understanding and recent stage practices, the development pattern of dance 

culture can be summarized as “changing in form, yet constant in essence.” This principle is 

consistent with contemporary understandings of living heritage, which recognise that cultural 

traditions remain viable through processes of adaptation and reinterpretation while 

maintaining continuity with their underlying cultural values and meanings (UNESCO, 2023; 

Smith & Akagawa, 2024). 

 

While the external features of dance may evolve, its deep spiritual core its “soul” remains 

unchanged. This "soul" refers to the fundamental spirit of stage practice and the cultural 

identity of its subjects, encompassing aesthetic psychology, taste, emotion, and cultural 

essence. For instance, the evolution of the Dai ethnic group's peacock dance demonstrates 

this principle. Mao Xiang’s version abandoned the traditional heavy peacock frame and 

instead used his body to interpret the spirit of the peacock. While the costumes and props 

changed, the rapid “tandem steps,” vigorous “up-and-down steps,” signature peacock 

gestures, postures, and expressive vitality remained. These unchanged elements are precisely 

what preserve the ethnic style. Because Mao Xiang retained and developed these essential 

features, even without the peacock frame, the dance still radiates the unique charm and strong 

cultural flavor of the Dai people. In the stage adaptation of traditional dance, effectively 

balancing change and constancy is of critical importance. The key lies in not “losing the soul” 

or “straying from the path,” but in remaining faithful to the deeper structure, emotional 

expression, and spiritual value that define traditional dance. The significance of such 

adaptations lies not in preserving every historical detail unchanged, but in maintaining 

continuity with the cultural meanings, aesthetic principles, and embodied knowledge that 

define the tradition (Alivizatou-Barakou et al., 2023; Smith & Akagawa, 2024). 

 

Third, it is important to handle the relationship between the past and the future. Culture 

involves not only viewing the past and future from the present perspective but also reflecting 

on the present and the past from the vantage point of the future. The present serves as a vital 

link between past heritage and future development. In essence, all cultural questions can be 

distilled into three fundamental inquiries: Where did we come from? Who are we? Where are 
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we going? Traditional dance, in its stage form, should actively respond to these questions by 

using the present moment as a point of convergence between history and forward vision. As 

an embodied cultural form, traditional dance carries historical memory, cultural values, social 

experience, and aesthetic knowledge through bodily practice and intergenerational 

transmission (Farnell, 1999; Kaeppler, 2001). Accordingly, documentation, oral transmission, 

embodied learning, and preservation-oriented practice remain important mechanisms for 

sustaining traditional dance heritage. These practices contribute not only to cultural 

continuity but also to the capacity of traditional dance to respond creatively to contemporary 

social and artistic contexts (UNESCO, 2023; Alivizatou-Barakou et al., 2023). 

 

Conclusion  

 

This study examined four principal pathways through which traditional dance is adapted for 

contemporary stage performance: preservation, reconstruction, reconfiguration, and 

innovation. By distinguishing these pathways according to their relationship with historical 

evidence, embodied cultural knowledge, and creative intervention, the study contributes a 

clearer analytical vocabulary for understanding contemporary traditional dance practice. The 

analysis demonstrates that different approaches involve different strategies for negotiating 

cultural memory, bodily knowledge, artistic creativity, and historical continuity. 

Drawing upon embodied practice theory, the study further argues that traditional dance 

should be understood not merely as a collection of movement forms but as a repository of 

cultural knowledge transmitted through bodily action and performance. From this perspective, 

stage adaptation becomes a process of preserving, translating, reinterpreting, and regenerating 

embodied cultural heritage within changing social and artistic contexts. 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the proposed taxonomy has not been 

empirically validated through interviews, audience studies, or ethnographic observation. 

Second, the discussion is primarily based on Chinese examples and may not be directly 

applicable to other cultural contexts. Future research should investigate how the taxonomy 

functions across different dance traditions and explore the role of digital technologies in the 

preservation and transmission of embodied cultural knowledge. 

Ultimately, the continued vitality of traditional dance depends on maintaining a productive 

balance between cultural continuity and creative adaptation. Preservation, reconstruction, 

reconfiguration, and innovation should not be viewed as competing approaches but as 

complementary pathways through which traditional dance can remain meaningful within 

contemporary cultural life.
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