
1 
 

 
 

MOTION!  

 

Dancers' bodies are almost always moving in some way throughout the length of any 

composition. Using our theoretical language, we can begin to identify different types of 

motion (ie ways of moving across the stage from one place to another, and from one 

moment to the next) and how these different ways of moving can create different 

feelings, conjure up images, and help tell our stories as dancers and choreographers. 

 

It should be noted that many of our contemporary methods for describing motion are 

inspired by Rudolf Von Laban. His 8 Effort Actions are an excellent and widely used 

way of describing a dancer's body in motion; but, for now, I suggest putting these aside 

for a simpler approach, especially when teaching novice dancers to begin to recognize 

and incorporate different motions in choreography. 

 

6 Basic Types of Motion:  

 

Percussive Motion - Any movement that has a clear beginning and end. It is typically 
recognized as being strong, fast and sharp looking. Percussive motion can be used as 
an accent in slower pieces as a means of keeping the audience interested. However, 
too much percussive motion can be overwhelming for an audience.  
 
Sustained Motion - Any movement where there isn’t a defined/clear beginning and 
end. Sustained motion is even-looking and moves at the same speed throughout. It can 
be viewed as soft or flowy, where one movement melts into the next. Too much 
sustained motion can become dull, unclear, or boring to an audience.   
 
Suspended Motion - A suspension is any movement that is ‘poised on the edge of 
balance’. Any balance on the feet or hands is considered a suspension (eg a dancer on 
relevé or doing a handstand). All jumps are suspensions. All lifts and balances with a 
partner are also considered suspensions. Suspensions can add moments of interest 
and entertaining/skillful accents to any piece of choreography.  
 
Collapse Motion - Collapse is any movement where gravity acts upon the whole body 
or a body part. With collapse, it looks like someone has ‘cut the strings’ that were 
holding the dancer’s body (or part of their body) up and it just falls down in a loose, 
relaxed way. Collapse motion often (but not always) goes with suspended motion.  
Don’t confuse collapses with percussive throws to the ground. A collapse to the ground 
looks relaxed. A percussive throw to the ground looks harsh and thrown. Collapse 
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motion can often appear soft, weak, or like a loss of energy, but it can also add a fun 
floppiness to a piece. If it is used too much, the dance can look undefined and messy.   
 
Swing Motion - Any motion that swings or sways back and forth. All spins and turns are 
swings. Swing can be big and swooping and include the whole body (like a big spin) or 
it can be small and just include a body part (like just the head swinging back and forth).   
 
Vibratory Motion - Any motion that shakes or shimmies. It can involve the whole body, 
or a body part. It is small and fast. It is used mostly as an accent (choreographers rarely 
used it as a main element in dances). As an accent, it is very eye-catching but if it is 
overused it can make a dance look very undefined and messy. 
 

 

LEARNING ACTIVITY #1: Have students move through the room experimenting with 

the above-mentioned types of motion. 

 

- Tell students to spread out and begin moving through the space 

- Shout out different types of motion which they will begin to perform as they move 

through this space (I might also add in suggestions for travel patterns) For 

example, “Circular Travel patterns, Sustained motion!”  

 

 

ACCOMPANYING STUDENT PROJECT: 

 

- Put students in groups of 4-5  

- Write down all of the types of motion on cue cards  

- Each group will draw a card and be given a “type of motion” that they must 

feature in their piece. For example, group one is given “Vibratory Motion” and 

group two is given “Collapse Motion”. Ask students to create a piece which is 2 

mins long minimum featuring their chosen motion.  

- Groups keep their motion a secret from the rest of the class 

- When presenting, students watch and observe and try to guess what each group 

was given as their featured motion.  

 

 

 


