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Abstract 
 

In this thesis, I analysed two graduation pieces from the contemporary dance program in the 

Iceland University of the Arts, Phygital Glitch by Gígja Jónsdóttir and Run/trough by Katrín 

Gunnarsdóttir. I researched the different affects music had on these two dance pieces both in 

the processes of making them and in the performance. Then I will compare the two methods 

of incorporating music together and see how the music affected the movements. I both speak 

about my own experiences of the pieces and took a look at the methods of two artists, the 

choreographer and dancer Pina Bausch and the music composer Kristine Torgersen, that have 

both written about music and movement together. See how they view that relationship and 

how they have approached both music and movement in their creative processes. Dance and 

music are so related that I propose the question of, if it is possible to completely separate 

dance and music? In my research I have realised that it’s very difficult to take the music out 

of the dance, since the rhythm will still resonate in the movements and qualities of the dance 

even if the audible soundscape is removed. It’s possible to visualize the sound only from 

watching the style, quality and rhythm if the movements.  
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Introduction 
Dance and music have gone hand in hand for many decades. These two art-forms may seem 

different in many ways however they are often affiliated with one another, since both musicians 

and dancers work with beats, tempos, and rhythms. The same way musicians use notes us 

dancers use steps to build our performances. The instrument of a dancer is his body and we 

‘play it’ to make rhythms and un-hearable sounds that only you yourself can feel or see. There 

are ways to make audible sounds using with the body like breath, voice and claps, that can 

make up a rhythm that is more visible to the viewer than only movements in space. 

 

When two terms are so connected like dance and music the question might pop up of which of 

them came first, similarly to the more known debate on which came first the chicken or the 

egg. The two terms probably have a similar history, and their origin is tied together somewhere 

along the way, that’s why it’s impossible to know for certain which came first. Both dance and 

music have a long history leading back to the start of mankind, however over the past decades 

the two art forms have tremendously evolved though their many periods (-isms). Both dance 

and music started off as very strict and formal forms but now there is room for way more 

creativity and freedom to experiment than ever before. There are no rules in art anymore. 

 

I’m interested in researching the relationship between dance and music and research how much 

music can affect movement? Seeing how integrated these two art-forms are in each other and 

playing with the idea of separating the two. But is it possible to completely separate dance and 

music, or is there always going to be a trace of music in dance? I had the opportunity to work 

and perform two pieces as my graduation performance from the Iceland University of the Arts 

in 2022, where each piece had a very different approach to using music with dance. I will be 

researching these two questions in relation to the two graduation pieces, Phigital Glitch by 

Gígja Jónsdóttir and Run/trough by Katrín Gunnarsdóttir. I will be looking both at the process 

and performances and comparing the two methods together. One piece used music as the 

primary source of movement but was then performed in silence and the other used music as 

layer that was added on top of the movements to enhance the performance. The two pieces 

were choreographed and performed at the same time and both worked with clear themes and 

played with the concept of sound and music.  
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1.  The relationship between dance and music 
Music can make you dance and can stimulate pleasure in some parts of the brain.1 However it 

is not socially acceptable to dance whenever and wherever. We are surrounded by music all 

the time in stores and restaurants; however dancing only happens in certain places like clubs, 

dance studios and occasionally inside homes behind closed doors. Music is much more 

relatable for everyone and is a common conversation topic since everyone can listen to music, 

but dance is thought of as something you need to learn to be able to enjoy it. When dance is 

being performed, the use of rhythms is very evident, and we connect rhythms to music. Some 

African cultures don’t even have a word for dance and music as a separate entity, the word 

egwu in the language Igbo has many meanings like dance, music and song.2 By putting all these 

meanings in one word allows it to have the same value so that dance can be as acceptable and 

relatable as music. 

 

Using music in dance pieces is not necessary but very common as it can enhance the emotion 

and the power of the movements. The music helps the body unlock movement qualities and 

make the performance more relatable for regular people (non-dancers) that grasp things that 

are recognizable to them. Music is also used as a part of dramaturgy to set the mood of the 

dance piece, similar to what is done in movies. Soundtracks in movies have the same purpose 

as in dance, they can create an atmosphere (create a new world), call focus to certain elements 

or movements and can evoke emotions. A good example of this is the infamous soundtrack 

from the movie Jaws when the shark is approaching, our brain makes the connection between 

the sound and a danger even though we don’t actually see the shark. In my opinion the best use 

of sound in movies is in horror movies because if there would be not sound the movie would 

not be nearly as scary, and it would take the viewer back to reality.  

     

There are many different styles of music, and each genre calls for a certain style of dance. Some 

of the music genres even have the same name as the correlating dance style, like hip hop, disco 

                                                
1 John Krakauer. ,,Why do we like to dance-and move to the beat?” Scientific American, 26. 

September 2008.  https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/experts-dance/ 
2 Onkwuejwe and Agatha ljeoma. ,,The Socio-Cultural Imolications of African Music and Dance.” 

AJOL, Vol.3 no.1 (2009) page 181, Viewed 21. May 2022. 

https://www.ajol.info/index.php/cajtms/article/view/76593 
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and jazz.  The most natural thing is to dance in the style the music calls for, because the rhythm 

in this particular type of music makes the body move in this way, probably because of where 

the style came from and how it has evolved. So, perhaps music can decide how you dance more 

than it makes you dance.   

 

2.  The Processes 

2.1 Phygital Glitch 
Phygital Glitch = Physical + digital Glitch 

This piece was choreographed by Gígja Jónsdóttir in collaboration with me and my class in 

contemporary dance program in IUA. Of what I had seen from Gígja’s previous projects I 

suspected that this piece would lean more towards physical theatre focusing on creativity and 

mixing more artistic fields together. Gígja also brought in a creative team to enhance the 

performance, that included a costume designer, a light designer and a musician, and we all 

worked closely together to make this piece come to life and get inspired by each other. The 

two months we got to make this piece had to be split between this piece and the other so there 

was not a lot of time to have any doubts. In the beginning of the process Gígja didn’t want to 

tell us too much about her vision but dis give us starting point and tasks to work with. During 

the first weeks, we made a lot of openings, which are short performances that are inspired by 

the topic we are working with each time. We made these openings both as individuals and in 

groups, working with the themes of hopes, dreams and fears. The material was so diverse that 

came out of these tasks and made in many different mediums like paintings, drawings, texts, 

movements and sounds. Gígja documented everything and then had the impossible task of 

making a structure for the piece from the material we had been collecting.  

 

The first draft of the structure for the performance was definitely not the final one and we had 

to kill some of our darlings in the process of making the finalised material, so that the piece 

would flow seamlessly from one scene to another. At this point, none of the movement material 

was set to music since our musician Örlygur Steinar Arnalds (Ölli) was making the soundtrack 

at the same time as we were reworking and mixing material from the openings to make the 

choreography. Throughout the process Ölli was watching and recording the openings we did, 

focusing on all the interesting sounds that came from the physical material, and getting inspired 

by qualities we were using. Our costume and set designer brought in these plastic tubes for us 
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to play with and come up with different ways to use them. We discovered many ways to use 

the tubes and make sounds with them by blowing in them, swinging them and rubbing them 

against microphones. Ölli recorded some of the sounds from the tubes and incorporated them 

into the soundtrack, so when we were using in tubes on stage, he would enhance the sound 

with the music. He also took inspiration from the improvisations we did and the atmosphere 

we made. The musical composer Kristine Torgersen likes to work visually when creating her 

music and in the book Choreography/Koreografi she writes;  

 

“When I compose, I often use video as material or ‘found object’ to explore the 

relationship between what we see and hear, investigating how these are connected 

through close interplay. In many of my pieces I have used videos found on 

Youtube – I love watching movies and turning of the sound in order to create my 

own imaginary music.”3 

 

This method of imagining your own music, in her case, to videos is what Ölli did to live 

dancing. He had to imagine what rhythm and atmosphere would fit best to the movement 

material we were collecting. While we were collecting our material in a movement bank he 

was collecting them into a sound bank. Many dancers do this as well when making a dance 

performance but they do it in reverse, starting with the music and imagining what the dance 

would look like to this music.  

 

When the movement material was ready then we added the music on top as another layer as 

you would do with the costumes and props to create world we were making. The music had a 

very strong beat that was easy to follow and since the chorography was set we just had to 

manipulate it to fit the beat so that everyone could be in sync. Music is the perfect tool if you 

want all the dancers to move at the same time, especially if it’s the kind of music you can count 

and has a clear beat and dancers are used to counting music. It is said that musical talent is 

about 50% genetic, meaning you are born with it, but that means that it is 50% learnt.4 I believe 

that us dancers have one of the greatest musical talents (apart from musicians) since we are 

                                                
3 Kristine Tjøgersen. ,,To Visualize the sound – the Sound of the Visual.” In Choreography, Solveig 

Styve Holte, Ann-Christin Kongsness and Venke Marie Scotland, page 54-65. 2021 
4 ,,Is Musical Talent Hereditary?” Key-notes, viewed 21. May 2022. https://www.key-

notes.com/blog/is-musical-talent-hereditary 
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surrounded by music almost every day and have learned to feel the rhythm and predict rhythms 

in order to move to it. In this piece, the music did not determent what the movement would be 

but rather how it would be performed, it gave us a character a clear quality and rhythm to 

follow, if the beat was sharp so was the movements and if it was softer then the movement 

would be soft.  

 

2.2 Run Through 
The second piece was choreographed by Katrín Gunnarsdóttir in collaboration with us the 

dancers. In this process, we had a very clear starting point. Kata had already decided that we 

were going to be making a piece to the musical score Rite of Spring and that we would then 

perform it in silence. Since the goal was so clear we could delegate and plan these couple of 

weeks of rehearsing very well. The Rite of Spring music is an infamous musical score both in 

the dance and musical scene, known for being very complex and chaotic and was very 

controversial at the time it premiered in 1913. It was composed by Igor Stravinsky and is 

considered one of the first examples of modernism music. The piece was commissioned for the 

Ballet Russes where the ballet production was choreographed by Vaslav Nijinsky, but 

Stravinsky developed the story for the ballet which was originally supposed to be called The 

Great Sacrifice.5 The original choreography by Nijinski was thought lost beyond recall until 

the Joffrey Ballet performed the piece in 1987 based on a reconstruction of the original piece.6  

When I watched the performance by the Joffrey Ballet it was so evident for me how much the 

music affected the movements and how every step had a clear intention.7 The music had so 

much power over the performance, how fast or slow and how many times each movement was 

done, it was as if each movement had their own note, and each person was an instrument in the 

orchestra.  

 

                                                
5 Betsy Schwarm. ,,The Rite of Spring ballet by Stravinsky.” Britannica, viewed 21. May 2022. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Rite-of-Spring 
6 ,,The Rite of Spring.” Wikipedia, 11. May 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Rite_of_Spring 
7 Un pò di Russia. ,,Le Sacre du printemps / The Rite of Spring – Ballet Russes.” Video, 42:02. 

Viewed 21. May 2022 on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jo4sf2wT0wU&ab_channel=UncleWaldemar 
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The music has been used many times both in remakes of the original piece and in modern and 

contemporary pieces made by well-known choreographers. Two examples of those 

performances are the modern dance piece choreographed by Pina Bausch in 1975 and the 

contemporary dance piece choreographed by Sasha Waltz in 2013.8 Each time this piece is 

revived it changes and evolves and mirrors the period it was made in. Now Kata had the 

opportunity to remake it her own way, deconstructing the original piece by taking away the 

music and changing the story line. Since we were going to be performing the piece in silence, 

we had to get very familiar with the music to be able to imitate the rhythm and Kata wanted us 

to embody the music so that even if there was nothing coming from the speakers the audience 

members could recognize the music from our movements. Pina Bausch is a great choreographer 

and had a lot of influence on the dance scene in her time and she worked with music in different 

ways. She talked about her view on the topic of the relationship between dance and other 

elements in the Pina Bausch Sourcebook: 

 

,,I can’t think without the time or without space. Everything belongs together. If 

it’s together once, you can’t take it apart. The feeling, the energy, all that you can 

hear, the music or the notmusic, the space, all what is there, for me it’s impossible 

[to separate them]. I can’t think movement, only movement.”9 

 

She speaks about how everything that was used in the process of making a piece will still be 

there when it is performed. This is what we were trying to achieve, to still have the 

reminiscence of the music when we would perform both for us the dancers and the audience.  

 

The Rite of Spring musical score is split into two parts and each part is then split into tracks 

and each day we focused on learning and improvising one track at a time to find a theme for 

that particular part of the music. Kata filmed a lot of improvisations that we did and then she 

picked out the parts she liked, movements, qualities and moments that we then worked on 

further with the music to set it. As the process went on and we started to do more and more 

runs without the music we realized that this was no easy task, not only did we have to listen a 

                                                
8 ,,Rite of Spring.” 
9 Royd Climenhaga, ,,Working with Pina Bausch.” In The Pina Bausch Sourcebook, the making of 

Tanztheater, page 103-108. New York: Routledge, 2013. 
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lot to the group, but our ego had to be put to the side to tighten the group. Another thing we 

had to be aware of was to not lose the quality of the movements when the music was gone, the 

quality of movements is so ingrained and intertwined with the music and we came to a risk of 

losing it. As dancers, we have learned to feel rhythms in music and portray them with our 

bodies, always being aware of the choice to go with the music or against it. It is much easier to 

keep the quality you make with the music when it is actually playing, but what we realized in 

the process was that when the music was taken away from us some of the sharpness and 

intention of the moves went with it. We had to work even harder on memorizing the music so 

when it came to performing, we could be playing it in our minds. 

 

Even though there was no music playing in the performance doesn’t mean there was complete 

silence. Dancers are great at many things but mind readers we are not, we had to make strategy 

on how we were all going to keep the same rhythm and counts. So, we made indicators in the 

form of sounds, such as breath, stomps and counts to be to sync up as a group and keep the 

rhythm. Each indicator was a cue to either stop or start a new thing. The responsibility was 

sheared with the group, so we were all following one person at a time that had the next que. 

The goal was to make a performance that was the same length as the original Rite of Spring 

music but when you don’t have a timer on it’s hard to know how much time has passed by 

when dancing, these indicators and ques helped everyone to stay with the music and within the 

time frame. 

 

2.3 Looking at them side by side 
When we got the information that Karin Gunnarsdóttir and Gígja Jónsdóttir were the 

choreographers for our graduation pieces I knew right away that they were going to be quite 

unalike since the two choreographers have very different styles. I have been following both 

Gígja’s and Katrín’s career for some time and had the opportunity to work with Kata before on 

another project and Gígja taught us a course in my second year. Kata’s piece ended up being 

very physically demanding, working with stamina and precision, and on the other hand Gígja’s 

pieces leaned more towards the physical theatre category, since we were working more on the 

story and the world we were trying to make rather than the movement. 

     

Both pieces were working closely with music but in very different ways and from different 

origins. In Kata’s piece (Run/trough) the music came first and then the movement, however in 
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Gígja’s piece (Phygital Glitch) the movement came before the music. In Run/trough the music 

had so much control over the movement’s, in my experience when I hear certain kind of music 

I by body wants to move or react in a specific way. We are programed to feel some type a way 

when we hear certain music and this also connects to watching movies to TV shows, where the 

ambience is played over scenes to enhance the feeling the watcher is supposed to feel. In 

Phygital Glitch the music did not have a say in what the movements would be, since the sound 

came later, however like in Run Trough, the music determined the speed and quality of the 

movement and set the atmosphere for the watcher. Having a musician working with us in 

Gígja’s piece gave us a lot more breathing room with the movements since Ölli would then just 

shape the music to our needs and wants. We wanted some parts to be longer or faster he could 

just change the rhythm as we went on in the process. This was not a luxury we had in Kata’s 

piece since the music was set in stone and the task was to follow the music but that also gave 

us a very clear task to work with and strive for.  

 

3.  The Performance 
Finally, the premiere day rolled up and it was time to show people what all our hard work and 

creativity had turned into. I found it hard to believe that people were actually coming to see 

these pieces after being so isolated and focused on the processes, just us and our bodies. The 

week of the premiere Gígja’s piece was still being finalized which meant that if a part of the 

piece was cut out or moved, the music had to also change with it. This was only possible so 

late in the process because we had this breathing room by having the musician with us and the 

music was being tailored to our needs. Ölli ended up performing with us on stage and became 

like our game master, as he was playing the music live. Sometimes we were the ones giving 

him the cue to go to the next part and other times he was in charge of the length of the music. 

I could feel that the music really gave me so much energy to give my best performance, 

especially in the end when the music got louder, and I could feel the tiredness creeping up on 

me. The music also helped with the performativity and emphasized the characters we were 

playing and gave the movements more power. 

 

Music and rhythms were very present in both pieces even though one was performed in silence. 

We tried to stay as true to the original Rite of Spring score as possible both in length and counts. 

Before every show the group went over some of the most rhythmically difficult parts so that 

they were fresh in our memories, and it helped us unite the group. The cues we had made like 
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the breath or stomps also mimicked the sounds or counts in the music to help everyone know 

where we were in the music at that time and indicated what was happening next. The music 

did not only indicate what the movements should be but also gave us some character qualities 

to work with. 

 

I spoke to some of the audience members after the performance and I found interesting that 

those who were trained in either dance or music were more likely to really appreciate Kata’s 

pieces. I guess it is easier to spot the musicality in that piece if you have been trained to look 

for it and the people who are not trained to do it felt like they missed the music a little bit. 

There were some audience members that knew Rite of Spring almost by heart so when they 

watched us perform, they were constantly trying to figure out what track we were doing, like 

it was a game to them (of course some parts were more recognizable than others).  The fact 

that people were able to recognize the music from the movements relates to what both Pina 

Bausch and Kristine Torgersen talked about how we can visualize the music and that there is a 

trace of the material from the process still visible in the end product. Performing on stage with 

no music in front of a big crowd can be very vulnerable since there is nothing to lean on or 

hide behind, we only had each other. The audience only had us to look at and there was no 

music to distract them or overflow the senses with other things.    
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Conclusion 
What I’ve figured out is that it is hard to separate dance and music completely, especially taking 

music away from the dance. I thought that it would be easier to take the dance from the music 

and that most musicians don’t think about the movements that might follow the music when 

their making it. However, as I read the text that Kristine Trøgersen wrote on how she often 

composes her music from watching movements10 I realised it’s very similar to how we dancers 

can visualize dances from listening to music. In Gígja’s piece the music had as much effect on 

the movements as the movements had on the music since it was being put together at the same 

time. We tailored the speed and the quality to the rhythm and Ölli took inspiration from us and 

tailored the length of the soundscape to us.  

 

In Kata’s piece, we were trying to keep the relationship between the dance and the music even 

though we weren’t performing to it. There is no secret that it is easier to dance with music, 

especially in a big group that is trying to be in sync. We felt like we needed to make some 

sounds to indicate the music or to make rhythms because it made it easier for us to stay with 

the music and the group. So, we made up our own musical score within the choreography and 

that tells me that we tend to grasp towards rhythms when we dance because it is familiar. It 

might be harder for dancers to completely remove the music or at least the rhythm, like the 

quote from Pina Bausch I talked about earlier about how everything used in the making of the 

performance will leave marks on the piece and can’t be separated from it.11 I agree with Pina 

and I think it’s impossible to create a dance piece without have a least some traces of musicality 

in it, and the viewer will automatically relate the performance to a soundscape that fits with the 

emotion of the piece.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
10 Kristine Tjøgersen. ,,To Visualize the sound – the Sound of the Visual.” page 54-65. 
11 Royd Climenhaga, ,,Working with Pina Bausch.” Page 103-108. 
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