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Abstract

Dance and theatre have been present in human life since ancient times; however, the movement trends of physical
theatre and contemporary dance are considered contemporary and global phenomena. Understanding these two
movement approaches contributes to a better comprehension of contemporary arts and the role of the body in
artistic expression. This study addresses questions such as how these two movement methods can be
distinguished from one another and how their boundaries can be defined. One of the main objectives of the
research is to analyze the similarities and differences between contemporary dance and physical theatre, and to
identify elements that allow for their differentiation. The research method is documentary and has been
conducted using a descriptive—analytical approach. Based on the results obtained, although contemporary dance
and physical theatre share the use of the body as the primary means of artistic expression and sometimes ovetlap,
they differ in their sources of inspiration and internal structures: contemporary dance finds its expression in
harmony with music, whereas physical theatre relies on natrative and plot. This study indicates that contemporary
dance can sometimes be incorporated within physical theatre and vice versa, yet each maintains a unique and
distinct nature.

Keywords: Comparative study, Movement approach, Contemporary dance, Physical theatre, History of dance and
movement.

1| Introduction

Today, in human daily life, movement is more than anything else a means of expressing identity and is

considered analyzable. Even before language found its place in early human life, humans established their

first ways of communicating with others through movement and signs—a form of communication that

gradually came to meet all their needs [1]. In fact, it can be boldly stated that movement was the first means

of conveying concepts and facilitating dialogue in early human societies [2]. Rituals and theater, in their
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structure, utilize shared components such as music, dance, speech, masks, and costumes. Accordingly, dance,
as the primary means of performing eatly rituals—which persist in some primitive societies—has been
designated the title of "the first art." Dance was a medium through which humans were able to organize and
systematize their perspectives on the relationship with gods, the world, society, and themselves, and to codify
these perspectives through movement [3]. From this perspective, it can be argued that without the existence
of dance, the emergence of rituals and, consequently, the formation of theatrical art would have been
impossible. One of the well-regarded theories regarding the origin of theater posits that it began from

rituals—rituals that served as the first tools for structuring human views about themselves and the world [4].

Furthermore, from the tragedies of ancient Greece to modern Japanese theater, and from singing and music
to poetry and rhythmic speech, dance is considered the origin of the essence of all these arts [3]. In primitive
societies, humans defined themselves as members of the human collective through dance and song, dissolving
their individuality within the unity of the group [5]. Dance enabled the experience of emotional sharing among
people, and the movements of dancers connected us to the hidden forces of the body and the unconscious.
This is precisely the phenomenon that ensures the emotional communion between the artist and the audience
[6]. Contemporary dance, a genre of performance dance, emerged in the mid-20th century and became one
of the dominant genres in dance education worldwide [7]. Although this style borrows many elements from
classical, modern, and jazz dance, it is considered an independent style due to its eclectic combination [§].
Today's contemporary dance is a mixture of ballet, modern, and even unstructured postmodern dance [9].
Some contemporary dancers create characters and performative events, while others focus on developing
innovative and personal forms of bodily expression [10].

In contrast, physical theater is a form of contemporary theater in which body language is reclaimed [11]. Lloyd
Newson considers physical theater to be influenced by Grotowski's methods [12]. Physical theater companies
have gained a special place by focusing on the physical and emotional elements of performance, employing
body language and expressive movement—especially with innovations such as dancers speaking during
contemporary performances. Emphasis on identity issues and the existential anxieties of dancers has also
made the content of performances more radical [13]. The emergence of contemporary dance as a global
movement has had a profound impact on the future of dance, particularly through its connection with theater
[13]. In the past, directing was traditionally within the domain of theater directors, but in contemporary
contexts, choreographers have also taken on a significant role in guiding performances [14]. These changes
have raised fundamental questions about the representation of conceptual elements in place of traditional
ones and have challenged classical notions of aesthetics. Moreover, the development of hybrid forms such as
dance-theater attests to an increasing tendency toward interdisciplinary approaches and the blurring of
boundaries between distinct arts [15]. At the same time, some contemporary theorists advocate a return to
the fundamental meaning of dance and a move away from theatricality. Contemporary dance today
encompasses a range of fusions of dance, theater, and other artistic elements, absorbing the essence of drama
and performance [7].

On the other hand, physical theater, with its focus on bodily expression and the reduction of verbal elements,
incorporates aspects of dance at its core [16]. As a result, in the contemporary landscape, the distinction
between these two art forms can sometimes be difficult for audiences to discern. Even among specialists,
there are ongoing debates regarding the separation or convergence of the two [11].

Acknowledging the mutual influences and similarities between these two art forms, it becomes necessary to
examine the intrinsic characteristics of each in order to achieve a clear distinction. This study aims to identify
and analyze the fundamental differences between contemporary dance and physical theater, as well as to
explore the implications of these developments for understanding the independent essence of each.

2| Research Background

In recent years, given the increasing convergence of contemporary dance and physical theater, numerous
interdisciplinary studies have analyzed this connection. Researchers such as Kate Elswit in Theatre & Dance
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[17], Jason Duncan in Postmodern Dance and Theatre [18], and Jennifer Parker-Starbuck in Body Politics in
Performance [19] have examined the movement and bodily dimensions of this fusion, emphasizing the
breakdown of traditional boundaries between performance forms. On the other hand, Jessica Hickman, in
her recent studies on the relationship between corporeality and narrative in contemporary theater [20] and
Laura Cull in Physical Dramaturgy [21], have shown how contemporary dance techniques in new physical
theaters have transformed not only body language but also the dramatic structure of performance. Moreover,
analyses of practical projects by contemporary companies such as DV8 Physical Theatre and Gecko Theatre,
patticulatly in Christina Portet's article on "Cyborg Bodies in Contemporatry Physical Theatet" [22], have
emphasized the significance of body politics, resistance, and non-representational expressions. Furthermore,
tigures such as Lloyd Newson, in his recent interviews [23] continue to emphasize the fundamental role of
the body and physical expression in contemporary theater, insisting on the inseparable connection between
movement, narrative, and social critique in their works. Thus, the existing body of research, both theoretical
and practical, provides a rich foundation for analyzing the dynamic relationships between contemporary dance
and physical theater. The present study, adopting a comparative and analytical approach, seeks to examine
the fundamental differences and mutual influences of these two art forms in order to offer a deeper

understanding of the evolving nature of contemporary performance.
3| Research Methodology

This study is qualitative, descriptive-analytical, and comparative in nature. The main objective of the research
is to identify the similarities and differences between two movement-based approaches—contemporary dance
and physical theater—and to examine the artistic elements and concepts through which these two
performance forms can be distinguished and differentiated from one another. The research data were
collected through documentary sources, meaning that scientific references, books, scholatly articles, and
reputable case studies in the fields of movement studies, dance, and contemporary theater were utilized. The
data were analyzed using a descriptive-analytical approach: first, the characteristics of each movement-based
approach were examined and their key components identified and analyzed; then, by comparing these
components, the fundamental similarities and differences between them were extracted. This study goes
beyond merely describing or noting the mutual influences, aiming instead at a conceptual exploration and
critical analysis of the intrinsic differences between these two art forms. It seeks to represent the unique
essence and nature of each within their aesthetic and expressive contexts. To this end, while maintaining
comparative rigor, attention has also been given to the theoretical complexities related to corporeality,
movement-based narrative, and body politics in contemporary dance and physical theater.

4| Analysis of Artistic Trends to Identify the Roots of Eclecticism

4.1| Characteristics of Contemporary Dance

Dance, in general, refers to the rhythmic movement of the body with the purpose of expression, social
interaction, or spiritual experience [24]. Contemporary dance, which emerged in the mid-20th century, created
an eclectic and innovative genre by integrating elements of ballet, modern, jazz, and other movement forms
[7]. In this style, unlike classical dance—which emphasizes the aesthetics of lines and forms—the primary
focus is on bodily experience and the expression of inner emotions [25]. From a technical perspective,
contemporary dance employs techniques such as contraction-release, floor work, fall and recovery, and
improvisation, and it sometimes draws inspiration from non-Western cultural elements, such as African dance
or Japanese Butoh [26]. In addition to its deep connection with music, contemporary dance often explores
spiritual, personal, and existential concepts without following classical narratives. This characteristic has

allowed it to secure a prominent place within the interdisciplinary space of contemporary art [27], [28].
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4.2 | Characteristics of Physical Theatre

Physical theatre is a form of contemporary theatre that emphasizes the physicality of the body and conveys
storytelling through bodily actions, gestures, dynamic stillness, and stage composition [29]. Unlike traditional
theatre, where spoken text generates meaning, in physical theatre, the body itself becomes the primary tool
for expression and meaning-making [30]. The roots of physical theatre can be traced to figures such as Jacques
Lecoq and Rudolf Laban, who emphasized the body as the central medium of artistic creation [31].
Additionally, many practitioners in this field draw inspiration from contemporary movement techniques and
the principles of modern dance [32]. In some cases, physical theatre blurs the boundary between dance and
theatre; however, unlike contemporary dance, its primary focus is the transmission of meaning within the
framework of narrative, structure, and group interaction [33]. Now, after describing the two movement trends
and reviewing how they have been eclectic, we aim to identify their distinctions and differentiate them from
one another.

5| Roots of Eclecticism and Fundamental Distinctions

The roots of eclecticism between contemporary dance and physical theatre lie in the transformations since
the 20th century that have reshaped the understanding of the body, storytelling, and representation. In
particular, during the postmodern movement, artists sought to transcend the traditional boundaries of artistic
forms [34]. In contemporary theatre, the role of the choreographer has gained increasing significance to the
point that many contemporary works rely more on movement design than on text [3]. Previously, the director
primarily guided the production, but now the choreographer often takes on the leadership of performers and
overall direction. Modern productions frequently emphasize physicality and movement, with choreographers
becoming an integral part of the storytelling process [3]. This shift reflects a broader trend in theatre toward
collaborative and interdisciplinary approaches, where the boundaries between roles become more fluid,
enabling innovative and dynamic productions.

Nevertheless, key differences between these two artistic trends remain: contemporary dance focuses more on
inner experience, improvisation, and individual freedom of expression [8]. This gente often addresses themes
related to spirituality and personal experience, seeking a return to the fundamental nature of dance as a form
of expression, free from traditional aesthetic standards and historical constraints [13], [28]. In contemporary
dance, the body—through movements imbued with prior motivation and emotion—becomes a vessel for
conveying meaning and feelings, forming an inseparable connection with music, which guides the movements
and enhances their emotional and conceptual aspects [7]. Physical theatre emphasizes the transmission of
meaning through narrative and collective forms using the body [35]. Unlike traditional theatre, it does not
focus on the representation of the script but rather on using the body as the primary tool to express the text
[35]. This approach grants freedom of action, allowing the body to generate meaning. Although physical
theatre departs from traditional representation, it remains strongly dependent on the script and narrative.
Expression is entrusted to the body, theatrical values are transformed, yet it still operates within the
framework of text-centered performance [33]. By engaging with the body and the grandeur of movement,
physical theatre alters expressive methods [16]. It even connects with the historical roots of bodily movement,
but it does not embrace the values of dance, such as the individual performer's autonomy [11]. Instead, the
actor's work is interactive with the audience and fully controlled in relation to others. This form of theatre
does not seek to transcend the traditional boundaries of theatre but aims to transform them from within,
emphasizing the role of the body in conveying meaning and enhancing the theatrical experience.
Contemporary dance generally draws inspiration from music, whereas physical theatre relies on the presence
of the body and a physical narrative independent of music. Dance can be understood as a series of movements
that align with the speed and rhythm of a musical piece [36]. In fact, it consists of a specific sequence of steps
and movements that form a particular style of dance. Thus, dance is presented as a form of expression, social
interaction, or a spiritual or performative experience [24].
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In contrast, physical theatre emphasizes the body's presence independently of music, detiving narrative
primarily from the performers' physicality [35]. In an article in The New York Times, John Rockwell
emphasizes the fluidity of the boundaries between these two forms, noting that dance and physical theatre
have influenced each other; nevertheless, their inherent differences remain [37]. Ultimately, a precise
understanding of these distinctions provides a foundation for a more critical analysis of contemporary
movement forms and enables a deeper comprehension of the aesthetic and conceptual developments in this
tield in connection with contemporary cultural and artistic changes.

6 | Artistic Expression and Impact in Movement Trends

As mentioned, contemporary dance is a form of expressive movement that incorporates elements of modern
and postmodern dance, emphasizing fluidity of motion and emotional expressiveness. In contrast, physical
theatre combines elements of performance art, mime, and dance to convey narratives and emotions through
the body. This movement trend relies on the integration of movement, gesture, and, in some cases, spoken
language. Despite certain structural similarities, each possesses its own distinctive features and approaches.
Contemporary dance is extensively intertwined with music, with its movements often shaped in harmony
with rhythm, melody, and emotional tone [24], [36]. This genre draws on a wide range of dance styles from
around the world, creating a rich and diverse movement vocabulary [38]. In contemporary dance, meaning
and personal experience take precedence over traditional aesthetics, as movement becomes a vessel for
expressing spirituality and emotions [13], [28], [39].

On the other hand, physical theatre places significant emphasis on movement as the primary medium of
expression [32]. Unlike contemporary dance, which is more focused on abstract and individual expression,
physical theatre operates within a text- and plot-based framework, using the body as a means of bringing
narrative to life [33]. This approach emphasizes the controlled interaction of performers with one another
and with the audience, while giving less prominence to the individual values of the performers [11]. In
comparison, contemporary dance places greater emphasis on the abstract expression of movement and its
connection with music, whereas physical theatre integrates movement with direct storytelling. Both art forms,
through the use of creative movement and emotional expression, have blurred the boundaries between dance
and narrative [27]. From the perspective of impact, contemporary dance—with its passionate and expressive
movements—focuses on evoking an emotional response from the audience, while physical theatre, through

its emphasis on movement detail and narrative structure, engages the audience in a deeper theatrical process

[13].

Nevertheless, both trends offer distinct pathways for artistic expression and provide creative tools for
exploring emotions, concepts, and narratives. Ultimately, a comparative analysis of these two trends shows
that while both forms use the body as the primary medium of expression, contemporary dance is more closely
tied to rhythm and music and seeks to convey inner experiences, whereas physical theatre places bodily
movement in the service of narrative structures. These distinctions present audiences and artists with a diverse

and dynamic artistic landscape.
What is Dance Theatre?

While dance is primarily focused on movement and bodily expression, physical theatre encompasses broader
dimensions and often develops around a text or narrative [35]. In some cases, contemporary dance also
merges these two approaches, achieving a blend of free bodily expression and theatrical elements. In this
context, the concept of dance theatre is useful. Dance theatre is a hybrid form that combines dance with stage
performance methods, moving away from the tradition of classical dance and incorporating elements such as
speech, singing, stage, and costume design [40]. Unlike social dance, which has a non-theatrical nature, dance
theatre is designed for an audience and performed in public venues such as theatres [41]. Examples include
ballet, jazz, tap, and musical theatre. This form can be seen as a more classical stage-oriented version of
contemporary dance—an emblem of the fundamental fusion of dance and theatre. Thompson argues in this
regard: "Dance/Theatre is a fusion of art forms that expands our perspective on stage performance and the
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spatial relationship between performer and audience"[42]. Physical theatre, much like dance theatre, often
draws inspiration from a text or develops around a dramatic structure [29]. Classical examples such as the
performance of Swan Lake also demonstrate the representation of narrative through the integration of dance
and theatre [43].

How Can Contemporary Dance Be Dramatic Like Physical Theatre?

Physical theatre emphasizes storytelling through the body and movement [30]. Although some contemporary
critics argue that contemporary dance is usually devoid of dramatic narrative, this perspective has been
challenged [44]. Since the 1930s, artists such as Martha Graham and Mary Wigman have sought to bring
psychological dramas to the stage through movement [45]. Doris Humphrey, by analyzing the natural rhythm
of the body and the dynamics of fall and recovery, also developed a style of dance that was fluid, rhythmic,
and dramatic [46]. However, from the 1950s onward, some choreographers attempted to separate dance from
narrative drama and focus solely on pure movement [8] , [47]. Despite these efforts, theatrical and dramatic
elements have persisted in contemporary dance, since even the most abstract forms of dance still carry
inherently theatrical aspects [48].

As a result, while contemporary dance has moved toward abstract expression, it has nonetheless preserved

its fundamental connection with narrative, drama, and theatrical expression.
7| Conclusion

Based on the analyses of this study, it can be stated that movement, as humanity's eatrliest means of
communication, has formed the foundation of arts such as dance and theatre. However, contemporary trends
such as contemporary dance and physical theatre are emerging phenomena within the artistic transformations
of the 20th century, and understanding them is essential for grasping the contemporary lifeworld. In this
article, by examining the definitions, origins, and characteristics of these two trends, it was shown that despite
certain fundamental commonalities—such as embodiment, movement-centeredness, and contemporaneity—
physical theatre and contemporary dance possess significant differences. Contemporary dance emphasizes
personal expression, fluidity of movement, and alighment with music, whereas physical theatre is grounded
in plot structure, narrative orientation, and the symbolic use of the body. In contemporary dance, the body
becomes a vessel for expressing inner experiences and personal emotions, with music serving as a guiding
force. In physical theatre, however, the body functions as a tool for recreating narrative and embodying story

on stage.

Furthermore, this study demonstrated that although both forms bridge theatre and dance, they pursue
different expressive orientations: contemporary dance, through abstraction and free movement, approaches
pure emotional experience, whereas physical theatre, through its fidelity to text and plot, reimagines the
storytelling process through the body. Ultimately, as some researchers have noted, all forms of dance—even
the most abstract—contain elements of theatre, and all forms of theatre are intertwined with the physicality
of the body. This complex coexistence provides evidence of the ongoing dialogue between dance and theatre
in the realm of contemporary arts.
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