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This paper examines how body movement within the frames of Dalcroze Eurhythmics
can facilitate musical knowing. Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical ideas seem to correspond
with the specific empirical findings of Jaques-Dalcroze. Hence, our viewpoint is based on
Merleau-Ponty’s notions of ‘knowing the world through the body’ as well as of gesture, habit
and reversibility. We argue, along with Merleau-Ponty, that the body is our primary mode of
knowing. Furthermore, we suggest that body movement represents pre-reflective knowing
and can be understood as physical metaphor in the process of musical understanding from
the concrete doing/musicking to the abstract and (or) conceptual.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

‘This is a quarter note; usually it is black, but here on the blackboard it is white.’ This
is how the very first music theory lesson for young children began in a Finnish music
school last September. But this is nothing new or exceptional: 100 years ago Emile Jaques-
Dalcroze (1865–1950), as a professor of harmony, solfège and composition at the Geneva
Conservatoire, noticed that students were taught theory by rules and writing, not by sound.
In fact, he was horrified at the theoretical emphasis and fragmentation of all musical study.

What happened in that first music theory lesson, we presume, reflects the usual way
of teaching, not only in music but in education in general. Teaching, even in arts, is
often conceptual, non-experiential, non-illustrative, and takes place on the abstract level.
Often, decisions to teach through conceptual abstractions are based on assumptions that
ignore the crucial facts of our embodiment and instead advance reason and abstraction
as the primary, if not exclusive, modes and results of knowing. In general education,
the arts and other subjects that rely on and develop bodily knowing are considered less
important than and a refreshing supplement to the ‘more important’ studies that favour the
disembodied ‘intellect’. Indeed, the valuing of conceptual knowledge over bodily knowing
and experiential learning, and the distinct separation of the two modes, reflects the mind–
body separation of Cartesian dualism that is typical of Western thinking.

When Jaques-Dalcroze recognised these defects in music education, he started
exploring the possibilities for incorporating natural movements into the musical learning
processes. Little by little, he came to the conclusion that musical learning and understanding
should be based on bodily experiences. Today his ideas of applying body movement in
teaching music are known as Dalcroze Eurhythmics. It is an approach to music education
that incorporates rhythmic movement, solfège and improvisation and aims at developing
musicianship in a broad sense. It usually completes and supports other musical studies
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Understanding means experiencing the harmony between 

intention and performance…As I play a musical phrase on an 

instrument, I experience at every stage of movement the 

fulfilment of an intention which is not directed at my instrument 

as an object, but is incorporated into my bodily space. Thus, 

the musical action is not only a means of showing musical 

understanding; it is the bodily understanding of a musical 

phenomenon as a habit of action. 

(JUNTUNEN & HYVÖNEN, 2004, P. 6)



sound : sight :: experience : labeling



MOVEMENT PRINCIPLES TO CONSIDER
1. Just move, goshdarnit.

• Model movement in your teaching as much as 
possible—and not just through conducting

• Build a culture of movement in your classroom
• Seek opportunities to build your own 

vocabulary 



MOVEMENT PRINCIPLES TO CONSIDER
2. Balance prescription and exploration.

• Give opportunities for free movement
• Make observation about students’ movements 

and incorporate them into your own
• Use the rich “assessment data” generated by 

students’ freely-generated movements



MOVEMENT PRINCIPLES TO CONSIDER
3. Don’t confuse movement for “dance.”

• You do not have to be good at this
• You really, really do not have to be good at this
• Follow Dalcroze’s lead: prize natural

movement(s)



One more thing:
Expanding your movement vocabulary



(borrowed from www.theatrefolk.com)



Moving to recorded/external music:

1. Move with (according to) the music

2. Move against (in opposition to) the music

3. Move in response to the music

4. Ignore the music
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