Willy Tsao

MAGGIE FOYER meets the

illy Taan has been called the Tather of

Chinese modern doamee, He lavghed when |

mentioned this bot agrecd tat he had prob-

ably been the right man in the right place

ab the right time, We met in Houston where
s Beijing LIYTX Modern Dance Company was performing
at the Dance Salad Festival, Not anly is he Tounder and anlistic
direetor of this company, but he has three other asseciated
companies; City Centre Dance Company and the Guangdong
and Beijing Modern Dance Companics.

His birth in Hong Kong gave him a privileged status in
China as well as the freedom to travel. But be said, “the envi-
romment also helped me o zeliove what 1 am doing now. Hoeng
Kong itselt was a colonial state and we don’t have a mindset
tral says we are Chinese or English or Orientals. We are able
to shift our perspective and it enables ns to criticise Chinese
podicy while al the same time defending China i o2 certain
sense. We see things from a different viewpoint. This gives a
sense of Treedom that is really helpful, especially in the nodern
dance movement in China.™

His MBA from Hong Kong University accounts Tor s ad-
ministrative acumen, but dance? * 1t was inmy tenth geade that
1 first caught a show in City Hall in Hong Kong. An American
dance company came to perform and 1 still remember vividly
what happened oo stage, all those people running around, the

father of Chinese modern dance

eneriy, the Aow of movement, There was a kind ol resonanee
that made me want to join them. | was searching crazily Tor s
thing called *modemn dance’ but there was nothing available

n Hong Kong, only lots of ballet schools, Then | went w the
States with the intention of studving business administralisn
and | noticed there was something called modern dance avail-
able, 3o @ ook dance as my elective, [ was hooked,” e prudo-
ated with maore eredits in dance than in business sudies but sell
did not dream that this would be his e’ work, ©5went back
home, got my Master’s degree and then Tormed my lirst danee
cormpany.”

Phis was City Comtemporary Dance Company, foundeil Tn
1979 with Tsao as choreographer and dirccior, but where hil
he found his dancers? “1n the beginning 1 just wenl round ol
talled to my Friends. There were also voung people who had
studied abroad and had some teaining, We worked weelber s
group, gradually started waring and buill up an andience, We
found more and more people were interested,”

Well before Hong Kong officially joined China m 1997,
I'san had already made the move, [is CODC were railblasers,
touring China since 19800 He was already o well-known Tz,
but when he was invited 1o teach there, he found the Chiness
had secretly researchad his beckground, “They wanled 1o
find out why | was spending so much efTort i teaching danee
withoul asking for any pay. They thought [ might be a spy!”
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As a Hong Kong businessman keen to work in China, Tsao
wiis in pele position. “When China wanted to open up, they
looked first to Hong Kong, which they saw as part of China
but also as a gateway. 1 remember one reporter said (o me,
*you planned it ahead . But it was just the dance that took me
there.” In 1979 China instigated its Open Door Policy and the
adjoining provinee of Guangdong was a proneer in imple-
menting the policy. While there were many state-run dance
schools, teaching classical and ethnic dance, the school in
Ciuangzhou wanted 1o introduce modemn dance into the curric-
ulum. There had been some collaboration with the American
Diance FPestival, who sent a few teachers each year but only for
a month or so. This was clearly
not enough and in 1987 Tsao
was invited to teach there, bring-
ing much needed continuity o
the training, He taught for six
years and from 1992-98 alzo directed the Guangdong Modern
Dance Company. He also had the opportunity to teach in other
cittes in China and noted how the new openness increased the
students” interest, “There was a real hunger for it, they realise

how much they had missed in former times.””

Willy Tsao said there was no cultural problem in finding
male daneers but | wondered if there was a similar passion for
maodern dance in both sexes. *Yes, T would say so but 1 think
it is easier for the men to do the transition. This is because
classical training can condition the girls o conform and “look
pretty’, [t's a problem. The younger generation and especially
the good dancers are so interested. When I talk o some of
them they say they start their traming a1 the age of 10 or so
and then continue daneing in the same style. They feel they
want to do more, and modern dance is a way of developing
themsebves. T think modern dance in Ching is something like a
renaissance for the young people. They have discovered some-
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thing that is not stale or rigid.”

Isao was keen o stress that modern
dance was enjoying a rebirth and it was
not entirely a new concept. “Martial s
training has always been considered pan

of Chinese culture, 1 remember iy

class in the remote Henan provinee and
trving to teach some basic of modern
dance but the students couldn™ get i
Fhen one day | saw some people praclic
g Kung Fu. | saw they were using this
pelvis movement, this Dan Tan which is
a point below your navel deep inside, (he
energy source, And [ thought okay, G
ham training, especially the Noor waork, i
very similar, | started (o explain this and

| Found they could easily ¢
it was inside therr bodies; they made the

s 1L hecause

connections between the Ciraham and
Koumg Fu.™ He added that th
the dichard Graham tradition™ but that i
was very helprul in teaching,

China’s first encounter with moedern
dance had come muoch earlier, “In 193x
Wu Xiao Bang was the first one 1o bring medern dance into
China. He had studied in Japan and Japan was riendly with
Ciermany, so it was in the expressive dance tradition, He
came back 1o China and created very patriotic dances. Later,
when the Communists took over, dancers were encour
express prievances about the old society but the regime soon

v WL not T

realised that modern dance was a dangerous art form. Becaiise
of the close association with the Soviet Union, China adoptel
the Vaganova method and ballet took precedence. They really
rebuilt a new tradition. During the cold war medern dance was

considered a Western thing, neither encouraged nor allowed lo

“When China wanted to open up, they looked first to Hong
| remember one reporter said to me, ‘you planned it

a long period until the Open Door Policy,” He mentioned how
in P80 CCDC were invited o perform, not for the peneral
pubilic but only for a select andience of dancers and cultursl
people,

Tsao believes tho although modem dance stared as o
mevermnent in the West, the basic philosophy has links (o
ancien! Chinese culture, “Maodemn dance is actually retum-

ing W our rools: it is o renassance, There are references (o

this, especially in Taoism, the relizion and the philosoplhy
which preaches that people should regard their individualics
a5 the supreme value, In China there is also the other streom,
Confuctanism, which emphasises the relations within socialy
The thing I want to emphasise is that in Ching there is g il
ferent mentality, a collectivism, [F there 15 any contributien
ol the so-called Chinese modern dance (o the world donce

community, mayhe it is this. Mot Just a particular movemanl



ned, that is transferable, but this kind of In 1999 Tsan made his next move, 1 quit Guangdong because at
that timne I wasn't happy with the management and there was still a lot
of government intervention. | went to Beijing to teach and in the same
year the artistic director of the Beijing Modern Dance Company [efl
and they asked me to take the post. T was still nmning my compeny

in Hong Kong but | could move freely because of my siatus.” The
situation he described was extraordinary, BMDC was poverniment
regulated; the company was allowed (o exist but siven no financial
support. “1 supported BMIDC out of my personal income because |

that could be lea

voealbula

mentality that 15 peculiar to China, Tt works very well because each off

the dancers maintains their own

1 of what they want and vet t

easily submit themselves to other people’s acsthetics.™ The stri

e betwesn individualism and common purpose is a theme 1

company s work,
I was interested to know if the company’s work was censored,

SOVErnment

I'sacr said thal when he went to China he wlked to the

ofthcials and asked what they were not allowed to do, “They said that
there were only two things; no complete nudity and no open criticism

ymetimes they look

of the government. Bu they are quite open ar
ol something and even if they are not guite happy about it, they don’

Fevolution you had to have

|}I!|i: In I'|.'l.|:'.:.':-\. of the Cu

WSILIYE IMUSs:

# slrong M ¥OUr Wors and ol

had tor el the story very clearly, Now we are
¢y that

allorwed 1o do works ke Tie Cold Dag
von s yesterday,”
"B stadT of the Chinese consulate in

lowston had been present at the premicre. Tsao

o they certainly appreciated i, especially the
responst (rom the andience. He felt there was
arealisation tha there may be more to dance
than just technigue and that they were beginning
to understand how the arts work in the West,
“helore, 1l

o have a propaganda purpose. Whenever they

government officials needed the arts

see somethmyg on the stage that 15 not glorify

ing Ching, they feel upset, They want people on

stnge to look huppy, The comment we get most
citen mom the government 15, “why are the dane
ers nol smeling on stage’

With our television sereens |Ii;_'|':|:. shiow i|'|__'
I'ibetan protests, 1 wondered how far a chore-
l.||'_|':||'-|'|.'l' conld &0, sWell. 1 weill well Vo story.
Wi have a Tibetan dancer, 11 Jia Sang, who
studied modern dance with me in Guangzhou,
He then got a scholarship to work with Wil
lam | |'l|'\‘:.-;|ll_'_ where he spent Four vears belore

returning to China to join LOTX. | remember when he was working

formed in Washington DC at the same time

with my company we g
as president Jiang Zemin was visiting. A reviewer said that alon

the demonstrations on the street there was also o protest on stag ;
the independence of Tibet. This was because Sang was dancing a solo
and expressing his own feeling, That particular review would have

caused a lot of problems in China because it would be considered dis-

sent. But modemn dance s open o interpretation. 5o 1 would ha

explain to our government and say this is the reviewer’s viewpoir

has nething te do with us, What we do is about ourselves, our feeling,

sang’s feelings about his family, his country, because dance is not

Kong, which they saw as part of China but also as a gateway.
|ahead’. But it was just the dance that took me there.”

propaganda, Modern dance bas this freedom that 15 abstract, that does

Headping LOTX Mook

thought it was important to have & company in the capital. Now that
it 1s established, it 1s considered a flagship, We toured quite a bit and
for that we got finaneial support from the government and from the
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mtemational community.” This was not a very satisfactory form of

in The Coldt Daggar, Phato: Anne-Cécila Guthmann

management and the company was also plagued by internal politics,
50 when new government policies came into force in 2005 allowing
the formation of independent companies, Tsao grasped the opportunity
and formed the Beijing LDTX,

Amazingly, Willy Tsao still finds time 1o choreograph. =1 have
my choreographies in each of the companies. But [ don’t usually tou
with these works because | think each company has its own identity
which is based on their choreographers. Li Han-zhong runs the Beijing
Company so when we tour | want to bring his work. My vision al'a
modern dance company 15 that people join not just as & dancer b
as a choreographer, The dance company is really a platform to show
their works."

Each of the companies has about 14
places. With so many wonderful dancers |
wondered how these very special individu
als were chosen, “In a way | think they
choose us rather than we choose then.
Only if dancers leave the company do we apen up For auditions. But

#lso

.] ol put things into words,™ usually we already know the dancers that arve really wanting (o join.

1 I 2003 Tsao choreographed Ledter fo Aung San Swe Kvi, which They come to study with the company and sometimes they are friends.
| was performed in Hong Kong, “Itis a letier to her and people can read  The chemistry is very important. We live like a family so it is very

| it whichever way but | refuse to lay a specific comment on it. And unporiant that thiey are compatible and to get a good mix of people.

| that iz one way we survive,” He is obviously a past master in the art. But it 15 only for those who really insist on coming and presenting

When the Guangdong Company visited New York in 1997, critic Anna

Clrrele-

T wrote, “one would have to be naive to think that ...
Id et recall the crackdown on demonst

Kissela

el Doinain wou
bt she noted that, unlike pr

anda, this was art

Tiananmen Squart

where the specific could be extended into the universal.

T=an remembered how in the beginning he would write anticles to

defend his works. “We had a lot of criticism from the government and

the older generation of dance people, They would say “this is not cor-
rect” and we would say “but that was nol our meaning”, They found out
that they could not condemn any specific points on the works.™

themselves.

“The pace of change in China is unnerving bul Willy Tsao takes it
in his steade, “Yes, dance is moving very fast, China is so big. 50 many
people in each city and numerous colleges and universities. I think
the young people, especially college students, are choosing modem
dance as 4 form of true expression. So vou play a gamie, I don’t think
there 15 a world that is completely free and as an artist you woerk in
an imperfect environment. You have to use yveur arl 4o create within it
and I think that is good enough, There is enough room for the artist in
China.”
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