
 
 
 
 
 

Transgressing gaze:  

Personal narratives of four dance artists’ choreographic practices in 

mainland China 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ruohan Chen 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of [Doctor of Philosophy] 

in [Dance Studies], the University of Auckland, [2021].  

 

 

 



 2 

 

Abstract 
 

This research critically reflects on contemporary choreographic practices in China, specifically 

focusing on the personal narratives of four dance artists from mainland China. The four dance 

artists, Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan, share their unique and transgressive 

choreographic experiences located in the context of China’s Reform era. The key question 

prompting this research is: How might a resistance to normative gaze manifest as transgressive 

choreographic practices?  

  

A qualitative paradigm, ethnographic investigation, semi-structured interviews, and Thematic 

Analysis (TA) are used as methodological foundations for collecting and making meaning of 

data gathered from the four artists. Through the in-depth personal narratives and detailed 

reflections, diverse experiences in terms of choreographic practices of the four artists are shared. 

These narratives illuminate the normative gaze in regards to the ‘dramatized ideal’, the 

‘dancer’s body ideal’, and the ‘product-oriented ideal’ experienced by the four artists, and they 

express their resistance to normative gaze through approaches employed in their choreographic 

works. The experiences of the four artists highlight that their artistic practices are closely 

entwined with the socio-cultural environment of China. Ideas, values, and creative methods 

narrated by the four artists are exemplified through their choreographic works, which are 

embodied as the manifestation of their transgressions from the normative gaze. This study 

proposes that the distinct voices and unique choreographic experiences of the four artists thus 

provide a foundation to re-imagine the meaning of ‘revolutionary bodies’ (Wilcox, 2019) in 

contemporary China. The transgressive choreographic approaches shared by the four artists 

also bring opportunities to further explore and reconsider issues pertaining to contemporary 

choreographic practice and choreographic education in China. 
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Translation Note 
 

This study is focused on contemporary choreographic practices in the context of China; 

however, the study is written in English. Therefore, the process of researching, gathering 

fieldwork, and writing the thesis has required shifts between Chinese and English. When 

working with two languages there are challenges over meanings and expressions, and 

decisions must be made regarding how these issues are managed. 

 

Translations of the interview transcripts from Chinese to English were made by me. This 

included translation of specific jargon and terms. A glossary regarding terms of dance in 

China and specific Chinese cultural and historical concepts, e.g., governmental working units, 

two combinations, and Red Detachment of Women etc., is attached at the end of the thesis to 

assist the reader with any terms that might be unfamiliar or read as ‘odd’ in English. The 

glossary offers and explains the meanings of some of the terms in this thesis to provide 

contextual information unique to the Chinese context. Other dance terms, which are also 

significant to the subject of the thesis, such as ‘Chinese modern dance’, ‘Chinese 

contemporary dance’, and ‘contemporary Chinese dance’, are explained and defined in the 

literature review chapter of the thesis.  

 

For some terms that I have translated there is no unified official translation in English and the 

terms I considered to be crucial to be highlighted in this thesis, I have chosen to include the 

Chinese pinyin and Chinese script of the word in parenthesis to reduce misunderstanding or 

confusion raised by my translation. For example, in this study I considered the terms ‘inside 

the system’ and ‘outside the system’ to describe choreographers who work in different social 

contexts to be crucial to understand contemporary dance practice in China. In this case, I 

consider that it is necessary to provide its Chinese pinyin and Chinese scripts due to the 

specific contextual meanings that the words carry. Dance works created and produced by the 

four artists are noted with the specific year in parenthesis for the first time the work is 

mentioned. The year of the work will not be included after the first time it appeared in the 

thesis. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

One night, in November 2016, I walked into the black box theatre on the third floor of the 

Power Station of Art in Shanghai. I took a seat and waited for the evening’s performance, a 

contemporary dance work called Republic of Dance by Shanghai contemporary artist duo 

XIAO KE x ZI HAN. The lights dimmed and five performers appeared one by one. Two of 

the performers were middle-aged square dancers, in Mandarin we also call them ‘dama’ or 

‘ayi’, and a musician, who was in and out of the show every now and then. There were also 

two younger dancers whose movements made it impossible to tell whether they were 

‘professional’ or not. An LED screen hung at the back of the stage and the words changed as 

the performers stepped onto the stage. Next, terms describing particular Chinese dance genres 

such as ‘Chinese folk dance’, ‘Chinese modern dance’, and ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ 

appeared on the screen and the two younger dancers in front of the screen would move in 

response to the changes on the screen. 

  

With the slide showing ‘Chinese folk dance’, two dancers started to dance the codified dance 

style and vocabularies belonging to the Anhui Flower-drum Opera. They gently swung their 

hips, with the grooves of their body moving and the swinging of their hips following a 

trajectory akin to a pendulum. The dancers moved their bodies in unison. Soon the audience 

erupted in laughter. Sitting among the audience I couldn’t help laughing either. The feeling 

was complex. While at that moment I thought the scene was funny, however, in recalling the 

scene, it was a bit awkward because it looked like someone was dancing my educational 

experience. The scene was a parody of professional dance genres which are highly 

stereotyped. The outburst of laughter among the crowd seemed to remind the audience that 

the institutionalized dance genres performed by the two dancers was out of place with a cast 

of middle-aged women. Two minutes later, the slide changed and said “Chinese modern 

dance”, the two dancers immediately adjusted their moves. The dancers exhaled heavily as 

they performed opened and closed movement, stretching their limbs as they fell and 

recovered. Again, I couldn’t help laughing out loud along with the audience. I wondered: 

how many dances are they going to imitate? Finally, when the slide changed into “Chinese 

contemporary dance”, I saw that one of the dancers, Xiao Ke, was trying to make a complete 

set of consistent movements several times over. She tried it out a few times. Her behaviour 

looked like she was wrestling with herself to figure out what movements could capture the 
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style of Chinese contemporary dance. I was also searching for images and works of Chinese 

contemporary dance in my mind. “What is Chinese contemporary dance exactly?” I asked 

myself. While I was posing a question to myself, the female dancer waved her hand to the 

musician to stop the music. She faced the audience, the lights went up, and she asked: “I 

really do not know what Chinese contemporary dance is. Do you know what Chinese 

contemporary dance is?”. 

  

As well as the questions posed by the female dancer Xiao Ke there were many other layers of 

the show that night, including stories retold by the two middle-aged square dancers and their 

amateur moves in the theatre space. I was riveted by the candid statement and inclusive 

gesture of the choreographer. As a Chinese dancer, dance teacher, and dance researcher, I 

grew up in the environment of the professional dance training system of China. In my 

experience of learning and performing dance, I was taught that dance is composed of genres 

and styles, the commitment and dedication to performing dance first and foremost means the 

disciplining of one’s body. I held the idea that choreography was a craft based on a 

disciplined dancer’s body, using specific dance vocabularies. Consequently, choreographic 

works like Republic of Dance, for me, mean something different and new, and are an act of 

transgression (Foucault, 1977b). The scenes I have written about above are full of artist’s 

statements to resist normative gaze and discourse which are culturally established by the 

Chinese dance community. 

  

After watching Republic of Dance, more questions appeared in my mind: Who is this 

choreographer? Has she ever taken professional dance training like I did? Why would she 

invite two ‘dama’ dancers into her choreography? What are the meanings she was trying to 

convey through her choreography? Why was there talking and questions in the process of 

dancing? What gaze potentially had the dance artist encountered in her choreographic 

experience that led her to perform resistance? What does she see as the limitations and 

boundaries regarding the notion of choreography? What are the approaches and ideas the 

choreographer advocated for in her choreographic practice? What might motivate her to 

transgress normative gaze? 

 

Carrying these questions in my mind, I went back to work and continued my Chinese dance 

teaching in my former workplace. I noticed that my teaching and working routine was full of 

traces and repetition of my past educational experience majoring in dance. The idea that 
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dance practitioners in China are surrounded with rules and norms could also be observed in 

my daily teaching schedule. I was wondering if the choreographic practices engaged by Xiao 

Ke, and artists like her, could be seen as an alternative space where difference and diversity 

emerge to break the daily norms that indoctrinated dancers. These questions and my 

confusion kept nagging at me and I could not let go of them from my mind. This therefore 

prompted me to start my PhD journey at the University of Auckland in 2019. 

 

1.1 The research question 

 

This research critically examines and reflects on dance choreography in China, specifically 

focusing on personal narratives in terms of choreographic practice of four independent dance 

artists based in mainland China. The overarching research question motivating this study is: 

How might a resistance to normative gaze manifest as transgressive choreographic 

practices? This question is investigated through the narratives of four dance artists 

navigating the Reform era in China. 

 

Further sub-questions from this key research question emerged, such as,  

• What might be the experiences relating to the normative gaze that have been 

constructed by the four artists? And, how might the normative gaze work as different 

ideals are perpetuated through dominant discourses?  

• What might be the attitudes and statements of the four artists towards the normative 

gaze in dance choreography? And, what are the ideas and values which underpinned 

their choreographic practices? 

• How might the choreographic approaches and works of the four artists be understood 

as the manifestation of transgression (Foucault, 1977b) to the normative gaze?  

 

The questions presented in the opening of the thesis have directed my inquiry, and at the 

same time this research has been largely stimulated by my own observation and personal 

interest as a dance practitioner who has years’ experiences of engagement and involvement 

with dance in China. In addition, connecting with dance practitioners in China, and 

specifically the four artists in this study, has also inspired and encouraged me to reflect on 

how limited the scholarship is in the terrain of contemporary choreographic practice focusing 

on independent dance artists in China. Themes related to contemporary choreographic 
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practice in the context of China will be explored in this thesis (see Chapter 2.2.1). 

Discussions of the research question and the sub-questions are crucial and timely as China is 

rapidly changing, but the unpacking of its dance practices is arguably lagging behind.  

 

The following sub-sections will focus on breakdown of the main aspects and motivations of 

the research question to help the reader have insight to the different facets of it and the 

terminology used. 

 

1.1.1 Why normative gaze and transgression? 

 

This research focuses on how normative gaze of dance creation in the context of China 

generates ideals that might limit agency of dance artists and categorize their identities and 

works. As a dancer, teacher, and researcher who grew up in China, it is hard to ignore that 

dance training and dance practices in China are composed of a series of discourses and 

expectations. It is acknowledged that the expectations and discourses in dance might be 

varied and different depending on the contexts, and these are not something ‘special’ to the 

Chinese context. Dancers need to work hard to conform to and fit in with the multiple 

disciplines of being dance professionals. These social norms in terms of dancing codes have 

been deeply embedded in the context of the Chinese dance community and shaped 

understanding towards dance and choreography. Social norms are formed through 

negotiations among (certain powerful) groups of people, and they become standards through 

the acknowledgement and participation of members of society (McDonald & Crandall, 2015). 

When that happens, the power of normalization becomes embedded in the culture and rules 

and expectations become solidified. 

  

Norms shape behavioural expectations – rules regarding measurement and categorization 

(Gallagher & Docherty, 2021). For example, in dance it is noted that when students are 

encouraged to take modern and ballet techniques in order to improve or refine their skills 

they are not only being encouraged to move towards these techniques, they are also implicitly 

being encouraged to move away from other, different, types of dance or styles of movement 

(see Section 2.2). The implicit meanings of the norms are often unspoken and as such can 

contribute to boundaries and prejudice without being detected (Mbambo, 2020). When dance 

training is surrounded by the norms that are considered to be valid and powerful, possibilities 

and imagining outside of the norms often goes unnoticed and even becomes a sign of being 
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‘abnormal’. Within such a frame of ‘norms’, in this research I use the term ‘normative gaze’ 

to describe a set of discourses and ideals which are considered dominant and valid in the 

context of China and serve to categorize and compare behaviours of dance practitioners. I 

have chosen to use the term ‘normative gaze’ as I am specifically concerned with what might 

be the mainstream rules and expectations that potentially form, shape, and influence our 

understandings, experiences, and meaning towards dance choreography in China.  

 

Probing into the issue regarding the normative gaze within choreographic practice is 

motivated by my personal interest, educational experiences, and observations. As a Chinese 

dance researcher, I saw conformity and unification embodied through similar dancing bodies, 

and the skills of those bodies usually come at the price of suppressing notions of difference 

and inclusion. Castelyn (2019) has noted how dance creates opportunities to resist the 

narrative of “us” and “them”. This statement implies that dance creation could be a site to 

perpetuate different categorizations with the power of normative gaze. Thus, it is noteworthy 

to unpack experiences of constructing the normative gaze in different cultural settings. 

Meanings and the theoretical perspective regarding the normative gaze in relation to 

choreographic practice in China will be further articulated in the literature review chapter. 

 

The notion of ‘transgression’ proposed by Michel Foucault (1977b, 1982) is utilized in this 

study as a tool to examine behaviours that are considered to be resisting and challenging the 

normative gaze by the four dance artists. Michel Foucault (1977b) observes that 

transgressions emerge through biopower, with transgressive actions often operating out of 

desire, and made in resistance to constraining limits. The term ‘biopower’ introduced by 

Foucault (1982) as a force in which knowledge and power are interconnected. Biopower 

offers an explanation of how power is used on individuals to control their behaviour (Allan, 

2007; Foucault, 1997). According to Foucault (1997), how biopower operates to control 

individuals is not immediately obvious but is instead a hidden force that constructs reality 

through “rituals of truth” (Foucault, 1997, p. 194) that are carried out in schools, institutions, 

places of work, and homes, by others and even by ourselves. This research is drafted based 

on the understanding that the hidden ‘ritual of truth’ and biopower which reshape and 

suppress individuality through the mechanism of the normative gaze. In “submitting us to a 

set of very specific patterns” (Foucault, 1982, p. 214), the normative gaze creates strict 

boundaries around identity and behaviour, and this can turn us into “docile bodies” (Foucault, 

1977a, p. 136; see Section 2.2). Foucault (1977b) observed that individuals did sometimes 
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cross over the limits and boundaries enforced through biopower. These actions often operate 

out of desire and are made in resistance to constraining limits. Through these small actions, 

individuals challenge biopower. Foucault called this resistance ‘transgression’ (Foucault, 

1977b).  

 

Foucault did not see acts of transgression as actions that would enable permanent change in 

society but as ones that might help individuals to find moments of freedom and otherness, 

moments away from constraining social dictates. In this study, while exploring experiences of 

constructing normative gaze unique to the four artists’ choreographic practices, as a dance 

researcher I wish to explore whether choreographic practice of the four artists could be an 

important place for expressing and realizing their transgressive ideas and manifestos.  

 

1.1.2 Why contemporary choreographic practices in the context of China’s Reform era? 

 

This research inquiry focuses on choreographic practices in the context of China’s Reform 

era. The year 1978 is understood to be the starting point of China’s strategic governmental 

decision regarding the Reform and Opening-up Policy (Cai, 2018; Harris, 2014; Mackerras et 

al., 1993; Tisdell, 2008; Zhou, 2019). ‘Reform era’ is the term that is used in this thesis to 

describe Chinese society after the year 1978, which is distinguished by China’s economic 

system known as ‘planned economy’ and embarked on the exploration of socialism with 

Chinese characteristics (see Chapter 2.2.1). The ‘Reform era’ can also be identified as the 

‘post-Mao era’ (Wilcox, 2011), which emphasizes the shift of leadership and consolidation of 

state power after the ruling of Mao Zedong. Generally, the Reform era set the basic tone for 

contemporary China with its ‘changing’ state, the ultimate goals of the reforms included 

‘opening up to the world’, ‘improving standards of living’, and ‘pushing forward reform 

socially and economically with specific policies’ at different times (Deng, 1982; Hu, 2007, 

2012; Xi, 2017). With the shift of power and reformations in contemporary Chinese society, 

new issues and concerns regarding dance emerge and warrant attention.  

 

‘Choreographic practice’ within this study is viewed as contemporary dance in a Western 

concert dance context (Lakes, 2005; Murphy, 2011). This means that the dance is either 

presented in a proscenium arch/stage setting in a theatre (Murphy, 2011), or presented as 

experiments in non-traditional spaces and non-traditional spectator-performer relationships 

(Kwan, 2017). With this in mind, this study positions the making of a choreographic work in 
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a way that may “situate […] the moving body in time and space” (Brown, 2010, p. 58), 

designing associations “between bodies and environments” (Brown, 2010, p. 58) ,or situating 

a concept to find “a place of belonging” (Buck et al, 2006, p. 93) that involves deep physical 

and/or conceptual exploration. Among the process of making dance, it is significant to note 

that dance making may be regarded as a socially constructed experience (Barbour, 2008), 

where the parameters of the environment are designed and implemented by those involved. 

Within the context of this study, I use the term ‘choreographic practice’ to refer to the 

plurality of practices (Barbour, 2008), which are beyond the view of choreography – “the 

tradition of codes and conventions through which meanings is constructed in dance” (Foster, 

1998, p. 9). 

  

In this research, choreographic practices in the context of the Reform era refers to the 

embodiment and manifestation of historical changes in contemporary China. The intention of 

this thesis is to reveal the experiences shared by the four artists’ narratives, while considering 

the complex, fluid, and diverse meanings of contemporary choreographic practices in China.  

 

1.1.3 Why four dance artists’ narratives? 

 

This study explores the research questions through an investigation of the choreographic 

experiences of four artists, Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan, from China, who 

are independent dance artists and are at different stages of their artistic careers. Choosing to 

focus on the four dance artists’ experiences in this study was a conscious decision made early 

within the research process. This decision was made with the idea that the four artists are 

independent choreographers, and independent dance practice is a rather recent cultural 

phenomenon which has emerged alongside China’s cultural reformations. The literature 

review chapter further unpacks the ideas of independent dance practice and independent 

dance artists in contemporary China.   

  

Prior to embarking on this PhD research, I met some of the artists and watched some of their 

choreography in China. These early experiences were valuable and crucial for me as a 

researcher, as I started to see how these artists and their choreography served as a critical 

point to reflect on contemporary choreographic practice in the context of China. The four 

participants in this study each have substantial roles within the dance community in China, as 

dancers, choreographers, teachers, and curators. The four artists who have shared their 
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narratives and opened up their dance practices to scrutiny in this research, have all had 

diverse dance experiences taking place in varying locations, with a chronology spanning over 

the past three decades. This thesis focuses on the stories that these four Chinese artists chose 

to reveal when speaking with me. Their experiences are told, as much as possible, in their 

words; and the multiple interviews have been developed into narratives to illuminate their 

choreographic experiences.  

  

In 2015 I started to be involved with a project called the ‘National Young Dancers 

Development Plan’ affiliated with the Chinese Dancers Association, which is the most 

significant dance organization in China. The National Young Dancers Development Plan 

aims to provide financial and intellectual support for young Chinese choreographers who 

aspire to pursue innovative and original dance creations independently. In the process of 

working on this project I got to know many Chinese dance artists who engaged in 

choreographic practices in different locations both in China and abroad. I became particularly 

interested in the diverse choreography they presented, and I was curious about their ideas and 

the stories behind their dance works. The idea of creating dance based in China while 

challenging normative recognition regarding dance became the key selection criterion when 

choosing research participants for this study. The criteria for selecting participants for the 

study will be further explained in the methodology chapter. 

 

1.2 Introducing the four artists 

 

I received ethical approval for this study in July 2019, and I then approached the four dance 

artists I was most curious about getting to know. All were happy to participate in this thesis 

and to have their identities disclosed (further information about ethical approval and 

considerations is noted in the methodological section 3.4.3). Within the following pages the 

four artists in this research will be introduced: Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and Jiang 

Fan. Considering that the four dance artists are choreographers who share rich choreographic 

experiences and profiles as artists, it is necessary to first give a general introduction to ‘who 

they are’ before delving into their personal narratives shared for the purposes of this research 

(see Chapter 4). The introduction to the artists here is mainly to provide a quick guide to 

readers to get to know the four artists and their relevant contextual backgrounds. The four 

artists have diverse experiences, working within international environments as well as in the 
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Chinese context. Each shared distinct personal aesthetics and statements in dancemaking in 

China as independent dance artists. Some of them are considered renowned independent 

choreographers in China, some of them are high-profile international artists, while some of 

them are considered early career artists. All artists work in varied roles in their productions, 

including as choreographers, performers, curators, artistic directors, administrators, and 

dramaturges. 

 

1.3.1 Zhang Xian 

 

 
Figure 1.1 Zhang Xian 

 

Zhang Xian (1955-) is “a theatre director, social choreographer, art organizer, liminal 

situationist, live artist and dissidential reality maker” (RadarSofia.org, 2019, ¶1). Zhang is 

considered one of the earliest independent Chinese playwrights of the post-Mao era. From the 

very beginning of his career, he has engaged in the underground art movement to explore the 

societal pressures of his time. Zhang had a long period of editing and writing for the press, 

magazines, screenplays, and theatre work spaces such as Down-stream Garage, Zuhe Niao, 

Hard Han Café Theatre, and Fringe Festival. As a playwright, director, and producer, Zhang 

Xian has more than ten plays and dances that have been performed in cities around China, 

Europe, and America. His first collaborative dance performance Tongue’s Memory of Home 

won the ZKB Patronage Prize of the Zurich Theatre Spektakel in 2006. His film Those Left 

Behind won the Best Film of the Golden Pyramid Award at the 16th Cairo International Film 



 18 

Festival, while Jasmine Woman won the Judges’ Prize of the 7th Shanghai International Film 

Festival and became a highly acclaimed blockbuster movie in China.  

 

Zhang Xian is an independent artist with many roles. I first came across his work by reading 

a self-published book he was part of called How to Create Yourself (Zhang & Zhou, 2015). 

The book is composed of conversations that Zhang Xian had with the two contemporary 

artists Xiao Ke and Zi Han. I was deeply attracted to some of the views shared within the 

book, such as reflecting realism in dance and working against identity politics in dance 

works. With the introduction through a friend from the China Dancers Association, I first met 

Zhang in August 2019 during the time of the 1st China Contemporary Dance Biennale held in 

Shanghai. He is amicable, agile, and resourceful. His experiences and stories as an 

independent artist are unique and distinct research findings of this study. In November 2019, 

Zhang and I had two interviews in Shanghai. Later, he kindly introduced to me another two 

artists Xiao Ke and Jiang Fan, who have shared their diverse experiences for this study. 

 

1.3.2 Wen Hui 

 

 
Figure 1.2 Wen Hui 

Photographer: Richy Wong 

 

Wen Hui (1960-) is a choreographer, dancer, documentary filmmaker, a pioneer of China’s 

modern dance, and former senior choreographer at China Oriental Song and Dance Ensemble 
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(OSDE). Wen founded the Living Dance Studio in Beijing in 1994. Her works have been 

staged in China and invited to major international art festivals in Asia, Europe, and the 

U.S.A. Wen Hui achieved her Bachelor’s degree of choreography at the Beijing Dance 

Academy (BDA) in 1985. In 1994, she went to New York for a year to study modern dance. 

From 1997 to 1998, she received a fellowship from the Asian Cultural Council (ACC) and 

went to New York again to continue her practice and research on modern dance. From 1999 

to 2000, she joined Ralph Lemon’s dance company and participated in the production of The 

Geography Trilogy. In 2004, Wen’s choreographic piece, Report on the Body, was awarded 

the ZKB Patronage Prize by the Zurich Theatre Spektakel. In 2005, Wen and her partner Wu 

Wenguang founded Caochangdi Workstation (CCD) in Beijing, and launched the annual 

Crossing Dance Festival. In the same year, the two artists also initiated the European Artists 

Exchange Project and the Young Choreographer’s Project. 

 

Based on her choreographic exploration and personal curiosity towards the individual body 

and memory, Wen Hui engages her choreography under the notion of “documentary theatre”, 

in which physical movement, text, object, multimedia, and performing elements are mixed 

together. The documentary theatre Red premiered in 2015 can be seen as a critical 

engagement via documentary and performance, drawing on the viability and power of social 

memories and historical events. In 2021, Wen Hui was awarded Germany’s Goethe Medal. 

Also in August 2021, her latest work I am 60 premiered at KUNSTFEST WEIMAR. 

 

Having spent nearly 13 years of my dance education in Beijing, Wen Hui’s name was well 

known to me. I was expecting to meet her in Beijing in July, 2020. However, the COVID-19 

pandemic aborted my plan to conduct face-to-face interviews with Wen Hui. In the end, we 

managed to have online interviews and following-up communications through WeChat and 

Zoom during the pandemic. During our interviews, I appreciated her honesty and modesty as 

a veteran choreographer. Wen Hui’s views and voices shed light on experiences of 

independent dance practitioner in China, understandings towards dance and choreography in 

the context of China, and alternative choreographic approaches employed in choreographic 

process. 

 

1.3.3 Xiao Ke 
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Figure 1.3 Xiao Ke 

 

Xiao Ke (1979-, a.k.a. Li Ke) is a choreographer and performing artist based in Shanghai. At 

the age of six, Xiao Ke began her Chinese traditional dance training which lasted for 12 years 

until she enrolled at Fudan University. During the years in Fudan University, Xiao Ke learned 

and engaged modern dance extensively. In 1998, she founded her own dance studio – XK 

Dance Studio based in Shanghai. In 2002, she started transmedia collaboration with 

contemporary artists. In 2005, together with Zhang Xian and other artists, she co-founded 

Zuhe Niao Physical Theater Company in Shanghai. In 2007, she founded UGLY Conceptual-

Physical Studio in Beijing. In 2011, she co-founded Cannot Help Art Collective with 

independent artists Zhou Zihan and Zhang Yuan, which aims to probe into social issues 

through art that is transboundary and diverse. 

 

Xiao Ke’s works have been invited to and shown in Shanghai, Beijing, Hong Kong, The 

Netherlands, Germany, Italy, France, Austria, Norway, Singapore, Switzerland, United 

Kingdom and Ireland. In recent years, as an independent Chinese artist, Xiao Ke has been 

pioneering conceptual-physical art and social theater which speaks to contemporary China. 

Known as XIAO KE x ZI HAN, Xiao Ke worked with independent artist Zi Han and 

extended her works into photography, video, live art, and installation and exploring the 
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boundaries of expression under the public context in China. In 2021, Xiao Ke’s latest work 

Xiao Ke, which is a collaboration with Jérôme Bel, was premiered in the Beijing LDTX 

Theatre.  

 

The first time I heard of Xiao Ke it was through her performance Republic of Dance in the 

Power Station Art Museum of Shanghai in 2016 (described in the opening narrative of this 

chapter). I have never anticipated that she would be one of the participants for my PhD thesis 

when I started my academic journey in New Zealand. In December 2019, we met in a café 

near the Shanghai Theatre Academy (STA) and had a long talk regarding her choreographic 

practices. Like the other participants of this study, Xiao Ke’s artistic path and creative 

practice as an artist is unique and special. Her candid opinions and genuine communication 

prompted and deepened my understanding and reflection towards dance choreography and 

dance education in China.   

 

1.3.4 Jiang Fan 

 

 
Figure 1.4 Jiang Fan 

 

Jiang Fan (1988-) began to learn to dance at the age of eight and joined the Dance Troup of 

the Shanghai Opera House (SOH) after graduating from STA in 2009. She began to have 

doubts about traditional choreography methods and became interested in experimental 

dancing. In 2015, she left SOH and began working as an independent choreographer and 

performer. In 2014, she founded the Qiankongfan Theatre, a group concerned with crossover 
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dance, drama, and visual art. In her work she studies social and sentimental themes brought 

about by the intense urbanisation in China. She has created such works as Refracted Shadow 

(2012), Rhapsody of the Last Day of the World (2014), and The Dining Table (2015). In 

2017, she changed the name of the Qiankongfan Theatre to Three Bowls Co-op, and created 

the multimedia dance theatre show Web Traffic (2017) as an artist-in-residence with the 

support of Shanghai International Dance Centre (SIDC) and Shanghai Dramatic Arts Centre. 

Jiang Fan’s latest work Now Loading... premiered at the SIDC in 2021. Jiang Fan has also 

performed as an independent artist at the Shanghai Dramatic Arts Centre, Beijing Living 

Dance Studio, Archa Theatre, Eurokaz, and Zagreb Dance Centre, and has toured her work in 

Germany, the Netherlands, Croatia, Czech Republic, and China. 

 

I noticed Jiang Fan’s work first through watching her solo multi-media performance Web 

Traffic in August 2019 during the performance season of the 1st China Contemporary Dance 

Biennale in Shanghai. In December 2019 we had a chance to meet in person and discuss her 

choreographic experiences. Jiang Fan had a long dance training background and then chose to 

become an independent dance artist based in Shanghai. In our conversations she stated what 

she considered the problems and experiences encountered by Chinese choreographers within 

the younger generation. Her voice and stories as a rather young Chinese artist contributed 

unique views to this study. 

 
1.3 An overview of the thesis 

 

To offer clarity and focus for the reading of the thesis, it might be of assistance to summarize 

the structure of the thesis through a succinct overview of each chapter that will be presented. 

Including the introduction, this thesis will be divided into eight main chapters. 

 

 Within Chapter two, the review of the literature is presented, which introduces key themes 

for discussion and identifying pertinent research related to this study while also highlighting 

key gaps within the literature that this research aims to address. The literature review aims to 

tease out the theoretical perspective regarding ‘normative gaze’ and its relation to dance 

choreography in the context of China. The main argument in the first section of the literature 

review is that the power of categorization and examination under the normative gaze 

functioned through multiple discourses and ideals based upon the context of the 

contemporary Chinese dance community. This is followed by an examination of the 
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prevailing discourses in relation to achieving the ideal dancing body in China. Within the 

dancing ideals culturally established in the Chinese context, discourses circulated within the 

dance education system in China, concentrating on moulding the ideal dancing bodies and 

considered the normative relationship within the choreographic process, are investigated. The 

second section of the literature review focuses on providing a panoramic view on the 

macroenvironment of China in relation to contemporary dance practices. This includes 

unpacking solid contextual information pertinent to ‘independent dance practitioner’ and 

multiple Chinese notions such as: Chinese modern dance, Chinese contemporary dance, and 

contemporary Chinese dance. It is hoped through discussing the context of the research and 

the relevant conceptual ideas within the literature, a robust foundation and clear position for 

this study will be established. 

 

Chapter three presents the research methods used in this study. The methodological approach 

and the research aims and theory are rationalized. My position as the researcher is articulated. 

The mode of ethnographic inquiry is discussed with the narratives of the participants as the 

focus. The modes of data collection are investigated, clarifying how the interviews, journals, 

and videos, and ethics have all informed the data collection process. The process of analysis, 

and the problems and limitations that emerged through the research process are then shared.  

 

Chapter four offers the ‘heart’ of the study. Within the chapter the stories of the four artists 

who create dance works based in the context of mainland China are presented through their 

narratives. Their stories related to choreographic practices have emerged from formal 

interviews and informal follow-ups, as well as my own reflections in the process of 

conducting fieldwork. The aim of the chapter is to provide a picture of their experiences and 

stories related to their choreographic practice. Their stories share their understandings and 

approaches towards norms and expectations in choreography of the Chinese context. Their 

stories also reveal what they advocate for and aim to achieve in their own choreographic 

practice. Each artist’s story is presented individually, documenting their journeys of 

becoming independent dance artists and their diverse choreographic practices. 

 

Following Chapter four, the subsequent chapters of this thesis (Chapters 5-7) further 

illuminate the choreographic experiences of the four artists through a critical analysis and 

discussion of what emerged within their narratives. Chapter five investigates what are the 

embodiments of the normative gaze in choreography based on the experiences of the four 
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artists. The chapter summarized three ideals of the normative gaze which constantly 

categorize the behaviours of the artists: the dramatized ideal, the dancer’s body ideal, and the 

product-oriented ideal. These ideals as the normative gaze are further solidified through the 

repetitive discourses mentioned by the artists in this study. Experiences of constructing the 

normative gaze of the four artists are analysed and examined in relation to literature 

pertaining to codes and norms established in the dance education system, discourses 

composed of ideal dancing bodies, and repercussions of authoritarian dance pedagogy.  

 

Chapter six examines the four artist’s attitudes towards the normative gaze and what they 

advocate to realize in their choreography. The chapter proposes that a series of statements by 

the four artists and the ideas in their narratives are their ‘artistic manifestos’. Values, ideas, 

and qualities highlighted in the narratives of the four artists are considered as their responses 

and attitudes to normative gaze identified in Chapter five. Manifestos which are stressed by 

the artists and applied in their works are interpreted as ‘seeking authenticity’, ‘seeking anti-

virtuosity’, and ‘seeking independent thinking and promoting community dance-oriented 

qualities’. 

 

Chapter seven investigates choreographic approaches employed by the four artists. This is 

evidenced through the artistic productions of the four artists. A multiplicity of choreographic 

strategies that the artists employed in their choreographic processes are discussed. Analysis 

of the limitations and boundaries the choreographic works have challenged by and 

transgressed is also provided. 

 

Finally, Chapter eight presents the conclusion of the thesis. Key research findings that have 

emerged from the discussion chapters are articulated, highlighting the important contributions 

that this thesis offers. This is followed by a discussion of re-imagining the meaning of 

‘revolutionary bodies’ in the current context of contemporary Chinese society. 

Recommendations regarding questions which have evolved from the discussions and future 

research directions are provided. 

 

From the very outset of this thesis, it is to be noted that this qualitative research does not aim 

to provide a general landscape, or to prove a singular reality of contemporary dance in China, 

or provide a dance history regarding choreographic practice in contemporary China. Rather, 

this research attends the very specific and individual experiences of four artists, their 
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choreographic practices, experiences of the normative gaze they have constructed, and how 

they utilize different strategies to express their resistance to being categorized and measured 

by the normative gaze. It is hoped that this research, although a small slice of a large and 

complex terrain, will provide an insight to the different choreographic experiences of Chinese 

dance artists who have shared their narratives for this research, contributing to knowledge 

and understanding of contemporary dance practices within China. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the literature 

 
This chapter explores literature relevant to this thesis and presents several central arguments 

and theories pertinent to dance and contemporary choreographic practices in mainland China. 

This chapter serves as a foundation for the exploration of the research question: How might a 

resistance to normative gaze manifest as transgressive choreographic practices? This question 

is investigated through the narratives of four dance artists navigating the Reform era in 

China. 

 

The literature review chapter in this thesis offers the opportunity to source, analyse, and 

critique studies and writings relevant to the research area, providing contextual understanding 

prior to gathering the data, and contributing to developing themes and knowledge during the 

subsequent fieldwork and drafting stages of this thesis. In gathering the literature, I accessed 

several libraries, on-line databases, and archives. These include using the resources from: The 

University of Auckland General Library, Dance and Music Library, Fine Arts Library (New 

Zealand), and National Library of China (China). Online databases accessed included the 

International Index to Performing Arts (IIPA) Full Text, Google Scholar, ProQuest 

Dissertations & Theses, JSTOR, Taylor and Francis Online, and China National Knowledge 

Infrastructure (CNKI), while also drawing on the online archives of The Guardian, CGTN, 

China Daily, Beijing Daily, and Art News.  

 

It can be noted that literature was searched for in both Chinese and English. My search 

centred on finding literature within the realms of: dance choreography in a wider global 

context, dance choreography in China, dance education in China, independent dance practice, 

independent dance companies and groups in China, contemporary dance, modern dance, 

contemporary Chinese dance, and post-structural theories covering gaze and transgression.  

 

Two main sections of literature are provided in this chapter. In the first main section, 

perspectives and a theoretical lens relating to the ‘normative gaze’ are offered. Specifically, 

discussions focusing on the power of normalization of the gaze are shared through the 

Foucauldian terms such as ‘gaze’ (Foucault, 1977a), ‘docile bodies’ (Foucault, 1977a), and 

‘discourse’ (Foucault, 1972). Three sub-sections focusing on normalizing power and 
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mainstream discourses that are culturally constructed have been specifically investigated. The 

first sub-section within the section unpacked conservatoire-style dance teaching and 

authoritarian pedagogy utilized in the dance education system in China. This is followed by 

the close connection between the main educational discourse generated in dance classrooms 

and the ‘product-focused’ choreographic norms that potentially extends choreographic 

practice within the context of China.  

 

The second sub-section explores the discourses of ideal dancing bodies unique to the context 

of China which link to the power of the normative gaze. Drawing on the Foucauldian term 

‘docile bodies’ (Foucault, 1977a), the notion that ideal dancing bodies are culturally 

constructed is examined. Discussions surrounding multiple discourses such as 

‘institutionalized dance genres’ and ‘technique- and movement-focused ideals’ which formed 

in the professional dance training system, and ‘dramatized dance creation’, ‘the framework of 

mega-narratives’, and the ‘specific ideal’ in the mainstream dance production in China are 

presented.  

 

The third sub-section explores the normative relationships between dancers and 

choreographers, and how such normalization might permeate the choreographic process and 

consolidate the authority of the choreographer in the Chinese context. The conventional view 

that dancers and choreographers have distinctly different tasks in the process of 

dancemaking, and the choreographic framework of the “Didactic-Democratic Spectrum” 

(Butterworth, 2004, p. 5) are investigated. This is followed by the argument that the dominant 

choreographic framework in the Chinese context is largely ‘didactic’, and the working 

method of choreographers often relies on ‘demonstrating steps and movements’ in the 

collective choreographic processes. 

 

The second main section of this chapter examines the shifts in the area and status of dance in 

China in relation to the historical transition from the Mao era to the Reform era. There are 

two sub-sections within the second section. The first sub-section explores issues regarding 

changes and trends of resource allocation and privatization for dance in China, and extends to 

how the changes might impact dance productions and dance artists in China. With the 

emergence of independent dance artists in the Reform era, the disintegration of the fixed 

collective identity as a dance practitioner is then investigated. Along with the issues 

concerning independent dance practitioners, potential reasons for and desires behind why 
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some practitioners might choose to leave the stable employment ‘inside’ the system are 

discussed.  

 

The second sub-section regarding changes and shifts of China’s Reform era investigates 

definitions and applications of modern dance and contemporary dance inside Chinese dance 

scholarship. Terms and styles that are closely related to the foundation of choreographic 

practices engaged by the four artists are presented, these include unpacking concepts such as 

‘Chinese modern dance’, ‘Chinese contemporary dance’, and ‘contemporary Chinese dance’. 

Issues pertaining to the synthesis route and the institutionalization of modern dance and 

contemporary dance is the extension of both education discourse and dancing body discourse 

as the normative gaze.  

 

Finally, a concluding summary for this chapter is offered. It is to be acknowledged that the 

intention for this chapter is not to to provide an exhaustive critical analysis of contemporary 

dance history within mainland China. It is revealed that choreographic practices in 

contemporary China engaged by dance artists that are under the examination of the normative 

gaze consist of multiple discourses. The normative gaze is embodied through discourses and 

disciplined facts that extend from professional dance training in China. Changes and shifts of 

contemporary China in the Reform era provided the soil and conditions for independent 

artists to engage with different choreographic practices. The changes also included highly 

localized and normalized artistic vocabulary that was introduced in China after the Reform 

era, such as ‘Chinese modern dance’, ‘Chinese contemporary dance’, and ‘contemporary 

Chinese dance’. It is hoped that this chapter specifically helps to contextualize the four 

artist’s practices in the reading of the results, analysis, and discussion sections of the thesis 

through engaging with literature relevant to the conversations. 

 

2.1 Normative gaze: Theories and meanings in relation to dance in the Chinese context 

 

This research builds on the understanding that the normative gaze in societies functions with 

the power of normalization, which constantly categorizes and manipulates people’s 

behaviours (Foucault, 1977a). The key theoretical lens that this research is concerned with is 

the idea and meanings of the ‘normative gaze’ (Foucault, 1977a). It is therefore of 

significance to unpack the meanings of the ‘normative gaze’ in this literature review to 

provide a foundation of the philosophical perspectives that this study holds. In relation to 
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dance practice and the dance artists in this study, the normative gaze involves a set of 

established ideas, discourses, and aesthetic ideals that the participants are deeply immersed 

within. Therefore, it is also of relevance to unpack what dominant discourses (Foucault, 

1972) might have manifested the power of normalization for dance practitioners in the 

Chinese context (see Sections 2.1.1, 2.1.2, and 2.1.3).   

 

The concept of gaze is often depicted as a form of power associated with the sense of sight 

(Seppänen, 2006). Philosophers of existentialism, psychoanalysis, and postmodernism have 

all contributed ideas of how power might function via the gaze (Berger, 2008, Lacan, 2001; 

Manlove, 2007; Sartre, 1956; Zhu, 2011; Wu, 2010). It is generally contended that while we 

‘gaze’ at others, the sense of sight functions as the power which tends to penetrate and 

objectify bodies. ‘Gaze’ in cultural studies is used to explain the hierarchical power between 

two or more groups or, alternatively, between a group and an ‘object’. Multiple gaze(s) have 

therefore been developed by researchers to indicate unequal binary structures in societies, in 

which gaze serves as a common disciplinary technique intended to normalize behaviours 

(Cavallaro, 2001). For example, the ‘normative gaze’ studied by scholars focusing on queer 

studies could be identified as the ‘heterosexual gaze’ (Pullen, 2016), and for those within 

post-colonial studies the ‘imperial/colonial gaze’ (Bhabha, 1994; Said, 1978, 2012) or in 

critical race theory the ‘white gaze’ (Fanon, 1952; hooks, 1992; Sörgel, 2020) might be of 

focus. Such gaze(s) imply who holds power and what might be considered as normalizing 

behaviours. In her critique on Hollywood commercial movies, Laura Mulvey’s (1989) Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema offers a contemplation on patriarchal gaze via the image of 

females shown on screen. Looking at the female image on screen brought the question of the 

relationship between the performer (object) and the spectator (subject) and its influence of 

active male gaze among Hollywood cinema. When exploring the idea of gaze in the world of 

art making, it is noted that there is a conscious awareness to be seen by the ‘spectator’ 

(Berger, 2008). Therefore, the awareness of being looked at when creating artistic works such 

as dance, which is largely via the aid of the visual, involves the gaze from the spectators. The 

spectatorship in the realm of dance points to the which can be viewed as a ‘trendy’ 

acceptance of the ideal image reflected from dancers’ performances in a particular cultural 

context (see Chapter 2.1.2). 

 

Among theories and ideas relating to ‘gaze’, this study especially draws on Foucault’s 

concepts relating to ‘gaze’ (1977a, 1980b), ‘docile bodies’ (1977a), and ‘discourse’ (1972). 
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These Foucauldian terms reveal that the operations of power are inseparable from the 

dynamics of the gaze (Crossley, 1993; Hollinshead, 1999; Vaz, 1995; Wendt, 1996). This 

research acknowledges that Foucault’s theories and terms reflect Foucault’s identity as a 

white queer man who was writing over 40 years ago. Therefore, these terms and perspectives 

hold a particular standpoint within a certain time and space. However, in relation to the 

research question of this study, Foucault’s ideas are relevant to analysing images of the 

dancer’s body and discourses of training a dancer’s body, thus can serve as a critical 

framework to discuss this research.  

 

By tracing the development of the medical profession and the institution of the clinique in the 

second half of the 18th Century, Foucault first coined the term ‘medical gaze’ to denote the 

visibility of human bodies and the institutionalized meaning inside the gaze (Foucault, 1964, 

1973). Within the idea of medical gaze, human bodies are viewed as a site of knowledge 

creation. Foucault’s analysis towards human bodies under the medical gaze explained the 

functioning of power. In entering the field of professional knowledge (medical), the human 

body also entered the field of power (gaze), becoming a possible target for manipulation. As 

the human body is the critical medium to delivering dance, the bodies of dancers are highly 

likely to be manipulated by the normative gaze in different institutional settings, for instance, 

within the dance classroom (Green, 1999), dance rehearsal (Ridley, 2009), or dance 

companies (Farrer, 2014).  

 

The core focus of Foucault’s explanation of institutionalized gazes lies in the idea that 

modern disciplining practices centred on the technology of the body that makes people useful 

and docile to visual control (Foucault, 1977a). Foucault indicates that the panoptic gaze could 

be understood as “visible but unverifiable” (Foucault, 1977a, p. 201), which from an unseen 

overseer can then create the feeling of constant surveillance. The Foucauldian view therefore 

argues that the operation of surveillance and self-policing works as a means of homogenizing 

and normalizing people’s behaviour. Within Foucault’s (1977a) analysis towards the modern 

penal system, he further articulated the technique of ‘examination’ through the functioning of 

the ‘normative gaze’: 

The examination combines the techniques of an observing hierarchy and those of a 
normalizing judgement. It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to 
qualify, to classify and to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through 
which one differentiates them and judges them [...] At the heart of the procedures of 
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discipline, it manifests the subjection of those who are perceived as objects and the 
objectification of those who are subjected. (pp. 184-185) 

 

The surveyed gaze emerging from Foucault’s analysis towards the penal system has been 

applied to research concerning a wide variety of institutional settings, including schools 

(Anderson & Grinberg, 1998; Ball, 2013; Gallagher, 2010; Ryan, 1991) and hospitals 

(Dinges, 2002). It could be said that the ‘normative gaze’ holds the power of measuring and 

categorizing, which is perhaps at the price of erasing the differences and heterogeneities and 

lead to the standards of judgement. In a sense, the power of normalization reinforces 

homogeneity and exclusion, which means that it functions through correcting behaviour that 

is considered to be ‘abnormal’ (Foucault, 2003). The normative gaze within a society can 

lead to particular ‘visible human bodies’ that are in line with dominant discourses of society 

(Foucault, 1972).  

 

Cornel West (2002) concurs with Foucault’s views and provided a definition of ‘normative 

gaze’ from the Eurocentric perspective. West (2002) articulates that “‘A normative gaze’, 

namely, an ideal from which to order and compare observations. This ideal was drawn 

primarily from classical aesthetic values of beauty, proportion, and human form and classical 

cultural standards of moderation, self-control, and harmony” (p. 54). The definition offered 

by West suggests that the normative gaze as a modern discourse sprouted from the need and 

tendency to classify and categorize. Even though this research does not attend to the binary 

discourse of East and West, extending the normative gaze defined by West, this study 

references the normative gaze as culturally established ideals that tend to be compared and 

categorized.  

 

Drawing on perspectives and definitions of gaze presented above, the normative gaze in this 

study serves as a theoretical lens to rationalize the power and motivation behind classification 

and categorization established by a society. Notions of idealized physical forms and 

aesthetics could be varied under the gaze of normalization (Mills et al., 2017). At the same 

time, Foucault’s panoptic gaze suggests that the ideals could be internalized through the 

power of institutions.  

 

In relation to this study, the normative gaze is understood as a term which signifies the 

surveying power to constantly examine, compare, and categorize bodies, aesthetic styles, and 
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philosophies of creating dance in China. The ideals behind the normative gaze in 

choreographic practice stem from what are considered as ideal dancing bodies in the Chinese 

context. This study considers that normalization and internalization of the ideals depends on 

the power of discourses. Foucault’s use of ‘discourse’ contends that discourses present the 

underlying conditions of truth that determine what is and is not acceptable (Gibbs, 2015). 

Discourses – the production of ideas, knowledge, texts, and science – ‘normalize’ behaviours, 

and are produced by the established systems, institutions and hierarchies within a society and 

maintained by all who participate within those systems (Foucault, 1972). With this in mind, 

the operation of categorizing and normalizing behaviours of gaze in relation to dance and 

choreography could be further understood through dominant artistic discourses within a 

society (Ridley, 2009). 

 

As the body is viewed to be vital in dance (Foster, 1995), the Foucauldian term ‘docile 

bodies’ is particularly relevant to the context of this study (Foucault, 1977a). Foucault refers 

to the body as both an object and target of power saying that, “a body is docile that may be 

subjected, used, transformed and improved” (1977a, p. 136). Foucault’s term ‘docile bodies’ 

could be used to describe the trained dancers’ bodies, where time and techniques have been 

invested on “improving” the competencies of the bodies (Clarke & Markula, 2017). 

Depending on what is valued in different societies and the various dance contexts, ‘docile 

bodies’ with various aesthetic values could be produced (Ridley, 2009; Zhuwawo & Sibanda, 

2020).  

 

The above discussion has investigated the normalizing and categorizing power of gaze, where 

human bodies serve as the site of being differentiated and manipulated through the function 

of institutional power. The unpacking of ‘gaze’, ‘discourse’, and ‘docile bodies’ can further 

rationalize the idea to question and potentially deconstruct the specific dance discourses in a 

Chinese context. In relation to the research question motivating this study and the theoretical 

perspectives taken, the following three sub-sections focusing on the normative gaze and the 

discourses existing in dance education in China, the shaping of the ideal dancing body in 

China, and the relationship between dancers and choreographers within choreographic 

processes in China.  

 
2.1.1 The role of the dance education system and dominant dance pedagogies in China 
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Dance education is a location where social norms play out in various ways (Anttila et al., 

2019; Green, 2003; Risner, 2007; Stinson, 2005). As revealed from the opening of the thesis 

(see Section 1.1.1) and the above theoretical perspective, the mainstream dance education 

philosophy might strengthen certain dominant discourse while gaining prejudice or 

hampering understanding towards different possibilities in dance. Thus, to get to know 

discourses that run in the dance education system as well as its dominant pedagogies utilized 

in dance classes will foster understandings of the source of normative gaze in choreographic 

practice in China.  

 

Philosophies and ideologies employed by dance education systems in different cultures could 

be distinct and varied (Rowe et al., 2015). Dance education and the main pedagogic ideals 

could generate, maintain, and pass down social norms and discourses (Rowe & Xiong, 2020; 

Rowe, Xiong et al., 2020). Even though this research does not attend to issues of Chinese 

dance education and practical pedagogic issues that emerge in the setting of a dance 

classroom, it is anticipated that the dominant pedagogic ideal employed in the Chinese dance 

education system will in turn impact and extend to the values and philosophies of 

choreographic practices held by dance artists within China. The following literature presents 

the dominant discourses featured in ‘authoritarian dance pedagogy’, ‘the leading force of 

dance institutions in China’, ‘the central position of dance classrooms on setting standards of 

dance training’, as well as ‘the product-focused educational philosophy’ reflected from 

Chinese dance scholarships. These discourses could be said to be the source of the normative 

gaze in the realm of dance in China.  

 

Between educational institutions there are clear differences in course design and goals of 

dance training, depending on the philosophies that they are grounded within (Råman, 2009; 

Rowe et al., 2015). These differences often seem to relate to whether the institution 

emphasises the importance of the learner’s technical skill acquisition – which could be 

considered a conservatoire model of dance education (Davidson & Smith, 1997; Renshaw, 

1992), or whether it provides the learner with a wider experience of dance as an art form, 

which can be understood as a liberal arts model towards dance education (Blaich et al., 2004; 

Glyer & Weeks, 1998; Risner, 2010). It is noted that the conservatoire models of dance 

education, which emphasise dance technique training, often tend to hold more traditional 

views of teaching with authoritative teaching methods; while dance education focusing on the 
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liberal arts model has a strong history of learner-centred teaching approaches such as the use 

of the student’s exploration of their learning (Brinson, 1991; Kraus,1969).  

 

The conservatoire models of dance education usually rely on replication of dance techniques 

and content knowledge. Within such a context, dance teachers may mimic the models of 

teaching that they have experienced during the process of their dance learning (Gray,1989; 

Kimmerle & Côté-Laurence, 2003), passing their knowledge of dance from one generation to 

another with few changes in the teaching practices. The pedagogy adopted in the setting of 

conservatoire-style dance teaching can be hierarchical and authoritarian. The approach asks 

student to conform to the ideal requirements of the techniques delivered (Roche & Huddy, 

2015).  

 

The establishment of professional dance institutes in China and its main pedagogic method 

thus is closely relevant to shape and perpetuate discourses regarding the ideal dancing body 

in the Chinese context. Through the systematic introduction of dance techniques, 

curriculums, and the training of dancers and choreographers, dance institutions in China 

offering both secondary and tertiary level dance education appear to produce and maintain 

discourses of ‘what dance is’ and ‘who can dance’ (Feng, 2002; Wang & Long, 1999). Dance 

programmes within institutes in China are mainly conservatoire-oriented (Lv, 2000; Wang, 

2014), which implies that the hierarchical and authoritarian teaching approach focusing on 

replicating techniques and behaviours of teachers is mainstream. The dominant authoritarian 

teaching method is often accompanied by an examination-based assessment system, where 

the judgement of the student dancers’ and student choreographers’ performance and skills 

depends on scores (Jin, 2017). The examination-based assessment system could be said to 

have set the foundation for seeking ‘product’ over ‘process’ in dance education as well as 

dance practice in China.  

 

Rowe and Xiong (2020) explain that tertiary dance programmes in China could be 

categorized into three education models: normal (or teacher-training) universities that seek to 

teach future dance educators, comprehensive universities integrating dance into an arts 

curriculum, and conservatory programmes training future professional dancers. These 

institutions hold much power, and arguably the BDA holds the strongest position within the 

context of Chinese dance education (Deng, 2013, 2018, 2019; Deng & Yang, 2012; Jin & 

Martin, 2019; Lv, 2018; Rowe et al., 2015; Wilcox, 2011), The BDA’s counterparts in other 
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regions across China1, state-owned theatres and ensembles, private professional dance 

companies, and private dance schools and studios across China that are modelled on 

conservatoire dance training look towards the BDA for guidance (Jin, 2017; Rowe & Xiong, 

2020). 

 

The dominance and powerful influence of the BDA has been largely acknowledged and 

recognized by dance researchers inside and outside of China (Chang & Frederiksen, 2016; 

Jin, 2017; Lu, 2012; Lv, 2018; Wang, 2003; Wilcox, 2011; Xiong, 2009). With the BDA as 

the leading dance education institution, practices and discourses such as ‘institutionalized 

dance genres’, ‘technique and movement focused ideals’, ‘product-oriented choreographic 

approach’, and ‘the dramatized dance choreography’ are circulated among dance education 

institutes in Chin (Lu, 2012; Wang, 2003a). These discourses stem from the BDA, and the 

conservatoire model of dance education is maintained through dance education providers 

across mainland China (You, 2017), and with time have solidified the normative gaze in 

dance and an ‘ideal dancing body’ unique to the Chinese context. It is of particular relevance 

to delve into what these discourses and norms are separately, therefore, this chapter will 

further offer explanations within Section 2.2.2.  

 

Authoritative teaching methods in dance training settings suggest that dancers tend to teach 

themselves how to teach by reproducing how they themselves were taught, yet they might 

have very little formal education in pedagogy (Warburton, 2008, 2009). Students may follow 

the process where they imitate their dance teacher until they have mastered positions, 

movements, and dance vocabularies. To sustain this process of imitation, students are under 

surveillance so that they do not deviate from expectations (Green, 1999). In the context of 

professional dance training in China, the teacher’s beliefs and authoritarian pedagogy serve 

as discourses which could have a profound influence on students’ future practices as dance 

professionals. It is noted that within tertiary dance programmes in China, students are often 

directed to learn through ‘cutting’ and ‘pasting’ ideas related to content knowledge ‘onto’ 

their bodies and are directed to repeat this learning process to the next generation (Rowe & 

Xiong, 2020). The rote-learning towards replicating technique and movement in dance 

 
1 See for examples: Dance College of Minzu University of China, Shanghai Theatre Academy, The Central 
Academy of Drama, Shanghai Dance School, and Sichuan Dance School etc. (Wang & Long, 1999). 
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education in China could lead to a dance classroom which values ‘product’ and ‘correct 

answer’ over ‘process’ and ‘exploration’.  

 

The ability of replicating techniques and ways of doing also applies to teaching and learning 

of dance choreography. The process of replicating techniques often refers to the development 

of the dancers’ or choreographers’ skill whereby competence comes with practice, which is 

considered to be the basis of apprenticeship (Bruner, 1999). In professional dance contexts, 

dancers often learn about choreography even if they have not had the opportunity to do so 

formally. Butterworth (2004) points out that “dancers have tended to become choreographers 

through what is termed the apprentice method, drawing upon personal experiences as dancers 

in relation to the ‘master’ choreographers” (p. 46) through daily immersion in technique 

classes and rehearsals and through the regular performance of completed works. Under the 

perspective of an apprentice method and a rote-learning approach, student dancers, or student 

choreographers are largely influenced by their teachers (master choreographer). In the context 

of China, the influence of a teacher or how a teacher choreographs often manifests through 

the authority and popularity of the teacher within the institutional context. Such a situation 

might create the gaze of the dance teacher and generate dance works created by students 

carrying stylistic similarities with their teachers’ works. For example, Wang Mei, a dance 

teacher and artist focusing on choreography teaching from the BDA could serve as an 

example to how student choreographers might be viewed as replicas of their teacher. 

Reflecting on Wang’s choreographic style and classes, Emily Wilcox (2017) recalls that 

“When I studied at BDA in 2008-2009, Wang’s classes were regularly over-enrolled, and 

choreographers trained in what many then called the ‘Wang Mei style’ populated nearly 

every major dance ensemble in China” (p. 70). Wang Mei has been particularly 

acknowledged as a dance ‘master’ who is considered the most authoritative figure in aspects 

of Chinese modern dance and choreography (Li, 2015; Lian, 2013; Liu, 2013). 

Choreographers who were taught by Wang Mei were named as ‘little Wang Mei’ to indicate 

the stylistic similarities between their works and their teachers’ (Lv, 2013b). It could be said 

that the stylistic similarities of works created by students to align with the gaze of the teacher 

might extend to their choreographic practices after they graduate from the universities. 

 

Within the different philosophies of dance education, it is argued that the product-oriented 

approaches are widely used in the settings of dance classrooms (Davenport, 2006; Profeta, 

2015). Product-oriented philosophies usually encourage students to strive for the success of 
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the product and may try to “match definition rather discovering something new” (Profeta, 

2015, p. 29). Dance education within a product-oriented philosophy could be seen as “assign 

movement studies and to critique students’ presentations in class” (Davenport, 2006, p. 25). 

This approach emphasizes the “quality of the product” rather than actually teaching students 

the “activity of creative process, which itself requires critical reasoning” (Davenport, 2006, 

25). Within the framework of product focused dance education, courses tend to promote the 

idea that the product is the “correct” answer and outcome, rather than promoting inquiry and 

encouraging students to experiment.  

 

The product-oriented approach in dance choreography can be seen extensively in the Chinese 

dance community, especially from the perspective of professional dance competitions (Lv, 

1993; Pan, 1994; Yu, 1993, 2000). For example, when discussing the connection of dance 

classes and the beginnings of the Taoli Bei dance competition, the former president of the 

BDA (1996-2001), Chinese dance scholar Yu Ping (1993), notes that, 

Taoli Bei is the dance competition specifically set up for the purposes of exchange and 
communication among professional dance institutes. The key thread for running this 
competition festival lies in the inner link between what constitutes the content of 
competition and what is taught in classes. (p. 34)  

 

Yu’s comment above suggests that both the content and the standard to win the competition, 

embodied through a dancer’s performance, ultimately hinges on what is valued in the settings 

of professional dance education and classrooms (Pan, 1994). The standard to win the 

competition rests on the quality of the dance product, which is judged by measuring and 

comparing bodies and techniques (Xiong, 2009). The connection of the standards that exist in 

competitions and standards existed in classrooms evidenced the institutional gaze and the 

discourses inside Chinese dance education that could extend to the choreographic practice of 

independent artists. With the standard of the quality of the product taken into consideration, it 

is noted that spaces for creativity that can happen in the process of choreography, such as 

‘critical reasoning’ and ‘inquiry’, might be overlooked and devalued (Zheng, 2017). In 

relation to choreographic practices engaged in by the four artists in this research, analysis of 

the narratives of the participants attends to choreographic approaches that they employed to 

cross the limitation of the ‘correctness’ and ‘quality’ of the final product. It could be said that 

educational discourses regarding the dominant pedagogy and its rationale as well as the 

institutional gaze serve as the point of departure to understand the source of the normative 

gaze in choreographic practice in China. 
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2.1.2 Multiple discourses regarding the ideal dancing body in the context of China 

 

As the human body is the direct training ‘instrument’ in dance, it has been perceived that the 

dance world is a fertile ground for Foucauldian analysis (Green, 1999). A significant pool of 

research has attended to the power of norms in the context of dance (see for example: Croft, 

2017; Desmond, 1997; Foster, 1995; Schwaiger, 2011). Achieving the ideal body is often 

considered to be key in order to be ‘successful’ in professional dance settings (Zinga et al., 

2019). Drawing on the Foucauldian term ‘docile bodies’, it is relevant to note that the myth of 

an ‘ideal body’ in the global dance world is pervasive (Cohan, 1986; Redfern, 2007; Wilcox, 

2011). The formation of an ideal body in the dance world could set the standard to normalize 

dance practitioners’ behaviours, where dance practitioners strive to fit ‘norms’ and put 

themselves under examination of the normative gaze. The pervasive existence of an ideal 

dancing body in a world context, in relation to this study, thus provokes the necessity to 

further deconstruct what discourses potentially compose ‘ideal dancing bodies’ in the 

Chinese context. The following literature presents how diverse the normative gaze is in dance 

and its close association with contemporary choreographic practice engaged by the four 

participants in this study.  

 

The moulding of docile bodies creates ‘ideal dancing bodies’ based on different training 

technologies and cultural codes. For example, when looking at research pertaining to female 

ballet dancers, the moulding of balletic bodies means that feminized roles (such as fairies, 

sylphs, and feminine objects of desire) that are assigned to female dancers are usually 

stereotyped, and the body image tends to stress the delicate and ethereal appearance of the 

female body (see for example: Adair,1992; Clarke & Markula, 2019; Daly, 1987a, 1987b; 

Dryburgh & Fortin, 2010; Fortin et al., 2009; Foster, 1996; sherlfola, 1985; Novack, 1993; 

Sherlock, 1993; Zhuwawo & Sibanda, 2020). The production of female balletic bodies 

suggests that ideal female dancing bodies are supported and aligned with ideologies of the 

patriarchal gaze (Manning, 1997).  

 

American dance scholar Jill Green posits that the training of ‘docile bodies’ needs a system 

of codification and methods that are under meticulous control and surveillance (Green, 1999, 

2001, 2003). Based on the existence of ‘a system of codification’ in professional dance 

training, Green (2003) contends that utilizing a ‘science of dance training’ means that student 
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dancers are required to develop skills and attitudes through self-analysis, self-judgment, and 

self-evaluation for the attainment of a ‘specific ideal’. The process leads to a situation where 

the dance world has created an environment where teachers are no longer responsible for 

directly shaping students bodies. Rather, the internalization of ‘a system of codification’ 

relies on exertion of what Foucault anticipated as ‘technologies of the self’ (Foucault, 1988). 

The internalization of self-supervising carried with the system of codification of dance 

training leads to dancers’ bodies performing habitually according to their training content 

(Ridley, 2009). Even though Green’s research specifically attends to the context of America 

and the dance practice of ballet, it is noted that the ‘technologies of the self’ and dancers’ 

bodies can be shaped by specific training techniques and teaching codes which extend to the 

context of China. At the same time however, the context-dependent definition of what ‘ideal 

dancing bodies’ might be reflects a philosophy that the ‘ideal body’ in dance is not universal, 

rather, it is culturally constructed (Grau, 1998; Kealiinohomoku, 1970).  

 

As explored in Section 2.1.1, it is considered that the conservatoire model of the BDA, which 

is “performing-oriented, technique-focused, physical ideals, training-centred, and teaching 

through demonstration and verbal expression” (Xiong, 2009, p. 8), has played a dominant 

role in dance training in China. The ideal dancing bodies in the Chinese context thus could be 

further unpacked through what is composed of ‘the system of codification’ of dance in China. 

The system of codification of dance in China is manifested through different institutionalized 

dance genres offered through professional institutes (You, 2007). Categories, styles, and 

techniques of institutionalized dance forms in the Chinese context are a result of the 

establishment of contemporary dance education system with the founding of the People’s 

Republic of China (Wilcox, 2019). The dance genres, from national dance forms such as 

‘Chinese classical dance’ and ‘Chinese ethnic minority folk dance’, to culturally imported 

forms like ‘ballet’, ‘modern dance’, and ‘ballroom dance’, are all developed into distinct yet 

aesthetically distinguished ‘codified systems’ (Deng, 2019; Liu, 2001, 2006; Liu, 2011; Long 

& Xu, 2004; Ou, 1998). For the codified dance genres and forms mentioned above, the 

constantly refined curriculum in conservatories such as the BDA have not only built the 

foundation of this technical knowledge ex nihilo (Jin, 2017; Jin & Martin, 2019), but also set 

the key reference and model for dance programmes in both secondary and tertiary level 

institutes in China (Wang, 2014).  
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When looking closer at the dance genres offered by professional dance institutes in China, the 

training of students with specific professional directions usually requires different aesthetic 

ideals and technical standards (Deng & Yang, 2012; Liu, 2001), which leads to the moulding 

of different ideal dancing bodies. In turn, this may lead to different ideal dancing bodies that 

with distinct standards and techniques (Long & Xu, 2004). The acquisition of such ideal 

dancing bodies which master techniques thus require disciplinary technologies of discourses 

to constantly correct, normalize, and measure dancers’ bodies to achieve the ideal body 

unique to the dance genres. Such circumstances created the genre gaze to examine the 

dancer’s body in the Chinese context. The famous common phrase to describe the physical 

ideal of student dancers in China is “three long one small”2 (Zhang, 2010, p. 51), which 

indicates that when auditioning student dancers for professional dance programmes, 

especially for the majors of ballet and Chinese classical dance, there are certain physical and 

anatomical structure requirements that need to be fulfilled in order to be selected (Lv, 2000). 

The moulding of ‘ideal dancing bodies’ is also seen to require other aesthetic qualities. The 

qualities are usually considered to be the combination of flexibility, physical endurance, 

strength, and in most cases, even adopting eclectic approaches from other dance styles (Yu, 

1991). It is perceived that along with one’s ‘genetic disposition’ these aesthetic qualities and 

bodily competencies are able to be acquired and developed during the process of training. 

 

The display of techniques and movements is another key standard to examine the competency 

of dancers’ bodies. For example, Barbara Ridley (2009) points out that no matter what genre 

is followed in the dance world, there are criteria and standards against which that technique 

must be measured, which must be strived for by its dancers within a professional training 

context. The measurement of techniques and skills required for ideal dancing bodies is no 

exception within the Chinese context, and this can be seen through texts and articles written 

by Chinese dance scholars (Lv, 2011; Wu, 1952, 1982, 1992). For example, in his writing 

Introduction to dance, Chinese dance scholar and educator Wu Xiaobang (1982) explained 

the definition of dance as follows: 

Dance is the art of body movements. All can be called dance once they, based on the 
organized and regular movements, through the choreographers’ observation, experience 
and analysis of natural and social life, reflect distinctive characters and stories in brief 
form and using ingenious techniques, expressing the life, thought and feelings of 
individual and a group of people. (p. 6) 

 
2 The ‘three long’ in the phrase means ‘long neck’, ‘long arms’, and ‘long legs’, and the one small means a ‘small 
head’, which is a general rule and key criteria applied to students applying for dance programmes. 
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Wu’s definition stresses the role and discourses of ‘technique’, ‘movement’, and ‘reflecting 

social life and experience’ in dance performance and creation in China. His statement implies 

that dance in China is largely ‘technique and movement oriented’, and thus leaning towards 

professional dance training. In his book Aesthetic of Dance, Lv Yisheng (2011), who is a 

Chinese dance educator and advocate of ‘Quality-oriented dance education’, proposes that 

dance from an aesthetic perspective: “is a performing art to express the aesthetic emotion and 

to show the aesthetic attribute of life, with artistically refined and organized movements and 

gestures as the means of expression” (p. 323). What is suggested by Lv starts to encourage 

consideration of a more inclusive perspective for the purpose of establishing a ‘whole person’ 

in society (Lv, 2014). However, in China the definition of ‘dance’ still tends to take 

movement and technique demonstration as its core. The definition of dance leaning towards 

technique and movement signifies that the meaning of dance in China is fundamentally 

exclusive, and tends to only be open to a small portion of the population who engage in 

professional training in formal dance institutions. 

 

Building on the discourses of institutionalized dance genres, technique, and movement played 

in dance in China, dance scholarship (in Chinese and in English) has also suggested the 

dominance of Socialist Realism and performing mega-narratives of the Chinese state through 

dance works in China (Desmond, 1993; Wilcox, 2011; Wu, 1992). American dance scholar 

Emily Wilcox coined the terms ‘socialist bodies’ (2011) and ‘revolutionary bodies’ (2019). In 

her thesis The Dialectics of Virtuosity: Dance in the People’s Republic of China, 1949-2009, 

Wilcox (2011) introduced meanings of socialist bodies and argued that Chinese dancers 

engage with systematic training that is needed to transform themselves into a specific ideal 

body type – “technically skilful, ideologically good, and useful to society” (p. 5). In her book 

Revolutionary Bodies: Chinese Dance and the Socialist Legacy, Wilcox (2019) contends that 

wartime dance activities carried out in different geographical regions in China during the 

Chinese Civil War (1927-1949) and the second Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945) contributed 

significantly to the early formulation and establishment of Chinese dance. Wilcox’s work 

demonstrates a wide range of Chinese dance works which served as the predominant national 

dance genre of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), examining the revolutionary bodies 

formed through the dominant danced expressions of China’s socialist culture. Wilcox’s main 

argument is as follows, 



 42 

I argue that Chinese dance in the post-Mao era continues many legacies of the 
revolutionary wartime and early socialist periods. Although Chinese dance has 
changed over time, this book dates its emergence to the 1940s and 1950s—the 
decades of socialist revolution and socialist nation building, respectively—and it 
argues that the developments of this period have continued to inform dance 
vocabularies, choreographic methods, theoretical articulations, and institutional 
structures of Chinese dance since the late 1970s. (p. 5)  

 

Wilcox’s statement above suggests that her view of revolutionary bodies in the context of 

China largely landed on the history of socialist revolution and socialist nation building in 

contemporary China and its impacts on establishing institutional Chinese dance in the 

process. If we consider that ‘revolutionary bodies’ were born out of the historical context and 

the need to strengthen national spirit, this research asks whether the ‘revolutionary bodies’ in 

a contemporary Chinese context have shifted, and if the notion could speak more to personal 

encounters and authentic experiences of individuals’ realities? This question will be further 

explored within this study. Arguments made by Wilcox (2011) suggest that performing, 

creating, and becoming ‘ideological good’ in dance is as important as performing ‘technically 

skilful’ dance work. Being ‘ideologically good’ in the context of dance in China could be 

further unpacked through diverse discourses regarding dance creation in China, including 

‘reflection theory’, embodying the ‘specific ideal’ character, and performing ‘mega-

narratives’, which are in line with standards of creating dance drama in China. These 

discourses were proposed in pre-Reform era China and continued to be developed in dance 

works during the Reform era.  

 
Reflection theory, developed and interpreted by Marxism-Leninism, is adopted for building 

‘socialist literature and art’ in China and carries a strong Soviet influence (Galikowsi, 1998; 

Feng, 2002; Gutkin, 1999; Wang & Long, 1999). The theory of reflection argues that any 

given culture is a reflection of the politics and economics of a given society, and the content 

is prioritized as the reflection of an underlying reality (Cavallaro, 2001). In relation to the 

Chinese context, the famous Yan’an Talks on Literature and Art delivered by Mao Zedong in 

1942 specifically addressed the connection between reflection theory and building ‘socialist 

literature and art’ in China (Mao, 1942). Reflection theory contends that Chinese socialist art 

provides a means of enlisting individual experiences to a collective paradigm of ‘sentiments’ 

and ‘affections’ (Eagleton, 1990), and hence strives to produce a sense of community through 

artistic creations. In general, reflection theory asks that socialist literature and art should 

reflect social life of the masses through ideal images (Chen, 1979), and is in line with 
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Socialist Realism and the artistic discourse that “art should serve the end of politics” as 

proposed in the Mao era (Zhang, 1980, p. 48). The artistic discourse of ‘reflection’ played an 

important role in dance choreography in China.  

 

From the perspective of dance and choreography, reflection theory provides a basic outline 

for what ‘content’ dance should reflect and include. Building on the definition of ‘dance’ 

summarized by Wu Xiaobang in 1982 (see above p. 40), Wu extended his definition toward 

‘dance’ in 1992, stating that,  

According to its nature, dance is the art of body movement. […] But as an art that is 
performed on the stage, dance reflects people, events, thoughts and feelings in brief and 
typical movements and distinctive images based on the choreographers’ observation, 
experience and analysis of nature and society. (p. 287) 

 

The definition presented by Wu in 1992 implies that other than the focus on movement and 

technique, dance should reflect people’s reality with careful observation and refinement made 

by choreographers. Dance creations focusing on reflecting reality are guided by the 

philosophy of Socialist Realism (Chen, 1979; Liu, 2014; Q. Y. Liu, 2016; Tong, 2017a; Wu, 

1994a, 1994b). Socialist Realism, embodied through artistic creation, could be understood as 

indicating a reflection of the material world in its representations of diverse figures among 

masses, and in the predominance of work with a strong plot or storyline. Meanwhile, artistic 

creations developed under the philosophy of Socialist Realism also manifest idealized 

elements and dramatic compositions (Galikowski, 1998; James, 1973).  

 

Since the early 1950s, when the PRC established its diplomatic relationship with the Soviet 

Union, the Stanislavski system and Socialist Realism aesthetic have profoundly impacted 

dance creation in China (Singh et al., 2016; Tong, 2017b). This impact has informed Chinese 

dance productions which are largely drama-focused and based on the storytelling structure of 

ballet (Wang & Long, 1999; Yu, 2003). The dominance of dramatized dance could be 

extensively seen through dance works performed in Chinese dance competitions. It could be 

said that the tradition of dance dramas serves as a site to combine technical abilities with 

pragmatic educational purposes, and is widely adopted as a dominant paradigm for dance 

creation in both tertiary dance education institutions and state-owned dance companies (Yu, 

2003).  
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The dominance of dramatized dance works in China could be seen through a series of dance 

dramas that are noted in textbooks focusing on dance history and criticism (Feng, 2002). For 

example, works like the Magic Lotus Lantern (1957) and the Fish Beauty (1959) were 

adapted from ancient Chinese myths which held utilitarian educational purposes to edify the 

masses (Wang & Long, 1999). While works such as the Braving Wind and Waves to Liberate 

Hainan (1950), Peace Dove (1950), Five Red Clouds (1957), and Dagger Society (1959) play 

out heroic narratives belonging to discourses of revolutionary realism, these dance dramas 

highlight proletariat figures such as workers, peasants, and soldiers (Yu, 2003). These types 

of realist dance works placed an emphasis on literary representation, heroic and leader 

figures, and the perception of the body as “the dominant site of revolutionary energy, the 

locus of radical social transformation” (Toepfer, 2019, p. 54). Through emphasizing the 

dramatized elements in dance, it is perceived that “the creation of art that would reinforce the 

tenets of the revolution and appeal to the masses” (Desmond, 1993, p. 43), specifically in the 

Mao era. 

 

It could be said that artistic discourses built upon the creation of Chinese dance drama 

proposed the possibility of a dramatized normative gaze when creating dance in China. 

Except for the reflection theory, there are artistic discourses such as the ‘specific ideal’ 

characters, the approach of learning from local people aligned with the reflection theory, as 

well as performing ‘mega-narratives’. These discourses are in line with the homogenous 

agenda of the normative gaze of Chinese dance drama.  

 

In guiding and developing artistic discourse regarding socialist literature and art, reflection 

theory has not only set the rules that choreographers should observe and reflect content from 

a socio-political standpoint, but also generated the standard of the ‘specific ideal’ that dance 

works in China should embody and present (Galikowski, 1998). The demand of developing a 

specific ideal in socialist art could be seen from Mao’s (1942) text, Yan’an Talks on 

Literature and Art, where he describes that “life as reflected in works of literature and art can 

and ought to be on a higher plane, more intense, more concentrated, more typical, closer to 

the ideal” (¶24). The pursuit towards the ‘typical’ and being ‘closer to the ideal’, has 

produced the discourse of ‘dianxing’ in Mandarin (Cai, 1992; Kyo, 2017). A literal 

translation of ‘dianxing’ means the ‘specific ideal’, specifically signifies positive, optimistic, 

and heroic qualities that a character should embody in a dramatized dance work, so that the 

work could reach the effect of boosting morale and improving the revolutionary 
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consciousness of the masses (Zhang, 2017). Art critics and dance scholars in China attributed 

the specific ideal to images of embodying ‘red, bright, shining’ (hong guang liang) and 

‘sublime, outstanding, perfect’ (gao da quan) (Li, 1993; Liu, 2019). To explicate the 

meanings and principles of the specific ideal, aesthetic principles such as the ‘Three 

Prominences’ and the ‘Two Combinations’ are official theoretical guidelines used to develop 

the specific ideal in dance drama (Chen, 2016; Liu, 2019a). The specific ideal embodied 

through contemporary Chinese dance dramas climaxed during China’s Cultural Revolution, 

where the two revolutionary ballets, Red Detachment of Women (1966) and White-haired 

Girl (1965), were created under the historical discourse of ‘red, bright, shining’ and ‘sublime, 

outstanding, perfect’ (Ou, 2014).   

 

In regards to what is to be reflected in socialist art and literature, the main approach 

advocated by the aesthetics of Socialist Realism argues that one needs to understand the 

external world if one is to depict it competently (Galikowski, 1998). The reflection theory 

advocates the method of observing and learning from real life which has been termed ‘folk 

art collection’ or ‘on-the-spot investigation’ as the main route of developing folk-influenced 

dance works since the establishment of institutionalized dance training in China. The method 

of folk-art collecting is called ‘caifeng’ in Mandarin (Feng, 2002; X. Z. Liu, 2017). The 

localized idea of ‘caifeng’ is thus another artistic discourse which depicts the artistic 

approach under the gaze of dramatized dance works. The paradigm of the ‘folk-art collection’ 

is akin to an ethnographic approach where artists go to local places, conduct extensive 

interviews with local people, gather choreographic materials from local artists, and immerse 

themselves in local life through observing and learning from local contexts (Wang, 2020a, 

2020b; Wang & Long, 1999). The method of ‘caifeng’ is generally seen in state-supported 

Chinese dance dramas, in the development of ‘intangible cultural heritage’, and is considered 

to enrich movements and techniques taught in dance institutions. Within the artistic creations 

the display of ‘real events’ collected through first-hand encounters and on-the-spot 

investigations is considered an important way to enrich the socialist content manifested in 

dance (Feng, 2002).   

 

From examining reflection theory in relation to dance in China, it is conceived that reflection 

theory has encouraged particular ‘rules’ in creating dance in China. Such rules include the 

idea that dance should be content-based to reflect realities of the masses (Mao, 1942), that 

dance should follow socialist realism and thus highlight the ‘specifical ideal’ characters (Wu, 
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1992), and that dance should reflect realities on stage and therefore requires the approach of 

caifeng (Wang, 2020a, 2020b). Chinese dance scholar Tong Yan (2019) states that artistic 

discourse that stemmed from Mao’s 1942 text was regarded as the “only correct direction to 

developing new Chinese literature and art” (p. 98). The “only correct direction” means that 

using reflection theory to develop realism dance works formed the standard to judge 

correctness of the direction of dance works, where the artistic value of the work needs to be 

compromised in order to fit the political standard.  

 

The ideological influence and ideals in dance in China are varied and pervasive, which could 

also be seen from the discourse of creating and performing ‘mega-narratives’ in China. Such 

discourse is also aligned with the nationalist agenda of the dramatized normative gaze in 

creating dance. Mega-narrative (hongda xushi/宏大叙事) as a concept, rather than meta-

narrative, is a conscious translation used in this study to signify that mega-narrative primarily 

carries the meaning and ideologies of collectivism and nationalism in the context of China. 

Manifesting ‘mega-narratives’ is understood as embodying mainstream social values, and 

conveying state narratives on behalf of collectivism and nationalism through music and dance 

(Y. Liu, 2017; Zhou & Zhao, 2014). Performing ‘mega-narratives’ through dance, or what 

according to Tong Yan (2019) has also been described as ‘main melody dance’, could be said 

to be a ‘new tradition’ since the establishment of the PRC. Performing ‘mega-narratives’ in 

China is usually displayed through important anniversaries celebrating the establishment of 

the PRC3 (Martin & Chen, 2020). The framework for creating and performing ‘mega-

narratives’ is an example of politicizing artistic discourse in contemporary China. The 

framework is largely compulsory for artists (inclusive of musicians, dancers, and 

choreographers) to work within state-owned contexts (Mu, 2005, 2007).  

 

From what has been presented above, it is considered that artistic and historical discourses 

that stem from Socialist Realism and reflection theory in the Mao era entailed an emphasis on 

the content, the theme, and even the methods involved with dance creations. The mainstream 

status of Socialist Realism and reflection theory leads to the situation that activities of 

 
3 For example, Long Live the People’s Victory created and performed for the establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China in 1949, East is Red created and performed for the 15 years’ anniversary 
of the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1964, The Revolutionary Songs of China 
created and performed for the 35 years’ anniversary of the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
China in 1984, and The Revival Road created and performed for the 60 years’ anniversary of the 
establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 2009. 
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dancemaking need to follow the criteria and discourses unpacked above strictly, such as the 

ideal character embodying ‘red, bright, shine’, and displaying national identity in line with 

‘mega-narratives’. The dominance of reflection theory and its adoption in dance dramas in 

China elicits the problem that the range of themes that artists could incorporate into their 

works were largely limited and strictly censored (Tong, 2017a, 2017b, 2019). Discourses 

explored above provided the historical facts and cultural basis to analyse the normative gaze 

experienced and encountered by the four artists in their choreographic practices. 

 

Even though this research has a major focus on the Reform era (see Section 2.2.1), which is 

where the four artists situate their practices, it is worth noting that Chinese society before 

1978 would inevitably continue to influence dance practices in China today. A growing body 

of anthropological literature regarding post-socialism has shown that both in China 

(Farquhar, 2002; Kipnis, 2008) and in the former Soviet Union (Dunn, 2004; Petryna, 2002; 

Yurchak, 2006) the felt existence of the past in the present is not limited to personal memory 

or nostalgia. Rather, industrial, economic and political infrastructures, physical architecture, 

ways of seeing, thinking, evaluating, sensing, and moving all carry parts of the socialist era 

into the present (Anderson, 2006). With the ‘felt existence of the past in the present’ in mind, 

it could be said that historical discourses and practices relating to dance creation that have 

been unpacked above still hold dominance in the landscape of dance, and more specifically 

the choreographic practices in China. 

 
2.1.3 The divisions of labour and the unfolding of choreographic practices 

 

This research attends to the choreographic practices of the four artists based in mainland 

China. It is expected that power dynamics carried with their artistic identity as 

‘choreographers’ as well as the relationships between choreographers and dancers might 

work as the normative gaze with the unfolding of the choreographic process. Therefore, this 

section of the literature review highlights issues pertaining to choreographic relationships and 

the values of the choreographic process.  

 

According to Barbara Ridley (2009) “a professional choreographer can indeed ‘tailor’ the 

dance to the strengths of the performers, but those dancers will already be in possession of 

the docile body created through years of technique classes” (p. 338). This argument implies 

that the relationship between dancers and choreographers is worth exploring, as the 
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relationship might elicit the power of normalization. The relationships between dancers and 

choreographers can be seen to be shaped by institutions, discourses, and practices that 

regulate what dancing could be (Gardner, 2011). It is perceived that the terms ‘dancer’ and 

‘choreographer’ refer to “a specifically ‘modern’ conception of dancing and of dance 

production consonant with a division and complementarity between ‘art’ (choreography) and 

craft (dancing), mind and body” (Gardner, 2007, p. 36). The division of labour between 

dancers and choreographers establishes a hierarchy which is consolidated through dance 

discourses within professionalized training knowledge. These discourses include the 

transmission mode between teachers and students in tertiary institutes (Davenport, 2006), or 

varying structures within dance companies (Gardner, 2011; Farrer, 2014). For dancers who 

work in the environment of dance companies, working methods and the hierarchical 

relationship between dancers and choreographers could shape dancers’ understandings 

toward their roles in choreographic processes (Farrer, 2014).  

 
Rachel Farrer’s (2014) study of how dancers perceived their creative role within a 

choreographic process based on the context of the U.K showed that “Dancers were described 

as ‘devisors and performers’ while the choreographer as ‘artistic director and choreographer’. 

The term ‘devisor’ indicates practical approaches to making work, while ‘artistic director’ 

suggests a much more creative and valuable input (p. 102)”. Farrer’s study compliments 

research by Sally Gardner (2007, 2011), who notes that the choreographer usually takes the 

role of ‘artist’ and ‘thinker’, while the dancer is responsible for dancing and disciplining the 

body. It is the creative input and ‘inherently’ collaborative contribution of dancers in the 

process of making dance that are often not acknowledged (Risner, 1995; Farrer, 2014). What 

has been revealed from much of the literature indicates that within choreographic processes, 

the relationship between choreographers and dancers is often fundamentally hierarchical, the 

role of choreographers signifies the ‘mind’ of a choreography, while dancers are treated as 

the sign of ‘body’. However, the scholarly conversations regarding the dancer-choreographer 

relationship have been expanding, with alternative discourses offered (Butterworth, 2004, 

2011).  

 

Dancemaking encompasses the whole creative process, and involves interaction and 

collaborations with dancers and other transdisciplinary artists (Butterworth, 2004; Foster-

Sproull, 2017). The operation of power in the spectrum of choreographic relationships exists 

as the creative process unfolds. Jo Butterworth (2004) proposes a choreographic framework 
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termed “the Didactic-Democratic Spectrum”, based within the higher education and 

performance context of the U.K. Butterworth considers the conventional way of ‘teaching by 

showing’ in the process of making dance as ‘didactic’, within the paradigm of didactic in 

choreographic process, the choreographer usually owns the ‘expert’ opinion, while dancers 

who work under such context are outlined as “instrument” and “interpreter” (p. 55). 

Butterworth (2004) introduces the other end of the spectrum as ‘democratic’ which values the 

shared, cooperative, and collaborative approach in the process of creating dance. It is within 

the spectrum of democratic that Butterworth sees the traditional hierarchy between 

choreographers and dancers – “…dictatorships and star systems” (Banes, 1987, p. 59) – is 

challenged, and democratic concepts of facilitation and dancer contribution are highlighted. 

Butterworth’s choreographic continuum model suggests there is a shift from the didactic 

processes to the democratic processes, as well as the roles of dancers and choreographers 

working together as “co-owners” (Butterworth, 2004, p. 55), “co-creators” (Barbour, 2008, p. 

49), and “co-artists” (Burge, 2016, p. 3). The shift of roles among choreographers and 

dancers in the choreographic process brings the possibility of reimagining the power structure 

within the roles. Sarah Foster-Sproull (2017) aims to disentangle power relationships between 

the choreographer and dancer in dance-making, through a prosumer-dancer paradigm. This 

paradigm gives potential to redefine the role of a choreographer and dancer as collaborators, 

rather than viewing the choreographer as the ‘sole-genius’ of the dance work. Foster-Sproull 

(2017) proposes re-imagining the dancers’ needs in the choreographic process could be a step 

towards addressing challenges with power relationships. 

 

The ‘didactic-democratic spectrum’ which Butterworth writes of within the U.K. context 

could be used to understand the conventional relationship between the choreographers and 

dancers within the choreographic process in the context of China. Chinese dance scholar Mu 

Yu (2013b) proposes that a conventional choreographic process is usually led by a 

choreographer, and “choreographers teach dancers the movement with holding their hands… 

some of the choreographers are brilliant ‘demonstrator’” (Mu, 2013b, p. 15). In Chinese 

literature there is also critical examination towards the teaching of choreography in China, 

arguing that the relationship between dancer and choreographer often resembles ‘student and 

teacher’ (Zheng, 2017). These views indicate that the relationship between dancer and 

choreographer, and the choreographic process in the context of China, is largely 

‘hierarchical’ and ‘didactic’.  
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The road to becoming a choreographer in China, in most cases, takes two paths. In East meets 

West in Dance: Voices in the Cross-Cultural Dialogue (1995), Claudia Gitelman, who was 

appointed by the American Dance Festival (ADF) to teach the first generation dancers of 

Guangzhou Modern Dance Company (GMDC) in 1991, observed that a retired dancer could 

stay dance circles and started a career as a choreographer. Choreographers within this context 

tend to be perceived as those who “receive special training and certification; usually they are 

incapable of being dancers because of age, health, and ineptitude” (Gitelman, 1995, p. 56). 

The observation and comments made by Gitelman reflect the legacy of China’s planned 

economy that being a dancer is the occupation which grabbed thunder, while choreographers 

were generally not acknowledged by their creative inputs. From the observation summarized 

by Gitelman, it can be inferred that inferior physical conditions of Chinese choreographers 

compared to professional dancers are what concerned the Chinese dance community in the 

1990s. This observation raises a question regarding if the scene of dance creation and being a 

choreographer in China changes and shifts in the context of Reform and Opening-up? 

Choreographic approaches and artistic manifestos claimed by the four artists in this thesis 

might be able to provide alternative voices to the observation made by Gitelman written in 

the 1990s. In the second situation, choreographers are also virtuosic dancers who create 

works for their own dance companies or dance projects (Lian, 2016). In either case, being a 

choreographer and being a dancer are two distinct roles in China, and the working method of 

a choreographer is largely didactic, relying on teaching movements or techniques to dancers. 

 

Dance scholarship focusing on the exploration of choreographic techniques argues that 

choreographic education in China is problematic, as an increasing number of dance works are 

similar in their outlooks (Zheng, 2017). This view implies that independent thinking and 

critical analysis in the training of choreographers may not be fostered (M. Wang 2017; Xiao, 

2012; Zheng, 2017). It is noted that there are few discussions regarding the relationship 

between dancer and choreographer in Chinese dance scholarship. Such limited discussions 

might evidence the power of the choreographer within the Chinese context, and that they are 

usually positioned as the ‘centre’ during the rehearsal process (Mu, 2013b). However, as 

Chinese dance undergoes institutional exchanges and cooperation with other countries, the 

central position of choreographer which has played out in choreographic processes could be 

challenged and shifted into a role that values ‘guidance’ and ‘sharing’ from choreographers 

with the dancers they work with (Liu, 2011; Mu, 2013b). For the four artists and their 
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choreographic practices in this study, their narratives might touch upon values and qualities 

regarding the relationships that they seek to advocate in their choreographic processes. 

 

2.2 Dance and dance practitioners in China’s Reform era 

 

Dance in China is perceived as a culturally constructed phenomenon with long historical 

developments and shifts, ranging from different feudal dynasties in ancient China to the 

contemporary PRC (Wang & Long, 1999; Feng, 2002). Dance in the ancient history of 

Chinese society, from the first imperial dynasty – Xia Dynasty (c. 2070-1600BC) – to the last 

dynasty – Qing Dynasty (1644-1912), was generally viewed as a kind of informal art form 

that revealed strong human emotions (Yuan, 2004). Dance in the feudal dynasties of ancient 

China is often accompanied with the idea that dancers were objects and affiliates for the 

pleasure and entertainment of imperial rulers (Chang & Frederiksen, 2016; Xu, 2012). 

However, Chinese dance researchers note that the meanings of dance and the status of its 

practitioners have experienced significant shifts with the founding of PRC in 1949 (Feng, 

2002; Long & Xu, 2004; Lv, 2013a; Xu, 2006). Through the shifts and changes evidenced 

through the establishment of the modern dance education system in China along with the 

founding of the PRC, all sorts of dance practices have developed (Deng, 2013, 2019). The 

current President of the Chinese Dancers Association, Chinese dance scholar Feng Shuangbai 

(2002), argues that agency and autonomy of dance practitioners was highlighted in China 

after 1949, and that ‘dance artists’ started to play a role in building the new Chinese society. 

 

As explained in the introduction chapter of this thesis, this research focuses on the 

choreographic practices of four artists in China’s Reform era. Thus, it is of relevance to first 

give attention to how dance and dance practitioners are perceived in the context of the 

Reform era in China. For example, asking questions such as: What changes and shifts within 

wider society have been relevant to dance practitioners in contemporary China? How might 

these changes have re-shaped or impacted the practices of dance practitioners in 

contemporary China? The following sub-sections aim to unpack ideas related to these 

questions. 

 

2.2.1 The emergence of independent dance practitioners in China 
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The transition from a planned economy to a market economy in Reform era China has 

created a path between socialist communism and free market capitalism over the last four 

decades (Chang, 2012; Harvey, 2007). The major changes brought with the shift of economic 

systems in China have been manifested through the allocation of resources and privatization 

(Brown et al., 2012; Tisdell, 2008). Changes that came with the economic and cultural 

reforms have re-shaped culture and the arts in China (Gladston, 2015; Li, 1993). The 

landscape of contemporary Chinese dance creation and education has inevitably been 

influenced and informed by the changes of the macroenvironment of China’s reformations 

(Friedman, 2013, 2017; Heyang, et al., 2021). 

 

Before the initiation of the Reform and Opening-up policy, China was a planned economy 

(McMillian & Naughton, 1992). The pre-reform view of allocation of State resources was 

known as the “iron rice bowl” (tie fanwan/铁饭碗), which stressed the ideas that “each 

received according to his need” (an xu fen pei/按需分配) and that there was “cradle-to-

grave” security (Hughes, 1998). Jobs were assigned according to quotas set by the 

governmental working units, or ‘danwei’ (单位) in Mandarin. Those who worked for 

governmental working units usually had little freedom to choose their employment. Lifelong 

employment of urban workers inside governmental working units was provided by the 

government with economic security (Lee, 2000).  

 

For some working units in China, the spatial arrangements of their workplaces not only 

included their working areas and interpersonal relations, but also encompassed their domestic 

life and social activities in a single location. Before entering the Reform era, one’s 

governmental working unit was more than just a workplace, as the unit provided people 

personal workplace identity and a community (Hughes, 1998). Thus, it could be said that “a 

sense of place attachment – a sense of belonging to a productive community” (Bjorklund, 

1986, p. 21) was bound to develop. Hazel Easthope (2004) explains that the idea of place 

might be interwoven with “ideas of community, collective memory, group (individual) 

identity, political organization and capital flows” (p. 128). In relation to dance and dance 

practitioners working within the pre-Reform era, dancers and choreographers who worked 

within fixed governmental working units during the Mao era perhaps encountered the notion 

of ‘place’ as per the definition offered by Easthope (2004). In such a time dance practices and 

dance identities more broadly could be perceived as part of a collectivist identity and 
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organizational practice. Considering the notion of place, it is viewed that the power and 

hegemony of governmental organizations could be experienced through abiding by a 

particular framework in line with dominant socialist ideology (see Section 2.2.2, p. 53 for 

further discussion on this). Feelings of organizational power with a fixed workplace identity 

tended to give rise to the issues of looking for artistic freedom, which led to the binary 

representation of being ‘inside the organizational system’ (tizhi nei/体制内) and ‘outside the 

organizational system’ (tizhi wai/体制外) to symbolize one’s artistic identity and status with 

the “iron rice bowl”, which gradually disintegrated during the Reform era (Mu, 2005, 2013a, 

2013c).   

 

Changes of resource allocation in the Reform era were mainly manifested through the idea 

that egalitarianism in working units were replaced by the principle of “each received 

resources according to his work” (an lao fen pei/按劳分配) (Tisdell, 2008, p. 4), and “an 

ethic of self-reliance” (Won, 2004, p. 71) was introduced through privatization and State-

Owned Enterprise (SOE) reforms which started in the 1990s. In the privatization of public 

cultural sectors and state-owned institutions, governmental policies played an important role 

in guiding the transformation (D. Liu, 2016; Wang, 2007).  

 

In 2005, the Central Government and State Council issued the governmental law On Major 

Issues Pertaining to Deepening Reform of the Cultural System (The Central People’s 

Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2006). The law aimed to facilitate 

privatization of state-owned cultural units at different levels and foster a modern cultural 

market system. The cultural system reforms of privatization meant that governmental 

subsidies gradually ceased to support some governmental units, and some state-owned 

cultural units had to rely on their own profits (Baranovitch, 2003). Meanwhile, the rise of a 

new sector of private entrepreneurs called “getihu” (meaning “self-employed entrepreneur”), 

and professional freelancers in different fields gradually led to the emergence of unofficial 

and alternative approaches to cultural production and dissemination (Cui & Liu, 2008; Yueh, 

2009). 

 

After the aforementioned policy was issued in 2005, laws and policies such as the Decision of 

the CPC Central Committee on Major Issues Pertaining to Deepening Reform of the Cultural 

System and Promoting the Great Development and Flourish of Social Culture (The Central 
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People’s Government of People’s Republic of China, 2011) and the Guiding Opinions on 

Supporting the Reform and Development of State-Owned Theatrical Troupes from 

Transforming into Enterprises (Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the People’s Republic of 

China, 2013), issued by the Central Government, have all prompted the former state-owned 

cultural institutions to transform into enterprises. According to incomplete statistics, 2,103 art 

troupes in the nature of state-owned institutions in China began to transform into enterprises 

in the year of 2013 (H. Zhang, 2014). After the transformation, the former state-owned art 

troupes need to obtain governmental financial support through their original creations and 

performances. However, it is also considered that the greater their contribution of artistic 

achievement, the more advantages they will have in winning over governmental cultural 

inputs (W. X. Wang 2017). Against the background of public cultural units’ privatization, 

former state-supported dance institutions such as Sichuan Song and Dance Ensemble, 

Shanghai Song and Dance Theatre, and China OSDE etc. have started to transform into 

enterprises. It could be said that the privatization of state-owned dance companies, started in 

the mid-1980s, has witnessed fundamental change for the composition of dance practitioners 

in mainland China (D. Liu, 2016; Wilcox, 2011). 

 

The shift away from egalitarianism disrupted the social structure and mobility of the dance 

industry in contemporary China (Wilcox, 2011, 2012). With the backdrop of smashing the 

“iron rice bowl” and the privatization of public cultural sectors, some artists who used to 

belong to government working units started to engage with diverse creative practices as well 

as making extra money outside their working units in an emerging free-market economy 

(Baranovitch, 2003). It is argued that the temporary contract projects artists from state-owned 

units participated in at this time were a significant breakthrough, as now these artists had 

additional freedoms in choosing where, what, and how to perform. Thus, dance practitioners 

started to gain autonomy and agency to decide their career opportunities, artistic tastes, and 

creative concepts (Mu, 2005, 2013a, 2013c).  

 

With the visions brought about by cultural reforms, the emphasis on economic development 

and the move to a semi capitalist market system meant that money and profit replaced (at 

least to a certain extent) the privileged position that political ideology had enjoyed during the 

Mao era (Galikowski, 1998). Parallel to the alternative choices of engaging with temporary 

contracted jobs outside of governmental units and the privatization trend in culture and arts, 

artists began leaving their governmental units, embarking on private careers which offer them 
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more financial gains and artistic freedom (Lu, 2015; Salmenkari, 2004; Wang, 2019). With 

the endorsement of governmental policies encouraging privatizing and invigorating some 

former public cultural sectors, the cultural reformations have largely diversified the former 

single participant system to the market economy system (Baranovitch, 2003). The multiple 

participants to the market economy after the privatization of the cultural reformations include 

(but were not confined to): state-owned dance institutions, private dance companies, and 

freelance dance artists and so on (Mu, 2007).  

 

At the same time, the privatization and the cultural reformations have led to curtailed 

economically secured positions within governmental working units (Wilcox, 2011, 2012). 

Project-based choreographic jobs, full-time contract jobs offered by private dance companies, 

and self-employment thus emerged and became popular along with the progress of 

privatization (Lian, 2013). With diverse and alternative performance spaces and opportunities 

appearing, artists engaged with creative practices and gained further personal and artistic 

freedom (Cao, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c). The personal and artistic freedom gained by the dance 

practitioners could be seen from the following two points: firstly, over this time, the number 

of private dance companies and individual dance groups increased4 (Cao, 2015e; Friedman, 

2013). Secondly, the notion of the “independent dancer/choreographer” emerged through 

project-based dance creations grew and caught the attention of Chinese dance scholars (Han, 

2016; Lian, 2013; Mu, 2005, 2013a, 2013c). Dance scholar Liu Chun (2016) notes a 

definition of what an “independent choreographer” means in the PRC today. Liu’s definition 

helps to unpack the notion of the independent choreographer based in mainland China. Liu 

Chun (2016) states, 

Broadly speaking, ‘independent choreographer’ means individuals who focus on 
independent projects of artistic creation and who explore distinct dance styles in the 
perspectives of contemporary Chinese dance practitioners. China’s independent dance 
groups, composed of independent dance artists, are examples of learning from Western 
countries. Features of these companies are small-scaled with mobile members, usually 
named after its founder, with unstable funding for choreography. These companies 

 
4 In China’s first-tier cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, several pivotal private dance 
companies started to emerge since the beginning of 1990s. These include full-time private dance 
companies such as Guangdong Modern Dance Company (1992-), Beijing Modern Dance Company 
(1995-), Jin Xin Dance Theatre (1999-), LDTX Theatre (2005-), and TAO Dance Theatre (2008-) etc. 
In addition, increasing numbers of dance studios and groups named by its founders emerged, such as 
Yabin Studio, Xie Xin Dance Theatre, Hu Shenyuan Dance Studio, and Ergao Dance Production 
Group, to name just a few. Dance artists in this study, for example, Wen Hui is the co-founder of 
China’s first privatized dance studio – Beijing Living Dance Studio – which was established in 1994 
(Qing, 2016; Fu, 2017). While Xiao Ke works with her former partner Zi Han under the group name 
XIAO KE x ZI HAN since 2011 (Tian, 2020). 
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would choose to recruit performers before the project starts, and the contract between 
performer and company would automatically pause once the project finishes, and 
performers who were employed could continue to search for available dancing 
opportunities. (p. 1) 

 

It is relevant to unpack Liu’s statement above as the four dance artists who are the focus of 

this PhD study are identified as ‘independent choreographers’ within Chinese dance 

scholarship (Lian, 2013). Liu’s depiction of “independent choreographers” reveals some 

pivotal points. Firstly, it seems that for most contemporary Chinese dance artists, their 

motivations are first and foremost driven by artistic newness in their creations. Yet their 

creative projects are usually practiced within a rather Eurocentric dance framework – as Liu 

Chun explains, they offer “examples of learning from Western countries” (C. Liu, 2016, p. 1). 

The statement implies that more needs to be unpacked regarding modern dance, 

contemporary dance, and its influences in China (see Section 2.1.2). Secondly, ‘independent 

dancer/choreographer’ could be understood as contract workers who shift locations and jobs 

over time, and it can be viewed that they might need to move from space to space, 

internationally and domestically (Mu, 2013a, 2013c). It is perceived that with the constant 

moving between spaces, the old, fixed, and unchanged workplace identity of dance 

practitioners is able to be shifted. Thirdly, looking for available opportunities to create and 

perform dance in a free market is often concerned with pragmatic motivations for 

independent dance artists associated with their survival and sustainability.  

 

The moving status of the ‘independent dance practitioner’ as depicted by Liu is similar to the 

state of ‘nomadism’ (Braidotti, 1994; Deleuze & Guattari, 1988), and signified the 

disintegration of the fixed workplace identity from the Mao era. According to Deleuze and 

Guattari (1988), ‘nomadism’ is a way of life that is characterised by movement across space 

which exists in sharp contrast to the rigid and static boundaries of the state. To be a nomad is 

to be in a constant state of evolution and becoming, never solidified or definitely fixed 

(Deleuze, 1977). Rosi Braidotti (1994) proposed and expanded the notion of ‘nomadic 

subjectivity’ based on the Deleuzian philosophy, and articulates that, “It is the subversion of 

conventions that define the nomadic state, not the literal act of travelling” (Braidotti, 1994, p. 

5). The usage of ‘nomadism’ by Braidotti (1994) argues for a concept of nomadism that is 

“inspired by the experience of peoples or cultures that are literally nomadic” (p. 5), however, 

in relating to the moving status of independent artists in Reform era, the perspective of 

‘nomadism’ offers an opportunity of inspecting the critical consciousness that resists settling 
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into socially coded modes of thought and behaviour that potentially reflected from alternative 

choreographic practices of independent artists in China. It is noted that for one aspect the four 

artists in this research engaged with varying levels of independent choreographic practices in 

different contexts, which signified their dislocation from a secured governmental working 

identity of the Reform era; for another aspect, this research focus on what might be the 

‘socially coded modes of thought and behaviours’ that the four artists resist in their practices. 

The former part of ‘socially coded modes of thought and behaviours’ links to the ‘normative 

gaze’ in dance choreography in China (see Section 2.2), the latter part of ‘resistance’ links to 

‘transgressions’ (see Section1.1.1).  

 

As indicated above, privatization and cultural reformations in China’s Reform era brought 

opportunities for Chinese artists who used to be part of governmental working units to choose 

an independent road. However, behind the choice there might be different reasons or 

motivations to become an independent artist. For example, it is expressed extensively in 

Chinese scholarship that some former state choreographers deliberately chose to become 

‘independent’, due to the views that “art shouldn’t be reduced to work within the system” 

(Lun, 2018, ¶5) and “lack of diversity and the challenge to keep growing in the state-owned 

unit” (Peng, 2016, ¶2). Reasons noted by some dance practitioners reveal that there might be 

diverse desires and motivations to engage with independent choreographic practices (see for 

example: Han, 2016; Lun, 2018; Peng, 2016; Wang, 2019). Motivations and reasons for 

choosing to be independent dance practitioners reflected the freer macroenvironment of 

Chinese society to engage with alternative choreographic practice. 

 

From examining contextual information regarding changes in the macroenvironment of 

Chinese society, which is highly relevant to the choreographic practices of the four artists in 

this study, it could be summarized that the Reform era has broadened and diversified the 

market participants for dance practices in China. The trend of privatization has thus created 

certain expressionistic freedoms for Chinese dance practitioners and alternative paths for 

what it means to be an artist in China (Wang, 2019). Liu Chun’s definition on ‘independent 

dance choreographer’ above (see p. 55) defines that “China’s independent dance groups, 

composed of independent dance artists, are examples of learning from Western countries” 

(2016, p. 1), this statement provokes the question: What are some of the examples of learning 

from Western countries in relation to dance creation and dance education in China? The 

learning and borrowing from Western experiences is one of the repercussions of China’s 
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Reform and Opening-up. For the four artists in this study, some cultural inputs and ideas for 

the Chinese context, such as modern dance and contemporary dance, are the conceptual and 

vocabulary basis of their choreographic practices based in China. 

 
2.2.2 Notions of modern dance and contemporary dance in the context of China 

 

Choreographic practices practiced by the four artists, Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and 

Jiang Fan, are situated within the context of modern dance and contemporary dance, which is 

rooted in “Euro-American derived concert dance” (Buckland, 2007, p. 6). Styles, techniques, 

and concepts of modern dance and contemporary dance have formed the choreographic 

vocabularies of the four dance artists featured in this study. To offer clarity for this thesis, this 

section of the literature review seeks to provide a brief overview of several terms which have 

been coined and utilized in dance research written by Chinese dance scholars. Specifically, 

this requires unpacking the differences between the terms: ‘Chinese modern dance’ (Lian, 

2013; Mu, 2013b; Ou, 1998; Yu, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2015d; Yuan, 2013), ‘Chinese 

contemporary dance’ (Qi & Zhao, 2018), and ‘contemporary Chinese dance’ (Ou, 2012; 

Qing, 2015). The combination and order of the words ‘Chinese’ and ‘modern’, ‘Chinese’ and 

‘contemporary’ could be confusing for many, and could bring misunderstandings within 

scholarship (particularly when working with these terms translated into English). However, 

these terms are used to describe distinctly different dance practices within a Chinese context 

and therefore warrant discussion and clarification. As the four artists in this study engage 

with choreography under these terms, the concepts provide a point of departure to analyse 

their choreographic practices and dance learning experiences.  

 

It is noted that folk-influenced artistic forms, such as Chinese classical dance and Chinese 

ethnic minority folk dance were, and still are, the two dominant codified genres in formal and 

non-formal dance education settings in China (Feng, 2002). An important change to artistic 

creation with the transition into the era of Reform and Opening-up is the degree of 

liberalization and autonomy that was gained and experienced by artistic practitioners in China 

(Baranovitch, 2003; Gladston, 2014, 2015; Wang, 2019). The liberalization implied that with 

China reconnecting with the world, different artistic forms were introduced to the country. 

Before delving specifically into the field of dance, the following explanation for 

‘contemporary Chinese art’ might provide a general view of the relationship between art and 

the macroenvironment of Chinese society: 
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The term ‘contemporary Chinese art’ is used widely in anglophone contexts to denote 
various forms of ‘avant-garde’, ‘experimental’ and ‘museum-based’ visual arts 
produced as part of the liberalization of culture that has taken place within the PRC 
following the confirmation of Deng Xiaoping’s programme of economic and social 
reforms […] contemporary Chinese art is consequently considered to be a localized 
variant of postmodernism whose hybridizing of differing cultural outlooks/modes of 
production has the potential to act as a locus for the deconstruction of supposedly 
authoritative meanings. (Gladston, 2015, p. 54)  

 

The above statement from Paul Gladston (2015) reveals that the emergence of contemporary 

Chinese art is seen as the result of the liberation of culture in the era of Reform and Opening-

up. It is considered that with China restoring its cultural exchange activities with other 

countries, hybridization and localization of different cultural outlooks is viewed as a basic 

route to develop contemporary Chinese art (Wang & Long, 1999; Zhao, 2000). 

 

One of the consequences of China opening up to the outside world in relation to dance 

education and creation was the introduction, development, and adaptation of ‘modern dance’ 

in the late 1980s (Yang & Li, 1997; Yang, 1994, 2013). Modern dance is usually regarded as 

a uniquely 20th century American art form (Butterworth, 2011; Copeland, 2004; Limón, 

1966). The choreographic ideas expressed and utilized by the four artists in this study can be 

traced back to the origins of modern dance in China, where the establishment of the 

Guangdong Dance School in 1987 paved the way for adapting and mixing Western dance 

practices into a ‘national’ form of dance in contemporary China (Yang, 2013). Techniques 

and notions represented within American modern dance were introduced to mainland China 

through the establishment of the four-year dance programme at Guangdong Dance School 

(Yang, 2013; Miao, 2019). Under the context of the Reform and Opening-up policy in China, 

the modern dance programme in Guangzhou provided a new vision and physical liberation 

for Chinese dance practitioners. At the same time, the four-year modern dance programme 

established at Guangdong Dance School tends to be thought of as the ‘beginning’ of Chinese 

modern dance (Feng, 2002; Wang, 1999). It was at this point where a clear process of 

hybridization occurred between practices from the West and practices from mainland China 

(Miao, 2019). 

 

Within the modern dance programme in Guangdong, American teachers who taught different 

techniques of modern dance were appointed by the ACC and the American Dance Festival 

(ADF) to be part of the Guangdong Dance School’s faculty (Miao, 2019). Within Chinese 
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dance scholarship and communities, the history and people involved in the Guangdong 

programme are often referred to as the “mentor-disciple” (Cao, 2015c, p. 21) connection for 

modern dance between America and China. In the Chinese context, learning and adapting 

‘modern dance’ to the Chinese context created a situation where Chinese dancers and 

choreographers became positioned as ‘learners’ (disciple), and dance practitioners from 

Europe and North America as ‘teachers’ (mentor). The relationship of ‘mentor-disciple’ 

implied that China started its modern dance path by introducing ‘authentic’ techniques from 

the U.S.A.  

 

After years of development and adoption of modern dance within the Chinese context, 

terminology emerged as part of this evolution which is used widely in Chinese dance 

scholarship. One key term used is ‘Chinese modern dance’ (zhongguo xiandaiwu/中国现代

舞) (Mu, 2013b; Ou, 1998), which acknowledges the American modern dance techniques 

working alongside Chinese characteristics or “mental attitude” (jingshen mianmao/精神面貌) 

(Cao, 2015a, p. 11). The fusion of the two different cultures within this dance practice is 

viewed as the basic underpinnings of Chinese modern dance. As Yang Meiqi (2013) clarifies, 

the main goal of the four-year programme of modern dance in Guangzhou was as follows: 

The general principle for this programme is that the main purpose of this programme is 
to gain thorough understanding and knowledge towards the genre known as modern 
dance, rather than affiliates to any genres of American modern dance. Through learning 
a diverse style of modern dance, we aim to cultivate modern dance dancers who plan to 
develop their career based in China. Charles (President of American Dance Festival) 
then indicated that the main content of American modern dance is composed of 
techniques from Martha Graham, José Limón and Merce Cunningham, teachers 
teaching modern dance are also categorized according to techniques they experts in 
[…] In the end we chose to learn the technique of José Limón as our foundation. (p. 31) 

 

Yang’s statement above indicates that learning from and gaining knowledge of modern dance 

were the major motivations for establishing  the programme in Guangdong. The methods of 

teaching and learning within the programme mainly occurred through replicating different 

techniques offered by American teachers. The purpose of the training is pragmatic in the 

sense that learning modern dance serves to strengthen the versatility of young Chinese 

dancers (Yang, 1995) as China regained its connection with the world. Cao Chengyuan5, the 

 
5 Cao Chengyuan (曹诚渊): Also known as Willy Tsao, is a Hong Kong choreographer, artistic director, dancer, 
and dance educator. Cao is the founder and artistic director of both City Contemporary Dance Company in Hong 
Kong (香港城市当代舞团) and Beijing Dance/LDTX company (北京雷动天下舞团), as well as the managing 
director of Guangdong Modern Dance Company (广东现代舞团) (Yang & Li, 1997; Gao & Rong, 2002). 
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former artistic director of Guangdong Modern Dance Company, explains the influence from 

the U.S.A and the ADF on the Chinese dance community when China reconnected with the 

world in the 1980s in a series of articles entitled Chinese Modern Dance published in 

Mandarin (Cao, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c, 2014d, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2015d, 2015e, 2015f, 

2015g, 2015h, 2015i) . The main concern Cao expresses in his articles is that the U.S.A and 

the ADF played major roles in developing modern dance in China. The narrative of ‘Chinese 

modern dance’ is not only the strategy of how the Chinese dance community digests and 

deals with imported Western culture, but also the cultural context for dance practitioners who 

create and perform dance by incorporating techniques and concepts of modern dance in 

China (Cao, 2014a).  

 

With the notions of “contemporary Chinese art” in mind (see Gladston, 2015, p. 54), the 

above statements made by Cao (2014a) and Yang (2013) unveil that the nature of ‘Chinese 

modern dance’ is thus the hybridization of two different cultural outlooks: modern dance 

from the U.S.A, and folk-influenced forms imply Chinese ethnicity and traditional culture. 

Practices of ‘Chinese modern dance’ could be perceived as adopting an approach of synthesis 

which might create hybridized aesthetic influences and perceptions. With such hybridized 

aesthetic dance forms becoming part of the dance education system in China, the terms that 

emerge could rationalize the phenomena that foreign cultural hegemony may also have a 

significant impact on dance practices (Martin, 2011). It can be observed that the domination 

of particular Eurocentric modes of pedagogy and practice may linger within locations such as 

schools, universities and other dance education settings, even in very subtle ways (Martin, 

2012). The ‘mentor-disciple’ relationship mentioned by Cao (2015c), and the establishment 

of modern dance across China’s professional dance training systems connect to the notion of 

cultural hegemony as a result of international dance education (Martin, 2012). Cultural 

hegemony could be viewed as a replication or emulation of foreign practices (Rowe, 2008). 

In relation to dance teaching and learning, it could be viewed that many dance education 

systems are dominated by Eurocentric paradigms (Dei & Simmons, 2010), where Western 

dance teaching methods have been perceived as ‘superior’ and ‘enlightened’ (Dyer, 2009; 

Shapiro, 2008).  

 

The notions of ‘Chinese modern dance’ and ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ could be seen as 

the embodiment of the dance genre gaze rooted in professional dance training in China (see 

Section 2.1.2). The genre of ‘Chinese modern dance’ has become firmly institutionalized and 
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used widely, as modern dance became a compulsory course in tertiary dance education 

settings in China (Lian, 2013; Mu, 2013b; Yuan, 2013). For some private modern dance 

companies such as the Guangdong Modern Dance Company, the Beijing Modern Dance 

Company, and the Beijing LDTX Theatre, their choreographic works are usually referred to 

as ‘Chinese modern dance’ (Yang, 1994). As modern dance was introduced and established 

as a course in Chinese dance education in the mid-1980s, increasing numbers of tertiary 

dance education institutions opened departments of choreography or departments of dance 

studies which aimed to educate Chinese dancers who were committed to creating and 

performing modern dance (You, 2007).  

 

The term ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ is another highly localized concept that is relevant to 

this study (Lv, 2013b; Qi & Zhao, 2018; Tong, 2018; Zeng, 2018). ‘Chinese contemporary 

dance’ is a term which is ambiguous, uncertain, and most of the time can be juxtaposed and 

substituted with the notion of ‘Chinese modern dance’. In the context of Western concert 

dance, there is no unified, identifiable aesthetic for contemporary dance (Mitra, 2015; 

Pouillaude, 2016). It is claimed by some authors that countries that were not so influenced by 

American modern dance, such as the UK, rely on the term ‘contemporary dance’ (Gu, 2013). 

Other dance scholars state that contemporary dance from the UK or Europe was influenced 

by American modern dance (Butterworth, 2011), and the trajectory of contemporary dance 

has radically influenced the development of dance theatre/Tanztheatre in Europe 

(Butterworth, 2011). Placing ‘contemporary dance’ in a broader context, it is generally 

viewed that the art of contemporary dance is a fusion of style (Bannerman, 2000), time-based 

(Lepecki, 2012), multi-referential, cutting edge, critically self-reflective, and indecipherable 

in many ways (Kwan, 2017). In short, the term ‘contemporary dance’ can be understood to be 

a Eurocentrically loaded phrase, and a practice that is “dominated by Euro-American artists” 

(Kwan, 2017, p. 39). At the same time, it can be viewed that the concept of contemporary 

dance is fraught and contended across various dance genres and contexts (Burridge & 

Frumberg, 2020; Katrak, 2011; Rowe, 2009), and this thesis does not seek to resolve such 

tensions and disparate views.  

 

Among the prevailing discourse of Chinese dance scholarship, even though the term 

‘contemporary dance’ is full of Eurocentric colour (Ou, 2008) and has contentious viewpoints 

in China (Qi & Zhao, 2018), there is a clear awareness that ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ is 

definitely not the counterpart to contemporary Western dance (Qi & Zhao, 2018). At the 
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same time, however, ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ can also be seen in the choreography 

which, to a certain degree, is associated with Eurocentric practices.  

 

The term ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ shows that there is flexibility of the term and that it 

can often be replaced with – ‘contemporary Chinese dance’ in Chinese dance scholarship and 

practices. According to Chinese American dance scholar SanSan Kwan (2017), in the world 

dance context ‘contemporary’ usually manifests as an adjective appended to a regional form 

(i.e., contemporary African dance, contemporary Asian dance). The context often reminds us 

of “the complex legacies and negotiations, distinctions and exclusions that post-colonialism 

and globalization have wrought on taxonomies of dance” (Kwan, 2017, p. 38), as well as 

“encompass both the temporal and the aesthetic connotations of ‘contemporary’” (Kwan, 

2017, p. 45). Aesthetically, this can include works that incorporate Western contemporary 

dance – dance theatre, post-modern dance, and contemporary – into a local form (Ou, 2012; 

Qing, 2015). It also can include works that represent socialist ideals which advocate realism – 

especially dance dramas combining Chinese classical dance and Chinese folk dance (Wilcox, 

2019). The term ‘contemporary Chinese dance’ is thus referring to dance linked to 

‘contemporaneity’ (Feng, 2002, 2019), focusing on “what dance is ‘now’” (Rowe, 2007, p. 

9). Within this study, the four dance artists work within the context of the contemporary 

Chinese dance community, where dance is “a practice of contemporaneity” (Lepecki, 2012, 

p. 15) that opens new possibilities for choreography.  

 

Literature presented in the sections above set the scene for the context regarding styles, skills, 

and aesthetics of contemporary choreographic practices that the four artists are situated 

within. Changes and shifts from the Mao era to the Reform era, that might have impacted 

dance practitioners in mainland China and their practices, have explored.  

 

2.3 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter key ideas from the literature that are relevant to this thesis have been presented 

and critically examined. Significant issues and questions are raised, reflected on, and 

critiqued. 
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Firstly, issues regarding the conservatoire model of dance education and authoritarian 

pedagogy in the Chinese dance context were considered. A discussion of the powerful role of 

dance institutes and how their teaching methods function as discourses and conventional 

codes related to the classroom were noted. Perspectives and meanings of Foucauldian terms 

such as ‘gaze’ (Foucault, 1973, 1977a,), ‘discourse’ (Foucault, 1972), and ‘docile bodies’ 

(1977a) were presented. The idea that product-oriented choreographic philosophies are 

sought within dance education in China was examined.  

 

The second section of this chapter investigated the notion of the ‘ideal dancing body’ within 

the context of China. The notion that ideal dancing bodies are culturally constructed was 

highlighted and discourses including ‘codified dance genres’ and ‘technique and movement 

oriented ideals’ were discussed. This was followed by the exploration of the dominant 

position of Socialist Realism and reflection theory in relation to creating dramatized dance 

works in China. Extending on this exploration discourses of creating the ‘specific ideal’ 

characters in socialist literature and art, as well as the framework of ‘mega-narratives’ were 

considered. These discourses set the scene and the base for understanding the dramatized 

normative gaze in dance of China. 

 

Thirdly, the roles of dancers and choreographers and the collective processes of dancemaking 

were investigated. This was followed by the discussion that the choreographer can be 

perceived as ‘central’ and the choreographic process is fundamentally didactic in the context 

of China. It can be noted that while there is not a vast body of scholarly literature in 

Mandarin investigating choreographic processes, the inquiries presented offer a platform for 

this research to build from. 

 

Fourthly, contextual information relating to China’s Reform era and development of dance 

and dance practitioners within it were investigated. It can be viewed that transitioning into the 

market economy in China has brought possibilities of developing multiple dance practices in 

the landscape of dance in China. The emergence of the ‘independent dance artist’ in the 

1990s suggests that dance practitioners were able to work and create dance outside of the 

fixed governmental working units, and started to have more opportunities and choices in 

dance creation. The investigation towards the background of contemporary Chinese society 
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and its changes is the point of departure to further understand desires and motivations of 

choreographic practices of the artists. 

 

Finally, notions of ‘Chinese modern dance’, ‘Chinese contemporary dance’, and 

‘contemporary Chinese dance’ were explored and defined. Histories and the institutionalized 

process of modern dance in China have provided stylistic vocabularies and techniques for 

dance artists to engage with in contemporary choreographic practice. The potential issues of 

cultural hegemony of modern dance and its impacts on practitioners have been presented. The 

synthesis of modern dance and contemporary dance with Chinese identity has formed the 

new norm of how these two dance genres are presented in contemporary Chinese society. The 

clarification of these terms is for the purpose to comb through the contexts and vocabularies 

that the four artists situated and practiced with. 

 

This literature review has established the terrain this PhD study sits on, and the theories and 

questions raised throughout this chapter not only provide a theoretical foundation for this 

research to build on, but also provoke further critical reflection through the analysis and 

discussion chapters of this thesis. 
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Chapter 3: Research methods 
 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used to explore the overarching research 

question: How might resistance to the normative gaze manifest as transgressive 

choreographic practices? This is a question investigated through the narratives of four dance 

artists navigating the Reform era in China. The first section of this chapter presents the 

research framework and theory used to explore the personal narratives of four dance artists 

under the context of China’s Reform era, with an articulation of a post-positivist paradigm 

and qualitative research. The second section articulates my position as the researcher in this 

study as both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ to the research query. The third section identifies 

ethnography as the primary research method, with an exploration of narrative inquiry and 

how this has been incorporated into the study. The research design is then further discussed, 

where data collection methods are elucidated, with a discussion of interviews as the mode of 

data collection. This is followed by a discussion of the subsequent data analysis. Finally, the 

limitations and challenges of the study are presented and discussed.  

 

3.1 Research framework and theory 

 

This study adopted a post-positivist paradigm, as it does not aim to express a singular unified 

perspective, rather it seeks multiple perspectives and meanings (Borland, 1990; Guba & 

Lincoln, 1982; Philips & Burbles, 2000; Ryan, 2006). A post-positivist approach towards 

research may be beneficial when exploring complex participant experiences that are 

interconnected, and bursting with multiple truths (Foster-Sproull, 2017). While the 

experiences of the four artists participating in this research might resonate with experiences 

of others in a multiplicity of settings, my intention as a researcher was not to produce a set of 

standardized experiences. Rather, I was interested in how these four individuals manifest 

their transgressions and differences through multiple and diverse choreographic ideas and 

approaches that they include in their choreographic practices. A post-positivist perspective 

was selected for this research with the aim to enable distinct experiences to be shared, and 

with no one voice being viewed as more valuable than another (Guba & Lincoln, 1982). 

Therefore, this research offers a variety of interpretations of the research findings whilst 

acknowledging my own subjective position in the research.  
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Within this post-positivist paradigm, I have selected to take a qualitative approach to the 

research topic. Qualitative research has been selected as a way of understanding the 

“meanings people bring” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3) with their experiences to the 

research rather than aiming to classify features, provide statistical data and test hypotheses 

(Hoy & Adams, 2015; Su, 2018). Qualitative research is considered to be relevant to this 

study, as it allows space to uncover various meanings and themes that might underpin the 

behaviours, attitudes, experiences, and feelings (Robson & Foster, 1989; Ryan, 2006) of the 

four artists’ practices. A strength of qualitative research is its ability to provide complex 

textual descriptions of how people experience a given research issue, as McLeod (2001) 

explains, “the aim of qualitative research is to develop understandings of how the world is 

constructed” (p. 3). This research examines four artists’ choreographic practices, and is 

located in the context of China. Therefore, it is expected that the four artists’ experiences as 

individuals might be diverse, and they might have different perspectives in relation to the 

terrain of choreography in China. Consequently, a qualitative methodology enables me, as the 

researcher, the opportunity to inspect various descriptions and meanings shared by the four 

dance artists.  

 

Both qualitative research and a post-positivist approach are related to how they can offer 

multiple perspectives of the area under investigation. Throughout the study I have aimed to 

apply both openness and rigor to this research to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

experiences of artistic views, creative approaches, motivations, and desires behind the 

choreographic practices of the four artists in a variety of ways. Through the lens of a post-

positivist paradigm and qualitative research, this study values personal views and experiences 

that have the potential to provide insights for choreography in the context of the dance 

community in China. 

 

3.2 Insider and outsider – my position as the researcher 

 

As I unravelled in the introduction chapter to this thesis, as a dance learner, a dance teacher, 

and a dance researcher whose dance education and practices in China have spanned 

approximately 16 years, my choice to conduct my PhD degree in New Zealand has situated 

me as both an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’ for this study (Aiello & Nero, 2019). 
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As a Chinese national who was born and grew up in a Mandarin speaking environment, my 

‘outsider’ perspective is primarily due to the fact that I need to conduct and fulfil the research 

in English. Conducting research and drafting the thesis in my second language positions my 

identity in this research as an ‘outsider’ in one sense. My ‘outsider’ perspective for this 

research has also occurred in the process of my translation of the interviewees’ narratives and 

my fieldnotes, where, as expressed in the note about translation at the opening of this thesis, 

means that understandings and meanings of the same phenomenon in two different cultural 

and linguistic contexts might take time to emerge.  

 

As a dance researcher who comes from China and who has experienced dance learning, 

teaching, and involvement in the Chinese dance community, my experience is also a crucial 

part of this research. In this respect I am an ‘insider’ for this research. Believing that reality is 

socially constructed, post-positivists hold the opinion that “subjectivity is not only 

unavoidable but may even be helpful in giving researchers and participants a more 

meaningful understanding of people and research themes” (Green & Stinson, 1999, p. 93). It 

is therefore important to note that my voice and choices as a researcher impact my research 

pathways and foci within this study. It is impossible to remove one’s biography, politics, and 

relationships from the research process. Rather than allowing personal perspectives and 

history to become a hindrance in the research and analysis, facing, acknowledging, and 

incorporating these aspects into the research can enhance the depth and meaning of 

interpretations, by adding another layer to the research. Through valuing my voice as the 

researcher, and also acknowledging the process of meaning making between the research 

participants and I, my own learning and researching experiences also contribute to this 

exploration of contemporary choreographic practice in China. 

  

My position as an ‘insider’ in this research is also seen in my involvement with dance 

communities in China, many of which I already had connections with from my past 

experiences. When conducting research in China, some researchers have noted that a 

significant quality needed to achieve within qualitative research is guanxi (relationships) 

(Lawrence, 2020). Guanxi is a term stemming from Confucian ideology that describes the 

“relation-centred and collaborative culture that seeks relationship harmony” (Qian et al., 

2019, p. 2) and is considered to be essential for human, political, and business relationships in 

China (Qi, 2013). In conducting this study, I have sought to build a rapport and a trusting and 

open relationship with my participants. 
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At the same time however, there are some challenges being an insider when conducting 

research, and these must be acknowledged. There is the possibility as in knowing any group, 

community, or environment well, that assumptions are made, things may be taken for granted 

and personal opinions may become involved in the research (Martin, 2012). It is possible that 

the issue of ‘hierarchy’ and ‘power’ between a researcher and participants can appear in 

qualitative research and ethnographic interviews (Anyan, 2013; Chen, 2011; Grau, 1999). For 

the qualitative interviewer, the interview situation described as a dialogue should suggest an 

egalitarian status for both the interviewer and the interviewee. However, this may not always 

be the case, and there can be power imbalances in the interview encounter.  

  

In this research I got to know my participants mostly through informal situations and through 

introductions from friends and colleagues in the dance community in China. For some of my 

participants I had read writings and reviews about their works and personally watched their 

performances before we officially met. It is noted that the artists in this study are generally 

viewed as experienced independent artists within both Chinese and international contexts 

(Lian, 2013; Cappella, 2020; Huber & Chuan, 2014; Qing, 2016; Seetoo, 2020; Tian, 2020; 

Winship, 2018; Zhang, 2013, 2014). However, my identity as a student researcher sometimes 

had the potential to place me in a ‘weak’ position during our conversations. Therefore, it is 

worth considering a question that has been asked by other qualitative researchers, that is, how 

might power dynamics between the researcher and the participants shape and inform 

discussions and findings within qualitative research? (Durkin et al., 2020; Elwood & Martin, 

2000) 

 

My insider/outsider perspective and standpoint (Mullings, 1999; Sherif, 2001) enables me to 

bring diverse insights to the study. The combination of being both an insider and an outsider 

comes from my background and personal identity as a Chinese dance researcher doing a PhD 

in New Zealand. Being an ‘outsider’, in the sense that I am a researcher standing outside of 

the research context of China, enables me to deeply reflect on the phenomenon in a language 

other than Chinese, which might produce different perspectives. However, being an ‘insider’ 

means that I could build connections and communication with my participants and follow up 

changes and development concerning the specific cultural context of this research.  

 

3.3 Research methods 
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It is considered that a qualitative researcher does not merely apply a method, but works from 

within an approach (McLeod, 2001). The researcher’s ‘approach’ comprises an appreciation 

of the conceptual and historical meanings implicit in the research act (McLeod, 2001). For 

this study I have selected an ethnographic mode of inquiry to investigate the research topic. 

Within a qualitative approach, ethnography can involve participation, observation, 

interviewing, and writing about a particular group of people, specific culture, or environment 

(Martin, 2012). Ethnography often involves the researcher collecting data from the field, a 

practice that has its roots in the anthropological history of the method (Clair, 

2003).  Furthermore, as Edward Bruner (1997) notes “ethnographies are guided by an 

implicit narrative structure” (p. 264). With this in mind, the narratives gathered in this study 

have been purposefully developed to become central features within the research process. 

 

3.3.1 Ethnographic inquiry 

 

Approaches to ethnography where an ‘outsider’ immerses themselves in a culture foreign to 

their own, to then write ‘truths’ about that particular culture have been critiqued, with several 

discussions citing such approaches as ‘old-fashioned’ and ‘out-dated’ (Davis, 2008; Katz, 

2019). Contemporary ethnography as a mode of inquiry enables the researcher to investigate 

personal accounts, narratives, and descriptions  about ways of life and experiences of the 

world (Draper, 2015). In contemporary ethnography, researchers are often already members, 

insiders, of the cultures or sub-cultures they are investigating. In this context, participant 

observation involves techniques to make transparent this insider-yet-outsider status, what 

Cudmore and Sondermeyer (2007) described as “living in the borderlands” (p. 28). Mitchell 

(2007) argues that “ ‘Ethnography’... has effectively become a catch-all term to describe any 

form of long-term qualitative research... [It] means, literally, ‘writing culture’” (p. 55). 

Martin (2012) explains that ethnography’s ability to ‘evoke’ narratives and experiences of 

people and places is done with the intention to acknowledge the complexity of the social 

worlds that we are involved in, whilst also being aware of their limitations. The abilities to 

‘evoke’ experiences and ‘writing’ about people in the practice of ethnography provide space 

to capture multiple layers of narratives and experiences through evocative and vivid written 

dialogues.  
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This study is situated in the context of mainland China under the current Reform era, and the 

four dance artists’ practices are part of China’s modern dance and contemporary dance 

practices. Within the study, the narratives and conversations that I had with my four 

participants were documented and discussed with a focus on their choreographic practices 

created and performed within a Chinese context. The mode of ethnography has enabled me as 

a researcher to spend time with these four artists and their work, to present, describe, and 

analyse their artistic statements, approaches, motivations, and the desires behind their 

transgressions and differences, while also delving into the complex landscape of their 

choreographic practices. It is expected that multiple layers of meanings and various 

repercussions of their experiences will emerge in writing and documenting their practices. 

With such ideas taken into consideration, I see that ethnography works as an appropriate 

methodological framework in this study. 

 

Dance ethnography in China has tended to be focused on writing about cultures and dance 

belonging to folk art and ethnic minorities (Y, R. Wang, 2015). Chinese dance scholar Liu 

Xiaozhen (2016, 2017) expresses that the Chinese experience of dance anthropology is highly 

relevant to the historical shifts of China. Liu Xiaozhen (2017) contends that the Chinese 

experience of dance anthropology is akin to the description made in the I Ching (yi jing/易

经) which said, “We look at the ornamental figures of the sky, and thereby ascertain the 

changes of the seasons. We look at the ornamental observances of society, and understand 

how the processes of transformation are accomplished all under heaven” (观乎天文以察时

变，观乎人文以化成天下) (p. 141). Based on this, Liu Xiaozhen (2017) stated that dance in 

China is always associated with ceremonial civilization from an ‘insider’ position to judge 

the Chinese experience on anthropological writings in dance. She further proposed the notion 

of “flowing ceremonial order” (流动的礼制) to summarize the Chinese experience of 

‘writing’ dance (p. 141). Liu’s articulation illustrates the close relationship of dance 

ethnography and traditional folk dances or state-sanctioned dance in China. In contrast, using 

an ethnographic approach to document, write, and research contemporary independent dance 

practices is not often seen. Over recent years Chinese dance scholars have witnessed the 

systematic introduction and translation of articles published by dance ethnographers written 

in English. For example, An Anthropologist Looks at Ballet as A Form of Folk Dance written 

by Kealiinohomoku (1970) was translated into Chinese in 2016 (Kealiinohomuku, 2016), and 

Dance Ethnography and the Anthropology of Dance written by Kaeppler (2000) was also 
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translated into Chinese in 2016 (Kaeppler, 2016). At the same time however, there is an 

increasing number of Mandarin publications focusing on dance ethnography in relation to 

contemporary Chinese dance practices (see for examples: X. Z. Liu, 2017; Liu, 2019a, 2019b; 

Liu & Wang, 2017).  

 

Specifically, Liu and Wang’s study (2017) posited changes of the focus of conducting and 

writing dance ethnography in China. The authors argued that,  

it is not valid anymore if researchers only trying to assess and comment on a local 
dance form based on his or her past dance experiences… researchers of dance 
anthropology should integrate participant observation and in-depth interviews to 
understand dance practices in different contexts. (p. 47)  

 

Liu and Wang also contended that dance ethnographers should have the ability to “feel and 

relate to the field with emotion and enthusiasm” (p. 48), and that in entering the field the 

researcher should “pay attention to interact with their participants” (p. 49). What has been 

revealed of the writings of Liu and Wang (2017) refer to the research focus and interests of 

contemporary Chinese scholarship on dance ethnography. In addition, the emphasis of 

‘embodied knowledge’ in analyzing dance culture, dance movement, and dance forms in 

different contexts of China has been highlighted (Liu, 2019a, 2019b). This is followed by 

introducing and advocating for ideas such as “proprioception, somatesthesia, kinesthetic 

empathy, synaesthesia” (Liu & Wang, 2017, p. 48) and the use of Labanotation (Liu & Wang, 

2017, p. 49) in writing and documenting dance experiences in the field. In relation to this 

PhD study, I am not seeking to analyze particular movements that are performed and created 

by the four artists, nor do I see the relevance in using Labanotation to explore my research 

query. Instead, by adopting ethnographic inquiry, this PhD study focuses on the experiences 

of the normative gaze, meanings, and approaches behind moments of transgression, which 

may relate to wider social structures and histories. Through documenting and analysing the 

four artists’ narratives, this research intends to unravel repercussions of dance education and 

encounters in China. 

 

Ethnographic research often refers to the concept of ‘the field’ or ‘fieldwork’, and this can 

include “the academy, where research is initiated, where the people we speak with live, and 

the social contexts and settings in which research is funded and made available to various 

audiences” (Till, 2001, p. 47). The definition of ‘field’ means that within contemporary 

ethnographic practices the term can indicate outside the settings of the academic institution, 
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with the researcher going to the site of investigation to gather information (Burgess, 2006). 

This study started during the first China Contemporary Dance Biennale at the end of August 

2019, when I had time and available resources to travel between China and New Zealand. My 

initial plan was to conduct a multi-sited ethnography  where I would spend several months 

immersed in the independent dance communities in Beijing and Shanghai, spending much 

time with the four artists (Marcus, 1995, 1998). I completed six weeks ethnographic 

fieldwork in Shanghai in 2019. However, as I was preparing, writing, and transcribing 

narratives and notes from this six week period, the world suddenly faced the COVID-19 

pandemic, which started on 31 December, 2019 (World Health Organization, 2021). 

 

During the time of COVID-19, with travel severely restricted and the possibility to physically 

go to ‘the field’ becoming nearly impossible, conducting research has had to shift through a 

variety of methods (Howlett, 2021; Lawrence, 2020; Moises Jr, 2020; Sedysheva, 2020; 

Superfine, 2020). Some qualitative researchers noticed that perhaps the most notable 

challenge during the pandemic was adapting “face-to-face ethnographic fieldwork and 

participatory mapping to virtual space” (Faulkner, 2021, p. 172). The turmoil of COVID-19 

has severely impacted the original timeline and plans of the fieldwork for this research and 

forced me to re-design the research methods and plans of this study. Considering the near 

complete shutdown of the New Zealand border, and cities and universities having 

unpredictable lockdowns, this research quickly adopted online interviews to continue data 

collection at this special time. The inclusion of online interviews, using platforms like Zoom 

and WeChat were a compromise for the conventional face-to-face ethnographic fieldwork. 

The interview process will be further unpacked in Section 3.4.1. 

 

For qualitative researchers, and especially ethnographers, mediated approaches can resolve 

some of the limitations caused by social distancing measures and our inability to access the 

fields and populations we study (Lobe et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the adoption of online 

approaches raises new methodological and epistemological concerns around understanding of 

presence, field relations, observation, and (not) “being there” in one’s field site (Hannerz, 

2003, p. 202).  

 

McGranahan (2014) argues that ethnographic research typically refers to,  

an ethnographer in the field conducting participant-observation paired with a range of 
other methods, living within a community, and getting deeply into the rhythms, logics, 
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and complications of life as lived by a people in a place, or perhaps by peoples in 
places (p. 24).  

 

Participation and observation could be said to be crucial to gain ethnographic sensibility in 

conducting fieldwork (Shah, 2017). Within this research, my initial plan for my ethnographic 

fieldwork included travel between different cities and engaged with two months of 

observation and participation other than semi-structured interviews. Due to the travel 

limitations of COVID-19, this study eventually adopted and focused on semi-structured 

interviews of the dance artists in the major cities of China, Beijing, and Shanghai, as a 

compromise. The data collection process will be further unpacked in the Section of 3.4.1. 

 

3.3.2 The dancing narratives 

 

Within an ethnographic approach, this research has focused on the narratives of four dance 

artists. It is acknowledged that narrative research is considered an important means for 

understanding human experience (Polkinghorne, 1995). A narrative can be seen as an “oral, 

written, or filmed account of events told to others or oneself” (Smith, 2000, p.328), with the 

study of the narrative being viewed as an investigation of the multiple ways in which people 

experience the world (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Richardson, 1990). The narrative method 

relies on interviews that allow space for the natural way people converse, through memories 

and storytelling (Bold, 2012). In other words, narrative research draws on diverse disciplines 

and interdisciplinary fields of research, including elements of literary, historical, 

anthropological, sociological, physiological,  and cultural studies (Snook, 2012). 

 

Using a narrative method to gather and share the collected data, the researcher can decide 

how to transform the narrative accounts into written text. As Catherine Riessman (2005) 

explains, narratives do not speak for themselves, “they require interpretation when used as 

data” (p. 2). Therefore, the role of the researcher during the interviews is not to be passive, 

but rather, the researcher’s role is to interpret the underlying themes and concepts of the 

interviewees’ stories (Reiley & Hawe, 2005). With these interpretations relating “to the 

purposes of the inquiry which, at the time of writing, may have evolved from the purposes 

originally conceived for the project and in terms of which much of the data was collected” 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 11).  In accordance with the main research question 

motivating the study, I have sought to present the artists’ narratives where they are expressing 
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their construction towards the normative gaze, their attitudes to the gaze, and their 

choreographic approaches utilized in their choreographic works.  

 

Within dance research many scholars have used narratives as a means to explore experiences 

of dancers, teachers, and choreographers (for example see: Bond & Deans, 1997; Buck, 2021; 

Martin, 2012, 2016; Martin & Chen, 2020; Rowe et al., 2015; Wainwright & Turner, 2004). 

However, there are still a limited number of studies that share the narratives of those who 

engage with independent choreographic practices in China. Therefore, this research aims to 

provide insightful perspectives on contemporary dance practices of independent Chinese 

dance artists through the documentation and analysis of their narratives. 

 

3.4 Data collection 

 

The research material for this investigation has been collected primarily via interviews, in-

person, and online. In addition, this research also considers journals, videos, and photos, 

which were provided by the artists as the supplementary materials for the research, these have 

been significant in building the narratives shared by the four participants. 

 

3.4.1 Interviews 

 

Interviews have been used as a main data collection method in this research. Interviews are 

viewed as a popular method of collecting data in qualitative research (Seidman, 2006), and 

collecting diverse opinions, perspectives, and language through in-depth interviews has been 

integral to this PhD study. It is acknowledged that “the cultures of the interviewer and 

interviewee affect the perceptions and behaviours of the interview” (Westby, 1990, p. 102). 

In order to examine the experiences of the four artists’ choreographic practices, semi-

structured interviews that are conversational in style were used. Semi-structured interviews 

are often formed around open-ended questions and topics of discussion. This approach allows 

an interviewer to open space for discussion around various thoughts and ideas (DiCicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). In semi-structured interviews a topic guide is used, which can 

remind the interviewer to cover relevant issues (Harrell & Bradley, 2009).  

 

This research responds to and illuminates emergent queries related to what, how, and why 

four dance artists engage with choreographic practices. This information was collected 
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through face-to-face individual semi-structured interviews and semi-structured interviews via 

online communication. The four dance artists invited to take part in the research are currently 

based in Shanghai and Beijing. They were identified to take part in this research as they are 

all independent dance artists whose choreographic ideas and approaches are conceived as 

different from the mainstream dance productions such as Chinese classical dance and Chinese 

folk dance practices. I noticed the four of them while I was in China as a dance researcher, 

and I got to know them through introductions from my Chinese colleagues. I had the chance 

to meet and interview three of the artists, Zhang Xian, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan, in person and 

conduct face-to-face interviews during November and December 2019. However, for Wen 

Hui, a dance artist based in Beijing, due to the travel restrictions and lockdown of COVID-

19, we had one semi-structured interview online in May 2020. 

 

Semi-structured interviews offer the researcher opportunities to ask questions in a 

different order or wording for each participant and for new topics to be introduced if and 

when they are required (Davis, 2008). Within the interview process, I audio-recorded the 

interviews based on a general framework of a plurality of questions (See Appendix 2). The 

interviews varied in length between one and three hours, and for those I met in person, Zhang 

Xian, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan, I conducted two of these semi-structured interviews. For the 

participant who I could not meet in person, Wen Hui, I conducted an online interview that 

lasted two and a half hours. All interviews were followed up with informal conversations and 

messages through WeChat and emails. Informal conversations allow for the nuances of an 

individual’s story to further emerge, which provided an opportunity to gather more 

information if required and to have a sense of informality during the conversation, which 

often allowed the participant to relax and feel more at ease (Martin, 2012). 

 

The interview with Wen Hui in this study is rather special. By reflecting on what could and 

could not be compromised within the research process, I attempted to navigate and adapt to 

meet the challenges of COVID-19 and adopted an online interview with Wen Hui. Online 

research is not a new phenomenon in social science – there are many examples of surveys, 

content analyses, and digital ethnographies, or ‘netnographies’, involving existing online 

material and social media platforms (Bluteau, 2019; De Seta, 2020). Interviews over the 

phone, Skype, and instant messaging software have similarly been used by social science 

researchers for many years (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014; Jenner & Myers, 2019). I offered 

Wen Hui the choice to use whatever virtual method she felt most comfortable with, which 
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ranged across Skype, Zoom, and WeChat, and she chose to use Zoom for the interview. 

However, it is noted that online interviews raise some practical issues such as time zones, 

technological difficulties, and digital competencies that would not have been considered 

during face-to-face interviews (Sedysheva, 2020).   

 

The interviews were conducted in Mandarin, and all interviews were transcribed in full. The 

transcribed interviews were returned to the individuals for review, where they were given the 

opportunity to clarify, change, add, or delete any information, while also being offered the 

chance to reflect on their experiences further. From the outset of this research, it was decided 

that the artists’ real names, rather than pseudonyms, would be used. This was outlined in the 

consent process, with any potential participant who did not want their name to be used having 

the option to decline to participate. After the transcription and review process, I translated the 

interview transcripts to English (see Translation Notes). The artists’ real names are 

articulated in the order of Chinese pinyin, and special Chinese words are explained 

additionally in the glossary at the end of the thesis.   

 

3.4.2 Journals, videos, and photos 

 

Interviews serve as the main source of the data in this study, however, this research also 

considers journals, videos, and photos gained in the process as the supplementary materials of 

analysis. Within the initial six weeks where I had in-person contact with the three artists, 

Zhang Xian, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan, and I was keeping a journal and writing down my 

thoughts on the contexts (See Appendix 3). The four artists later also provided some of their 

photos and videos of their works that I could engage with. Suzuki et al. (2007) suggest that 

the data-collection process is diverse, and they described it by quoting the African proverb 

“the pond you fish in determines the fish you can catch” (p. 296). This proverb indicates that 

the contexts of the ethnographic sites determine the outcomes that are produced from any 

process of search and collection. In the process of collecting data used for this study, I 

attempted to collect data through a variety of means to supplement the interviews and to 

support the analysis and discussion of the research, so that the level of thick description that 

exemplifies qualitative research can be achieved (Geertz, 1977).  

 

The journals, photos, and videos form an ethnographic record that is supplementary to the 

analysis of the interview data for this research (Spradley, 1980). These materials could be 
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perceived as the data that records the participants’ verbal and nonverbal behaviour and the 

context in which these behaviours take place, as well as my own thoughts, feelings, 

impressions, and insights as a qualitative researcher (Flick, 2014; Morrow, 2007). These 

materials can provide a rich source of data for examining the meaning of participants’ words 

and actions in their context (Maharaj, 2016). I see that journals, photos, and videos as data for 

this study were integral and facilitated critical reflection for processing and supplementing 

narratives shared by the four artists.  

 

3.4.3 Ethics 

 

Ethical approval was gained for this research from the University of Auckland Human 

Participants Ethics Committee (Reference number: 023305). This approval was gained before 

the initial approach was made to any participant and informed consent from all was sought 

prior to commencing any interview. Participant information sheets and consent forms were 

provided in both English and Chinese. 

 

As noted previously, the participants included in this research are named and identifiable in 

the thesis. I have gained ethics approval to name them in this study, and this was a conscious 

choice to give agency and ownership to their thoughts and ideas shared in this thesis. Within 

this research I acknowledge that researchers have a responsibility to protect the participants 

(Orb et al., 2001). To mitigate concern around sharing challenging stories and ideas related to 

the political policies and context of mainland China, all participants were offered the 

opportunity to review their transcripts and make any edits they wish before I used the 

material in the thesis.   

 

3.5 Process of analysis 

 

After collecting the data, I analysed the material gathered. In developing the artists’ 

narratives and analysing them, the interview transcripts, a personal journal which recorded 

my feelings and thoughts during the fieldwork, and the literature all became key points of 

reference, and required multiple readings. 

 

The present research employs a Thematic Analysis (TA) (Joffe, 2012; Riessman, 2005) when 

analysing the collected data. It has been noted by Karen O’Reilly (2009) that in the practice 
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of ethnographic research the analysis process can occur as the data is being collected, where 

the researcher pulls together various pieces of data that can inform further observations and 

interviews. The process of coding the data for this research involved close exploration of the 

information and then the organization of it into key themes that emerged through the 

choreographers’ narratives. The key themes will create “a specific pattern of meaning found 

in the data”, then form the basis of the results, analysis and discussion chapters of the thesis 

(Joffe, 2012, p. 209). 

 

Braun and Clark (2006) note that qualitative approaches are incredibly diverse, complex, and 

nuanced, and TA should be seen as a foundational method for qualitative analysis. TA is used 

because of the wide variety of research questions and topics that can be addressed within this 

method of data analysis (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). It is said that a good TA “involves 

more than simply reporting what is in the data; it involves telling an interpretative story about 

the data in relation to a research question” (Braun & Clark, 2006, p.6626). To process the 

procedures of analysing the collected data Braun and Clark (2006) suggest a six-phase 

process as follows: 1) Familiarising yourself with the data and identifying items of potential 

interest; 2) Generating initial codes; 3) Searching for themes; 4) Reviewing potential themes; 

5) Defining and naming themes; 6) Producing the report (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). From 

this six-phase approach offered by Braun and Clarke in 2006, they further refined their TA 

approach and proposed the process of ‘reflexive TA’ (Braun & Clark, 2014, 2019, 2020). 

From the perspective of reflexive TA, it is perceived that themes do not passively emerge 

from data as they are not ‘in’ the data, waiting to be identified and retrieved by the 

researcher, rather, the final analysis is the product of deep and prolonged data immersion, 

thoughtfulness, and reflection, something that is active and generative (Braun & Clark, 2019).  

 

The analytic process of reflexive TA involves immersion in the data, reading, reflecting, 

questioning, imagining, wondering, writing, retreating, returning (Braun & Clark, 2020). 

When working with the narratives of the four dance artists I started with thoroughly reading 

the narratives, proposing questions to the data, and writing notes for terms and ideas that 

were reiterated by the four participants. After familiarizing myself with the data several 

times, and reading and questioning it, I started to code the data under categories. The process 

involved ‘tagging’ the data with a few words or a phrase that captured the meaning of that 

slice of data. The procedure of coding is followed by constructing themes, which involves 

examining codes (and associated data), and combining, clustering, or collapsing codes 
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together into bigger or more meaningful patterns (Terry et al., 2017). Within this study, after 

thoroughly immersing myself in the narratives, I identified three main themes documenting 

‘experiences of constructing the normative gaze in choreographic practices of the four 

artists’, ‘artistic manifestos that expressed resistance to the normative gaze’, and 

‘transgressive choreographic approaches employed in choreographic works of the four 

artists’. I consider the three main themes as the highlights of their personal narratives. Based 

on these three main themes, sub-themes also were distilled to further deconstruct what these 

themes offered. After the themes were developed, the reviewing phase is like a ‘quality 

control’ exercise, to ensure that the themes work well in relation to the coded data, the 

dataset, and the research question. 

 

It is conceived that the researcher’s role in knowledge production is at the heart of reflexive 

TA (Braun & Clark, 2019). Quality reflexive TA is not about following procedures 

‘correctly’, but about the researcher’s reflective and thoughtful engagement with their data 

and their reflexive and thoughtful engagement with the analytic process. Some posit that 

“what you see in the data reflects who you are” (Terry et al, 2017, p. 30), therefore, it could 

be said that the process and results of analysing data are highly pertinent to researchers’ 

personal interest, positionality, history, and experiences.  

 

3.6 Anticipated problems and limitations of the research 

 

Within the scope of this research, it must be acknowledged that there are research limitations 

due to practical considerations, such as time, financial resources, people resources, and the 

backdrop of COVID-19. During this research there were also other difficulties that arose that 

must be recognized. 

  

Firstly, the participants in this research are a small group of independent Chinese 

choreographers. Consequently, the analysis and findings of the research cannot represent the 

general view and a wider spectrum of all choreographers and dance artists in mainland China. 

Rather, this research aims to offer deep understandings of choreographic decisions, 

approaches, and motivations of four dance artists’ individual experiences. The age of the 

participants spans from 30 to 60 years of age, and this broad age group could bring diversity 

to this research. It is noted that the criteria of selecting the four artists as the research 

participants for this study was something that I decided. I made the decision to select the 
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participants in light of the scope and length of the thesis. In this research I was not trying to 

present the ‘perfect’ participant who is perhaps perceived as ‘successful’ (e.g., Shen Wei, Tao 

Ye, Jin Xing, and other Chinese independent choreographers). When conducting fieldwork in 

China, before the COVID-19 pandemic, I interviewed 11 choreographers in China who 

shared their experiences with me. Some of the 11 narratives I gathered from these interviews 

are more complete, and some of the narratives are rather short and lack explanations. The 

difference in how the 11 interviewees presented their stories perhaps depended on their own 

feelings about reflecting on and sharing their choreographic experiences. In this study, it was 

the stories of the four participants included in this study that particularly captured my 

attention. I saw that the stories these four participants offered attended to the research agenda 

of my PhD study, and offered rich understandings to the topic. This led me to make the 

choice to focus on the their experiences, and choose to include the four participants in this 

thesis. 

 

The second consideration is language. In this research all interviews with the four 

choreographers were conducted in Chinese. A substantial amount of literature in Chinese has 

also been used throughout the thesis. This has required careful translation and interpretation. 

The limitations of this thesis that were raised by translation have been acknowledged in 

Section 3.4.1 and the Translation Notes at the opening of the thesis.  

 

Lastly, as indicated in Sections 3.3.1 and 3.4.1, the impacts and limitations of the study 

caused by COVID-19 are inevitable. The eruption of COVID-19 forced the study to adopt a 

compromise plan to conduct the fieldwork, it is anticipated that the reduced participant-

observation with the dance community in China and the long-distance interaction with the 

four artists would also bring changes to the discussions, reflections, and conclusions of the 

study. To some extent, the restricted international travel and the long-distance to the field site 

might cause limitations to the scope that this study originally aimed to present and discuss.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 82 

 

Chapter 4: The four artists’ stories 
 

This chapter presents the narratives of four dance artists - Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, 

and Jiang Fan - from mainland China who had multiple choreographic practices and 

experiences based on the context of the Reform era of China. The dance experiences they 

shared here span the past 30 years, with some of the artists being considered established 

artists, while others still considered early career artists.  

  

Before sharing the four narratives it is to be noted that each experience is unique, and while 

each has the common theme of expressing resistance to the normative gaze on dance 

choreography they encountered in the context of China there are also many distinctions 

within their experiences. The four dance artists whose narratives are shared within this 

research were selected to be participants as they were willing to take the time to reveal their 

stories to me. The narrative approach in collecting and developing the data has resulted in 

stories that focus on what these artists wanted to share with me. The experiences the four 

artists dove into and the memories that are deeply detailed rather than mentioned in passing 

are drawn from their own perspectives of what they felt was significant or important to 

discuss. Therefore, there are some narratives that could be considered ‘well-rounded’, 

providing comprehensive detail of their choreographic practice covering their artistic 

manifestos and diverse choreographic approaches. The idea of an ‘artistic manifesto’ is 

employed in this thesis to indicate a public declaration as a written statement that describes 

the opinions expressed by a person or group (Breton, 1992). The usage of the term and its 

connection with choreographic works of the four artists will be further unpacked in Chapter 

six. Within the following narratives, some of the artists explained their resistance to norms 

with examples of their own works. Others placed the focus on their artistic views on 

choreography and approaches they developed in the choreographic process. As such, this 

contributes to narratives that vary in length and detail, with some aspects of an individual’s 

narrative explicitly stating viewpoints and naming people and places, while other issues may 

be spoken about more generally, alluding to various themes and ideas. 

  

In this chapter each participant’s journey is presented individually. The order in which the 

narratives are presented has been purposefully considered, presenting them in chronological 
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order of how long they have been engaged with their artistic practice in China. The story of 

Zhang Xian will be presented first; he started his theatrical creation in early 1980s, and then 

transitioned his creative interests on choreography and physical performance in the middle 

1990s. This will be followed by the experience of Wen Hui who started her career as a 

choreographer in China OSDE in 1989 and became an independent dance artist after years’ 

artistic career as a state choreographer. The third narrative will be from Xiao Ke, who shared 

that her choreographic practice as an independent artist began in 2003. The fourth narrative 

will be from Jiang Fan, whose artistic career as a choreographer commenced in 2009 when 

she was appointed by SOH. 
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4.1 Zhang Xian: “Performance is full of freedom, imagination, subjectivity, and without 

borders” 

 

Zhang Xian is a Shanghai-based independent artist who I came across while reading. Zhang 

is famous for his outspoken opinions and writings for revolutionizing and reimagining 

theatrical forms in the Chinese context. While I was reading his interview How to Create 

Yourself (2015), many of his concepts and interpretations regarding drama theatre and dance 

choreography have created a significant impression on me. For example, he described himself 

as a ‘social choreographer’ and talked about the concept of ‘social choreography’ on many 

occasions. I wonder, how different the social choreography he coined was from the idea of 

‘choreography’ that I studied in the setting of dance education in China? 

  

I first met Zhang Xian during the First China Contemporary Biennale in August 2019. We 

had a quick chat after a dance performance, and I told him that I would return to Shanghai 

later in the year to conduct a formal interview with him for my research. 

 

 
Figure 4.1 Front cover of How to Create Yourself 
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Before my second time landing in Shanghai at the end of November 2019, Zhang Xian texted 

me in WeChat and said that “one of my friends rented a space where we can chat with no 

rush and interruption”. It was 2 p.m., and I stood in front of a Starbucks near subway line 6 

located at Shanxi South Road, one of the downtown areas of Shanghai. I saw Zhang coming 

towards me at a distance. After a short greeting, Zhang asked “Shall we take the subway to 

my friend’s place? It’s not far from here, six stations with one transfer”. Zhang is an 

established independent artist in China, initially I was a bit nervous about having to interview 

him. His amiable personality indeed eased me a lot. We headed to the exhibition space of his 

friend together. On the road, he started to share some of his educational experiences before 

the Reform and Opening up. As a dance researcher born after the 1990s, stories he shared 

seem to me like a distant voice, most of them I can only read about in books. Zhang Xian 

talked about how he had to leave Shanghai during the years of the Down to the Countryside 

Movement. He entered a factory in Yunnan Province at that time, and by the time China 

announced economic reforms after 1978, he had enrolled in the National College Entrance 

Examination and had the chance to get back to Shanghai. 

 

The building we entered looked shabby from the outside, and it had a very old-fashioned 

elevator that I felt was going to break apart at any moment. Inside the building, however, 

rooms and decorations were chic and vintage. Zhang informed me that the space is located on 

the 5th floor. There was a door plate hanging in the door which said ‘Fukan Space’ in 

Chinese. The space turned out to be an independent art exhibition space. The owner of the 

space, who is also the curator and artist of the space, invited us to sit down, and treated us 

with green tea.  

 

“My story could be a bit long, and you can interrupt if I say too much”, Zhang said. Indeed, 

while I had done some pre-talk readings towards Zhang’s historical and artistic practices, it 

was always complex and hard to clearly grab his role as an artist. As for me, Zhang’s 

background is not like dancers and choreographers I know who have a ‘specific’ identity to 

locate. Naturally, our conversation started from the issue of his identity and the connection of 

his theatrical interest in dance: 

My background could be different from choreographers you are looking for as my story 
could be dated back to what I was doing before I engaged with the dance theatre of 
Zuhe Niao. I was very active in drama creation, and I was a playwright and theatre 
director. I was being called an ‘avant-garde dramatist’ at that time. Perhaps our 
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conversation should focus more on my transition from a drama director to a social 
choreographer. 

 

Zuhe Niao is an independent artist union based in Shanghai co-founded by Zhang Xian. Xiao 

Ke, and Jiang Fan, who are also participants of this study, have all taken part in choreography 

collectively created by Zuhe Niao. Many of Zhang Xian’s choreographic and theatrical 

concepts were able to be experimented and delivered through the creation and performance of 

Zuhe Niao. The artistic practice and creative path of Zhang involved many layers, and his 

transition from a drama director to a social choreographer was more out of his reflection and 

interest in theatrical creation. As he stated, 

I was a person who relied on verbal expression and spoken texts for a long time. What 
do I need to do if I’m going to look for other possibilities and give up verbal 
expression? My first subject of shifting and transitioning was my reflection towards 
drama creation. My interest is to subvert the old drama form of ‘imitative actions’ and 
turn to the new stage form I was looking for. The first thing was to bid farewell to the 
traditional spoken drama I engaged with. In 1992, I created and directed a work called 
Children of the Bus. It was a theatrical work with no plot, no storyline featuring any 
character. Though the work contained voices, it had lost its meanings due to the very 
low volume the actor uttered. Other works such as Crowded, with only two performers 
on stage, one is a drama actor and one is the dancer, and Mother Tongue in 1994. One 
could notice that around 1994 was a crucial turning point of my creation. These works 
were signs that I was starting the transition from a drama director to a theatre director, 
from a playwright to a theatre writer. 

 

Throughout our interviews, Zhang Xian was very determined about his decision to subvert 

the ‘imitative actions’ and look for new theatrical forms. Among his descriptions, the 

‘imitative actions’ are not unique in spoken drama. As my own experiences and knowledge 

remind me that narrative form and drama structure is key feature that dance in China 

manifested (see Section 2.1.2). The dramatization of dance could be seen through the 

repertoire rehearsal classes going on in everyday dance classrooms. Dance works students 

practiced and performed tend to always have a character, a plot, and follow the structure of a 

drama play. I wondered whether Zhang’s subversion to imitative action within dramas also 

refers to his resistance to dance drama. He further pointed out that, 

Among all kinds of theatrical forms, I particularly criticize dramatized performance. 
Does the act without speaking means a physical performance? No, they are still spoken 
dramas. The only difference between pantomime and spoken drama is that the former 
refrain itself from speaking. I perceive ‘technique’ from Dance Academy and ‘acting’ 
from Theatre Academy are the two ugliest performances in this world. Students 
graduating from these institutions would then act roles as either ‘grandchild’ or 
‘grandparent’ on stage, this is absolutely the ugliest performance in the world! For 
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these men and women, who are all same-aged young people, yet they have to employ 
deceitful tricks in their performance.  

 

It seems that the idea of ‘acting’, of playing someone else on stage inside the dramatized 

performance is what Zhang Xian counters in his own artistic practice. To counter the idea of 

acting as someone else involved in the dramatized performance, Zhang put forth the concept 

of seeking for authenticity in theatrical creation. With several creations he directed under the 

collective artists group Zuhe Niao, Zhang Xian rationalized why seek for authenticity in his 

theatre creations. Zhang explained,   

Our pursuit towards authenticity is actually the outcome of the critique of the past 
history happened in this country, of the aesthetic principles hailed in the Cultural 
Revolution such as ‘red, bright, and shining’ and ‘tall, outstanding, and perfect’. As a 
consequence, we need to seek for the portrait, and for the reality in life.  

 

As the oldest participant for this study, Zhang’s artistic practice spanned two historical 

periods of contemporary Chinese society. It seems that memories and experiences from the 

Mao era are always lingering throughout his creations. In our conversation, Zhang Xian 

shared contextual information related to the shift of his theatrical interests from drama to 

physical performance in the mid-1990s, 

I was mainly coping with the newest text of theatre. Around 1989, I started to be aware 
of the importance of physical expression. This is the time that I was looking for another 
way of performing, of shifting the performance. One of the evident characteristics of 
mine at that period was that I wrote a huge amount of texts. The main feature of the text 
itself is that it referred to physicality, performativity, and de-dramatized elements. 
During this period of self-reflection in the beginning of the 1990s, I was also engaged 
with some performance art. Since all the plays I have ever created are served for the 
theatrical form I called ‘de-dramatized’ theatre, I couldn’t explain explicitly to people 
what I’m doing exactly. I have to use the most extreme means to inform others that 
performance is full of freedom, imagination, subjectivity, and without borders. Another 
reason why I had turned my direction from drama to physical performance is because 
of the conflict of interests while I worked with state-owned drama ensembles. There 
were no private groups or companies before the 1990s, so I had to cooperate with state-
owned artistic groups. But interpersonal problems kept emerging as I cooperated with 
them, which made me feel that the cooperation with the state-owned groups didn’t 
work.  

 

It appeared that Zhang Xian’s personal interest in physical performance in the 1990s later 

evolved and further connected to his later choreographic experiments with dancers and 

choreographers in Zuhe Niao. His opening attitude towards theatrical performance is closely 

associated with changes in the macroenvironment of Chinese society. Zhang Xian explained 

that, 
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The reason why I mention this personal experience for this was a period I felt mentally 
refreshing. For one aspect, the country started to engage with what was left after the 
Cultural Revolution and announced economic reforms. The gradual changes could be 
seen in all walks of society. The main problem of my generation was that we didn’t 
have access to information and updated news. With China opening its door, we started 
to read journals, newspapers and meeting new faces, the whole process was super slow 
and painful. This was a very important alert for people who grew up and went through 
life in the Mao era. By the time we entered the Reform era, we felt that justice was 
served which made people feel better.  

 

In our conversations Zhang revealed to me that he comes from a Communist cadre family 

which made him very cautious to indulge himself too much in the political status of the 

country’s past. He described his artistic pursuit as “the third path”, in which he means that he 

decided to “write plays, dramas, and physical theatre works that are completely irrelevant 

with our nation, our history, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, and all the other 

political events”. 

 

So far, I noticed that Zhang Xian was actively looking for alternative forms to experiment 

with his texts and notions aimed to subvert imitative actions within the artistic form of drama. 

However, I wonder what has made him start to notice choreography and engage with 

professional dancers in his artistic creations. Zhang’s narrative revealed that the emergence of 

modern dance in China had provided chances for him to engage with professional dance 

practitioners, 

At that moment, the turning point of the Reform and Opening-up decision, Yang Meiqi, 
along with Wu Wenguang, was in charge of planning and initiating the Guangdong 
Experimental Art Festival, which once called Guangdong Experimental Theatre 
Festival. Based in Guangdong, the city of the bridgehead of China’s economic reforms, 
Yang had received support from both Asian Society and Asian Culture Council. She 
went to the US and believed that modern dance is a rather original art form that has 
potential to be drawn on and developed in China. I then was invited and brought my 
work Crowded to the Festival in 1994, which was performed in the venue of 
Guangdong Experimental Modern Dance Company. 

 

Involvement with modern dance companies and festivals since the 1990s has largely sparked 

Zhang’s interest in working with professional dancers. From his narratives, it appears that he 

holds a very positive opinion towards ‘dancer’s body’ and choreography featured in 

professional dancers. He articulated that, 

Although I was not able to choreograph the kind of institutionalized dance genres, I do 
watch a lot of it. In the era of Reform and Opening-up, we had plenty of chances to 
watch difference performances. I was able to get to know dancers in Guangdong 
Experimental Modern Dance Company right after modern dance was introduced to 
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China. I feel that a dancer’s body is the best medium and element of performing arts. 
Everything is so right whenever I see dancers move their body. Their existence like a 
mirror proved to me that people standing in a drama stage were just not right. I admire 
the energies and freedom contained in dancers’ bodies. As for a dancer on stage, the 
legitimacy was there even if they were still. And next they started to move, despite you 
have no idea where their movement would lead to, it stands by itself. Physicality is the 
universal element in world performance. Thus, theatrical performance still works even 
with the deprivation of storyline. And people who come to the theatre are not only just 
looking for narratives. 

 

Zhang Xian’s story shed light on how he takes the freedom of a dancer’s body as a major way 

to counter the deceitful tricks of dramatized performance. He emphasized from the beginning 

of our interview that his background as an artist is “different from other choreographers you 

are looking for”. The difference in his words largely attends to the fact that as an artist 

engaged with choreographic practice, he has never accepted professional dance training, nor 

did he claim himself as a choreographer. The awareness has made him cautious of not 

following the way of mainstream dance choreography. Rather, he tends to include different 

people to take part in his artistic creations,  

As far as I’m concerned, it is very urgent to solve the problem I called ‘democratization 
of creation’. This means we need to attract participants who are really interested in 
performance and who are willing to participate our creation voluntarily. In the process 
of creation, we need to break barriers between professionals and amateurs, and pay 
attention to those amateurs.  

 

Unlike a dance work produced and created by professional dance practitioners, Zhang Xian’s 

theatrical practices particularly appeal to amateurs, who have no prior professional training. I 

noticed that instead of using ‘I’ and ‘my creation’ to describe works Zhang was involved 

with, he tended to use ‘us’ and ‘our creation’ during our interview. This seemed to be because 

Zhang Xian sees ‘collaboration’ and ‘democracy’ as important factors to his choreographic 

approach and philosophy – social choreography,  

The collaborative approach of social choreography is an intricate job. I couldn’t say 
that I only cooperate with amateurs in my theatrical works, no one would be happy to 
listen to this and be described as a layman. To draw the line, we need to ask, ‘What is 
professional?’, ‘What is vocational?’, ‘Is professional mean the same thing of 
vocational?’. In the collaborative process, I must take anyone who works with me as an 
artist, no matter what their job really is. 

 

To further explain the ‘democratization of creation’ and the ‘collaborative approach’ within 

his idea of social choreography, Zhang took Tongue’s Memory of Home, one of Zuhe Niao’s 

dance works, as the example. He stated that, 
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Generally speaking, it was much harder for me to engage with choreography compared 
with others, because it involves trans-disciplinary methods. Tongue’s Memory of Home 
is a collaborative creation by Zuhe Niao. Dancers were labelled as choreographers, 
because we couldn’t think of a better identity to define them at that time. The work 
contains the encompassing elements including voice, video, text, body, movement, and 
space etc. The visual effect of the show was really nice. The performance of 
encompassing elements in Tongue’s Memory of Home, in other words, is used to look 
for the legitimacy of non-imitative and de-dramatized theatrical form. 

 

 
Figure 4.2 Promotional photo of Tongue’s Memory of Home, Courtesy of the artist 

 

Speaking of his first choreography work Tongue’s Memory of Home, Zhang Xian explained 

meanings and perspectives behind the image of ‘tongue’ in the work, and said that, 

‘Tongue’ is the main idea of my physical theatre work Tongue’s Memory of Home. 
Then ‘what is tongue?’. Tongue is a tool. In Mandarin we use the phrase ‘chew one’s 
tongue’ which metaphorically means to say some nonsense words behind one’s back. 
But few people ever considered that tongue is an organ in our mouth with perceptions, 
and it is more than just a tool being manipulated. The image of ‘tongue’ suggests that as 
individuals we are being told ‘what to do this’ and ‘what to do that’, no one could get 
rid of the manipulation and discipline. However, an oft-neglected fact is anyone who 
has the willingness to be oneself could choose to abandon the disciplines at any time, 
and secretly become oneself. Who could discourage someone with free-will from being 
oneself? With this in mind, we believe that in most cases we still can choose to be free. 
Thus, coming back to the creation of Tongue’s Memory of Home, we were trying to 
express the implication that people have rights to take back their own home - body - by 
valuing the function of tongue which has been manipulating by others in our history. 

 

Zhang’s interpretation toward the image of the tongue also explained that the body, the key 

medium of dance expression, is a sign of anti-disciplinary and emancipating. My interest 
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towards Zhang Xian and his choreographic practices could be said as how the social 

choreography he put forth might disrupt the definition of choreography in the context of 

China. I wonder whether the idea of social choreography might extend the meaning and 

definition of choreography in China. I asked Zhang how he defines the term social 

choreography that he employs in his artistic practices? Zhang articulated,  

My approach in rehearsal gradually turns into the role of social choreographer. One of 
the elements contain in social choreography is ‘body’. This is pretty much the same 
point of departure when I engaged with criticism of spoken drama in the beginning. 
Social choreography is not equal to choreography; neither do I create any movement in 
the choreographic process. I use the notion of ‘social choreography’ to execute my 
critique towards the body. That means, ‘what is our body?’, I take the significance of 
Reform and Opening-up as physical liberation at the individual level. Someone would 
say the Reform era is the era of desire, of consumerism, of materialism etc., I don’t 
perceive these judgments as harmful for us. I believe that the primary contradiction we 
encountered is not the suppression of capitalism, money, or production, which are all 
quite belated questions. The emergency is that we should liberate ourselves from the 
state of slave and become a person first. The so-called liberation should refer to the 
ownership of the body first. A person who has a distinct attitude, choice, taste, 
preferences, and is able to think independently. 

 

It appears that social choreography includes several layers of the choreographic process. 

Zhang further shared how he works with dancers in the collaborative choreographic process,  

I gave the dancers advice. I spent most of my time communicating with dancers during 
the working process. I would suggest things such as ‘sleep, and suddenly wake up from 
sleep’. I would use verbal clues to describe the kind of disconnection. For example, 
when people are talking about logic, all of sudden, the logical conversation just 
disconnects, or vice versa. There will be no logical outcome you can expect. This 
method explained my role as a social choreographer. In fact, I was hoping to stimulate 
other participants, e.g., choreographers and dancers, to generate content and movements 
in the choreographic process.  

 

My dance education experience as a dancer in China has taught me that choreography is 

composed of a series of techniques and skills on how to organize dancers in a unified 

structure, namely, to think of what dance vocabulary and styles should be adopted, and how 

to put dancers’ movements into multiple shapes and forms. However, Zhang’s approach as a 

director to facilitate dancers in a rehearsal process, for me, is different from the expectations I 

used to experience in a tertiary dance context in China. I questioned how dancers he worked 

with might react to his approach. Zhang Xian answered,  

But dancers who worked with me always had no idea of what I was going to do, so we 
spent most of our time talking and communicating. One thing for certain is that we are 
not going to dance the same way modern dance could be, at least the modern dance that 
people have seen, like we announced that we reject performing modern dance in our 
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work. Because dancing modern dance will make us less competitive. However, later we 
realized that any continuous movements would be considered as choreography. So, you 
see, there is no dancer who is innocent. Rather, every dancer is inscribed other’s 
choreographic practices. That’s why they carried the name as ‘people who can dance’. I 
was saying it outspokenly. But afterwards I realized that my words could hurt dancers’ 
feelings. I understand that every dancer all carries their dream of dancing. I liked to use 
the description that ‘we don’t have the right to dance’. This expression had properly 
defined our situation. 

 

Zhang’s description of “we don’t have the right to dance” caught my attention. As this 

description indicates that for independent artists like Zhang Xian, their transgression and 

difference usually face and are accompanied with misunderstanding and alienation from the 

mainstream dance community. Unlike choreographers who grew up and developed skills in a 

professional dance training background, Zhang sees that his dance creation, to be recognized 

and included, needs to adopt an alternative strategy. He articulated that,  

Think of this image, if you are an amateur and you are unable to speak fluent mandarin, 
but you can’t stop yourself from imitating the way of speaking like a professional 
anchor. You would reap nothing but ludicrous affection. If you have no prior training 
experience as a professional performer, but you still insist on taking an audition held by 
Shanghai Theatre Academy, you are bound to fail. We must give up and exclude these 
behaviours which are destined to expose our shortcomings and look for things carrying 
with dignity. 

 

Zhang Xian further explained what could be understood as “look for things carrying with 

dignity”. He said that, 

The very nature of the ‘community’ had shaped the aesthetic pursuit of Zuhe Niao. Just 
because we didn’t create and present our work under the context of professional 
standards, Zuhe Niao and its works could have the opportunities to tour and compete 
around the world in early 2000s and won the ZKB Patronage Prize of the Zurich 
Theatre Spektakel very soon. If we worked with our theatre project under the discourse 
and standard of professional, we would never gain the qualification to enter the game. 

 

The example of his work that once won the ZKB Patronage Prize of the Zurich Theatre 

Spektakel, for me, is an indication that dance artists like Zhang need to find their own niche 

in the market. Zhang restated what he thinks is important based on his theatrical practice, and 

said that, 

If we are going through all my theatrical works swiftly, works created at the same stage 
include Tongue’s Memory of Home (2005) and The Left Cheek (2007), before I could 
give a second thought, the next stage’s collaborative physical theatres include Stupid, 
Dance! (2010) and Red Chamber (2010). Within these creations, I’m always looking 
for the ‘real people’. For me, ‘social choreography’ refers to how we take theatre as a 
kind of possibility of life. I don’t want the world of theatre separate from the world of 



 93 

reality, that is to say, as an independent individual, we could either express our 
theatrical freedom in life, or demonstrate matters of our real life in theatre. 

 

Throughout our interviews, I sensed the strong desire for seeking theatrical freedom and the 

possibility of life through choreography expressed by Zhang Xian. Zhang Xian’s stories 

related his choreographic practices revealed vivid snapshots of transgressions to normative 

gaze. 
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4.2 Wen Hui: “Creation...is about how you think of the world” 

 

Before the eruption of the global pandemic in COVID-19, I had opportunities to conduct a 

series of interviews with independent dance artists based in Shanghai and Guangzhou. 

Beijing was supposed to be my final stop to collect data for this research, and Wen Hui is one 

of the artists based in Beijing I was eager to talk to and interview in person. Through an 

introduction by director Tian Gebing from Paper Tiger Theatre Studio, Wen Hui and I first 

got in touch on WeChat. In early March 2020, I contacted Wen Hui and planned to travel 

back to Beijing to interview her. I was informed by her that in the first three months after 

Wuhan discovered the initial cases of COVID-19, she was stuck in her house in Yunnan 

Province, her hometown. I was still planning to maybe go to interview her in person in July 

or August 2020. However, On the 19th of March 2020, the border of New Zealand was 

announced closed and would remain closed to anyone who is not a New Zealand citizen or 

permanent resident. The news meant that for this research to propel forward, my interview of 

Wen Hui needed to adopt the online-format. 

 

“Hi Wen, how about we meet and talk via Zoom?”, I texted Wen Hui on WeChat, hoping that 

she would say “yes”. 

 

“Yes of course. An online interview is suitable for me, only that I’m not very familiar with 

Zoom. Could you send me your interview questions before we talk?” Wen replied. 

  

I later sent Wen some of the semi-structured questions I drafted for the artists I interviewed in 

Shanghai and adjusted them a bit according to Wen’s choreographic practice. At the end of 

May 2020, Wen and I finally met online after rescheduling many times. 

 

Sitting in my room in Auckland and with my chat room with Wen Hui open, I was trying to 

find a cosy and comfortable sitting position while waiting for her to join the room. Minutes 

later, Wen joined the chat room. She looked gracious in a linen cotton shawl and greeted me 

kindly. I introduced myself to Wen Hui as a PhD researcher currently based in New Zealand 

who had some years’ experience in Beijing. Not surprisingly, we found out that we knew a 

lot of the same people. To begin our interview questions, I asked Wen Hui about her 

educational background before her choreographer career, 
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I enrolled in the choreography department of Beijing Dance Academy in 1985 and 
graduated in the summer of 1989. 1985 was the first year Beijing Dance Academy 
openly called students to attend the audition for choreographer, the first-year bachelor 
programme of choreography. I entered China OSDE right after I graduated from the 
BDA.  

 

I asked Wen Hui what it was like to be a choreographer working in groups like OSDE in the 

early 1990s, Wen replied,  

The beginning of the 1990s, Oriental Song and Dance Ensemble had already reformed 
into a contract system. So correspondingly, the regulation of the group was generally 
loose. I had certain freedom at this time in the Ensemble. Back in the 1990s, most of 
the dance performances were still part of the planning economy. That was quite a 
sombre time. The country launched the market economy in some fields and areas as 
pilot projects. The available jobs at the time was to choreograph ‘back-up dancing’, 
which was extremely boring. All in all, we didn’t have much to do. Dancers in the 
OSDE stayed outside and performed at different occasions almost all day long. But 
most performing jobs they engaged like I said were ‘back-up dancing’. Groups like the 
Oriental Song and Dance Ensemble, the administration would divide roles of jobs very 
clearly. For example, dancers and choreographers are two different labours. Dancers 
performed all day outside, only I stayed at our bachelor building. I used to make jokes 
that the building we lived in was my own backyard garden.  

 

‘Back-up dancing’ (Wilcox, 2012) is a special outcome of China’s economic reforms, which 

used to describe those professional dancers who dance behind pop singers to make money. 

‘Back-up dancing’ was common to see during the transition from a planning economy to a 

market economy (Baranovitch, 2003; Farrer, 1999). Wen Hui’s experience unravelled that 

space and opportunity faced in front of dance practitioners were very much dependent on the 

macroenvironment of Chinese society.  

 

In 1994, Wen Hui co-founded the Beijing Living Dance Studio with independent filmmaker 

Wu Wenguang. Speaking of the experience, Wen Hui said “There was a period when I 

worked both in the Living Dance Studio and for the OSDE. The two jobs were parallel and 

going on at the same time”. Due to the policy control, it is hard today for many 

choreographers who work in governmental working units while also having their private 

careers outside the system. However, back in the 1990s, a choreographer job in a working 

unit like the OSDE could be a sign of life guarantee and authority. I asked Wen what made 

her decide to establish her own private dance studio,  

Everything we did in the Ensemble was structured and demanded by others. The 
working unit contracted you for creating a gala concert, every dance you created had 
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certain themes, and everything you made for that dance has to obey this framework. So, 
you see, we were not in a free environment that was good for creating. Performance 
that we can watch and access at that time were limited. We were in a totally closed 
environment, and it was very boring. Before I left for New York, the time of the early 
1990s, the whole atmosphere for artistic creation was tedious. My colleagues in the 
Ensemble were all busy with gigs, making money. That was the time that the field of 
literature and art just started its transformation towards market economy. The market 
was full of popular music, that was how the economy dominated the art. The whole 
China was committed to making popular songs, that was the golden time. 

 

Along with Wen Hui’s choreographic practice under the name of the Living Dance Studio, 

the awareness of the ‘independent dance practitioner’ started to emerge in the Reform era to 

describe artists who are self-employed and with no governmental affiliations. In our 

interviews Wen Hui described the environment of creating and performing mega-narratives 

had made her carry “the stress of creating things I don’t own”. I wondered how she perceived 

the meanings of independent dance artists in the context of China. Does being an independent 

artist mean you could jump outside the framework? Wen Hui articulated that, 

I reckon that ‘independent’ is more about the spirit of independence, and freedom of 
thought. The practice of ‘independent dance practitioner’ has nothing to do with mega-
narratives. For myself, I personally went through the framework of mega-narratives that 
I had to abide by when I was in the Oriental Song and Dance Ensemble during the 
1980s and 1990s. We had all been there. So, a very important idea with ‘independent’ 
is that it is something distant from performing mega-narratives, and is going to run 
counter to that framework. Being independent has more to do with your individual 
thinking towards the society. No one can interfere and regulate how you think about 
things. Don’t say things only because other people say that, this is the independence I 
was saying, it must be thinking independently. 

 

Wen Hui is also one of the dance artists who studied dance abroad in the 1990s. In 1994, 

Wen Hui took a whole years’ leave from her working unit, OSDE, and left for New York to 

learn modern dance. Speaking of her first New York dance learning experience, Wen Hui 

described that “The first six months visit to New York was a completely new world for me, 

suddenly you realized that you could do anything you want, there is no frame to limit you”. It 

was on her first trip to the U.S. that her work 100 Verbs was created. Wen Hui revealed, 

I was visiting George Washington University in 1994. That was the first time in my life 
I discovered that no matter what I asked or said, people always approve and support 
you unconditionally. I still remember that when they knew a Chinese choreographer 
came to their department, the Head suggested that I could do sessions of Chinese dance 
workshops for their department. I told them that I don’t want to teach Chinese dance, 
instead, I want to perform. The Head of the dance department was very supportive, he 
said that he will give me 20 days’ studio access, and whatever I need they would figure 
it out to satisfy me. I told him that I want 15 table lamps, 15 buckets, and I want to use 
water for the performance. The answer was always ‘yes’ and positive. It was at that 
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moment I felt that all the senses of my body were opened. My organs and skin came to 
life. That was why I feel that the experience in 1994, when I visited New York for the 
first time, was extremely important. 

 

The experience of creating and performing 100 Verbs initially in the U.S. made Wen Hui 

realize that there are multiple ways and possibilities to create dance. From the work 100 

Verbs, she started to think and reflect on how dancers move their bodies, 

I was 34 when I left for New York. Later, when I recalled the time that I started to 
create dance independently, I think that was a really emotional period. I was very 
conscious about female identity and topics. 100 Verbs is a work related to a woman’s 
daily life. While I was in New York, because I was performing the work alone, I was 
presenting a regular day of a woman, she was wiping the floor, doing the laundry, 
hanging the clothes and taking a bath etc. That’s why I asked them to provide ‘water’, it 
was due to the scene I presented. The 100 verbs, in a nutshell, mean that life itself is a 
verb, as long as you are breathing. I think 100 Verbs was all about ‘doing’, doing a 
thing. I was wiping, bathing, and laundry instead of thinking about how to move my 
body, to focus on my torso, and the shape of the round. No, these were not my 
concerns. My creation is out of the need of expression, that I feel the strong impulse to 
say something and to do it. I would consider: how do each of us move? It is no doubt 
that we use the body to move, but the key is that there is no standard about how to 
move, and there are multiple ways that we move as individuals. So, when a dancer 
moves, s/he moves differently. 

 

By the time Wen Hui was creating 100 Verbs abroad, she had started to reflect on the 

meanings of movement, and question whether there are standards for body moves. She 

affirmed in the trip that “there is no frame to limit you” and “there is no standard about how 

to move”. The first American trip could be counted as an important period for Wen Hui’s 

self-exploration. In 2019, an exhibition called Yvonne Rainer and Wen Hui: Dance Only 

Exists When It Is Performed produced by Beijing Inside-out Museum lasted for over four 

months, Wen Hui’s 100 Verbs was re-enacted and performed during the exhibition. I asked 

Wen Hui what happened with her first independent project after she returned to China, she 

shared that,  

From 100 Verbs, I started to use the name of the ‘Living Dance Studio’. I was all alone 
in the U.S., so when I returned to Beijing, I invited more friends to join me. In the 
1994’s Beijing version of 100 Verbs, I was the only dancer; other performers were all 
close friends of mine. They are people come from different background, for example, 
there were tertiary teacher, worker, theatre director, photographer, and tennis player etc. 
At that time, I was not looking for amateur performers intentionally, rather, it was 
because there was no independent dancer at all. All dancers had affiliations and their 
own jobs. Not even mention to find dancers who dance modern dance. That was in 
1994 when Guangdong Modern Dance Company had just been established for two 
years. Therefore, friends who joined the rehearsal of 100 Verbs all had their own 
regular jobs. 
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The main purpose for Wen Hui going to America in 1994 was to learn modern dance 

systematically. Learning techniques of modern dance was an important step for her. Recalling 

the process, Wen Hui described that “I went to New York to learn modern dance, that was a 

period completely blowing my mind, and was very critical for myself”. She further shared the 

experience of learning techniques of modern dance in the U.S.A., saying that, 

During the time I was studying at BDA, the end of the 1980s, we did have chances to 
learn some techniques. BDA offered some courses and workshops focusing on 
techniques such as Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, Alvin Ailey, Trisha Brown, 
and José Limón. For Martha and Merce Cunningham, I learnt some in workshops 
organized by BDA. BDA at the time would invite some modern dance masters to teach 
techniques occasionally. For the others, I heard the name when I was studying at BDA. 
But in New York I knew that I don’t have enough money to study all of them. I needed 
to choose what I needed most. Because I understand my body, the type of the body that 
we had due to the training of Chinese dance for years, that our training tends to shape 
our body very tense. I knew that I needed some classes that could help me to relax, so I 
chose the Limon technique and Eric Hawkins technique to learn systematically. I was 
pretty sure that I wanted to learn Release techniques. And slowly, I met and made new 
friends in studios. They told me that I should go to Movement Research, which opened 
extensive classes about Release technique. So, I went to Movement Research. I also 
learned some Trisha Brown, as part of their Release technique. The techniques I learnt 
are rather relaxed. For techniques like Martha Graham, I just watched and observed on 
the spot. 

 

It seems that Wen Hui’s 1994 trip to the U.S. focused more on modern dance techniques 

learning. After she returned to Beijing, she then created a series of dance works under the 

name Living Dance Studio. However, receiving funding from the ACC in 1997, she decided 

to go to the U.S.A. to continuing her modern dance learning, 

The year between 1997 to 1998, I went to the U.S. again. This time the trip was funded 
by the Asia Cultural Council. After the trip, I stayed there and worked for Ralph Lemon 
from 1999 to 2000. 1997 to 1998 was a year of pure happiness. I no longer needed to 
hold on to the windowsill to watch dancers practicing. I was saying that I was really 
interested in the works of Meredith Monk in 1994, however, I can only watch her 
videos in the Library because I got no extra money in my pocket. In 1998 I visited New 
York for the second time. I told ACC that I want to meet Meredith Monk. They helped 
me to connect and coordinate with Meredith Monk, as well as many other artists I want 
to meet. The second time was all about learning theatrical performance in different 
places. For example, I went to the SITI Company, and learned from Suzuki Tadashi and 
Anne Bogart there. Those people were really popular in the 1990s, they could be said as 
the forerunners of body theatre and technique during that period. 

 

To conclude the two dance learning trips in the U.S., Wen Hui expressed that “The biggest 

impact of the two American trips is that I realized that there’s no standards in creation. Dance 
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creation is about breaking the frame and the superstition, and about disrupting what has to be 

done, and what cannot be done etc”. Unlike her first dance learning trip in the U.S. Wen Hui 

stayed in America for one more year and cooperated with an American dance artist as a 

contract dancer. She shared that, 

Then I started cooperation with Ralph Lemon. The role Ralph acted was more like a 
trainer. The work I participate called Tree, which is part of Ralph’s Geography Trilogy. 
His work started with different long-term workshops from 1999. If he hoped to work 
with someone, he would ask the candidate to attend more workshops. I signed a one-
year contract for the work Tree which lasted till the end of 2000. In our working 
process I learned so much from Ralph Lemon. Ralph is a great dancer, but he is not the 
kind of dancer who dances solely for dancing. Privately, I think his image is more 
similar to an intellectual. He had deep research and understanding of the background 
and impetus of choreography. One of the things I particularly appreciate about him is 
that he values people in his works. This is what I value in my work as well, that’s why I 
was saying that my choreography works with people instead of a project, or an abstract 
body. 

 

Wen Hui’s description that “One of the things I particularly appreciate about him is that he 

values people in his works”. The following statement by Wen reveals the value she adhered 

to in her own creations, 

A very related idea held by the Living Dance Studio is that we don’t audition dancers. 
All performers in my works are simply people in my life, and things I organized in my 
works also naturally happened in the process of conceiving and conceptualizing. It is 
people I can touch and feel that matter most. There is never a deliberate arrangement. I 
don’t think that an abstract concept runs first in my work. I mentioned that I don’t 
audition and select dancers, instead, it is usually people who live by my side. I find that 
their energy is powerful so I would invite them to be part of my work. Performers in 
my work must be someone in my life, and a real existence. My work is always about 
work with different kinds of people, whether or not they are dancers. In the meanwhile, 
I also once worked with dancers extensively, such as Wang Yanan, Zeng Huanxing, 
and Wang Mei etc. 

 

The idea that “we don’t audition and select dancers” in Wen Hui’s articulation means that her 

works embrace and are open to people who are not professional dancers, and who own the 

untrained bodies. At the same time, she also worked with professional dancers. In the process 

of rehearsal, she needs to train and coordinate ‘bodies’ which could be seen as completely 

different. I asked Wen Hui, “If you have both professional dancers and amateurs working 

with you in a rehearsal, how do you manage or facilitate the process?” Wen Hui replied, 

In fact, during the rehearsal I always remind participants that we should focus more on 
the bodies of ourselves and treat it as a human’s body first, instead of keeping showing 
a dancer’s body. In the rehearsal of Report on Given Birth, the amateur performer, Feng 
Dehua, was always the ‘role model’ of other dancers. We would say that “let’s see how 
Feng Dehua is doing”.  
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As a dancer who has several years’ Chinese dance training experience in China, I think I 

understood the description of a ‘dancer’s body’ in Wen’s narratives. But still, I asked her how 

she perceived the dancer’s body. Wen Hui said that, 

Dancers’ bodies, well, we all are very familiarize with the disciplined traces we had as 
a dancer. I personally have undergone a very painful process to forget the training I 
accepted, as do other dancers in my work. Everything was so wrong no matter how we 
moved. This process, I’m referring to when we tried so hard to let go of the dancer’s 
body, while trying to feel our body as a human first. Human’s body is unique and 
belongs to one’s own. However, a dancer’s body might be a public body. A public body 
is due to our training, that we lived, trained, and studied together, the training of ballet 
and folk dance in our blood, even the turning angles of our head when dancing was 
regulated. 

  

Wen Hui’s attitude towards the professional dancers’ bodies seemed to explain her approach 

of taking amateur performers as role models in the process of rehearsal. Articulating that she 

has “spent almost 20 years to forget the dancer’s body” and that she now still must remind 

herself to let go of the dancer’s body, it seemed that her view on the dancer’s body played an 

important role in Wen’s choreography. She further offered her perspectives that, 

Dancers’ bodies are disciplined bodies. We get used to be disciplined since we were 
little. Not just our bodies, our brains were disciplined as well. In the end, our bodies 
became homogeneous and standard. We let people tell us what we should do, and how 
should we do. We have completely given up our personal awareness. “What kind of 
person you are?” No idea! We don’t know. So, in the process of creation, we need to 
find the body that is unique to each of us as a human, and to get to know ourselves 
better. This is a painful transformation for professional dancers. However, for amateurs 
they have less disciplined bodily practices. Amateurs’ bodies were not trained, so no 
matter how they move, they are themselves. Dancers, however, could be hard to be 
themselves when we attempted to practice bodily moves without constraints. The 
professional training has long been part of our dancers’ muscular memories.  

 

Before engaging with her second trip to the U.S.A., Wen Hui launched some preliminary 

interviews about one of her documentary theatre performances Report on Given Birth (1999). 

I asked Wen Hui what factors might propel her to create dance as a choreographer. Wen Hui 

answered my question with the choreographic process of Report on Given Birth as the 

example, she said that,  

When I was in the half of my 30s, I started to think many questions about myself, such 
as my own identity, that’s why I began to interview people. Because I see the trip of 
asking questions is also a process of learning, and it is in this process that I started to 
care more about what kind of person I am. This is what I am interested in. The work of 
Report on Given Birth, I had interviewed for more than five years. Why it has lasted 
five years? Because I didn’t see where I can start. I was carrying a Walkman, a very 
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small recorder, I took it with me and recorded what people were saying. So, you see, 
creation is an individual thing, it is about how you think about this world. 

 

Wen Hui’s work Report on Given Birth focusing on women’s narratives of their own stories 

regarding giving birth on stage. She stated that “focusing on the female body in the process of 

creating Report on Given Birth was a conscious choice”. Wen Hui has integrated stories she 

gathered during the long-term interviews within her choreography. However, focusing on 

stories of women giving birth on stage was not the focus in the beginning, 

In the beginning, I was picturing broader topics pertaining to the growth of females, the 
changes of their bodies, for example, when was their first period, how was their 
experiences of giving birth, how menopause might have impacted them, and even how 
they communicated with society. This general picture of women’s living conditions had 
more interested me. I had approached so many women who were at their different 
stages of life. It was in this process I realized that they are so individual, so unique, so 
personal when they are talking about experiences of giving birth. The process of how 
they narrate their experiences of giving birth was completely self-oriented and self-
reflecting. Consequently, I found out that perhaps giving birth is an important channel 
and exit for women. It was from this realization that I decided the key of the Report is 
going to present experiences of giving birth.  

  
Like Wen articulated before that she does not audition dancers, rather, she conceives that it 

was usually people who live by her side that she finds unique energy in them and invites 

them to be part of her choreography. In the case of Report on Given Birth, Wen Hui shared a 

story on its main character, an amateur dancer Feng Dehua. She explained that, 

The author, Feng Dehua, who attended rehearsal and performance of the Report, shared 
fabulous stories during my interview. I had this impulse deep down in my heart, “she 
must be on the stage, she must be in this show”. In fact, of the four performers of 
Report on Given Birth, she was the only one who had really given birth by the time we 
performed in 1999. So, her stories basically were there throughout the show, and 
composed the thread of our performance. 

 

The story shared by Wen Hui evidenced what she meant by addressing “performers in my 

work must be someone in my life, and a real existence”. Wen Hui’s choreographic project 

Red debuted in 2016, which is a contemporary work focused on reinterpreting the 

revolutionary ballet Red Detachment of Women. Within the work of Red, Wen aims to draw 

upon and invest in the memories and understandings of the performers and interviewees who 

had experienced the ten-year chaos in order to critically reflect the Red Detachment of 

Women as an ideologically-charged, cultural, and collective symbol. Wen Hui shared a 

rehearsal story during the choreographic process of Red to further explain her strategy of 

including people in her life to her choreography, 
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Xiao Yin, who used to work in CCD Workstation, cook food and clean the space for 
artists at there, was one of the performers in Red. But it was not because she is an 
amateur that we need her in our work as an element, rather, it was because she appeared 
in our life. Because she worked with us, naturally she joined our body training, as well 
as the film documentary. I noticed that she was rolling on the floor after cooking the 
meal, and she learnt what we’ve done as well. Gradually, she started to attend our 
rehearsal. We had many open workshops at the time, we invited her to practice with us. 
From Listening to Third Grandmother’s Stories, she participated the project as a 
dancer. Then by the time we were rehearsing Red, she joined the project very naturally. 

 

 
Figure 4.3 Promotional photo of Red, courtesy of the artist. Photographer: Richy Wong 

 

From the work Red, I noticed that Chinese dance scholarships tend to describe Wen Hui’s 

choreography as ‘documentary theatre’, I asked her to offer some clarity for this concept 

(Qing, 2016). She then said that, 

The idea of documentary theatre used in my creation can be dated back to the Report 
series in the 1990s, when I started with the project with extensive interviews. Even in 
the show of Report on Given Birth, there were interviews conducted at the scene. I 
believe that we were focusing more on documenting the changes of female bodies. But 
in general, I won’t put forth an idea called documentary theatre to describe what I was 
doing. It was by the time I was engaging with Red, some friends proposed that the 
working method is akin to the concept of documentary theatre. I think that documentary 
theatre should represent history, for works I created were all about our realities and 
contemporaries.  

 

While explaining documentary theatre, Wen Hui shared that many researchers indeed 

categorize her works such as Memory (2008), Listen to Third Grandmother’s Story (2013), 



 103 

and Red (2016) as examples of documentary theatre. However, Wen Hui explained that “in 

my own perspective, I have no intention to label my work as ‘documentary theatre’, it was all 

labelled by others”. For Wen Hui, the tag of documentary theatre to describe her 

choreographic practice should not be confined to the idea that employing amateurs on stage 

to speak about their stories. “It was not that simple. What I’m interested in is the unique 

individual life experience, and individual body and memory”, said by Wen. 

 

From 100 Verbs (1994), Report on Given Birth (1999), and Red (2016), I found out that each 

of her works concerned historical traces on bodies, and her choreography is trying to capture 

layers of connection between history and individuals. Before we wrapped up our online 

interview, Wen Hui shared that, 

The long-term project the Living Dance Studio involved with was the project of Body 
Memory since 2008. The core idea we believe is that human body is an archive and a 
database, in which the past, the history and the social movement can all be found and 
carried in human’s body. That’s why I consider individuals a priority in my work, as 
through the body, I can read the experiences and knowledge contained inside, which 
means I work with a particular person instead of the body, of techniques. Usually when 
we say ‘technique’, it is like a bunch of bodies, you can’t hardly distinguish one from 
another. But people I worked with, s/he must be different, individual, and unique. 

 
The idea shared by Wen Hui that “people I worked with, s/he must be different, individual, 

and unique” seems to be the key that was carried through her choreographic projects. Valuing 

people and their diverse social and personal histories, instead of attaching to the identity of 

professional dancers, could be seen in her choreographic works mentioned in her narratives.  
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4.3 Xiao Ke: “Creation is about solving your own problem, your life, and your 

encounters” 

 

As described in the opening of the thesis, I noticed Xiao Ke almost six years ago while I just 

finished my graduate studies in dance at Minzu University of China. I was impressed with the 

autobiographical talks shared by the two square dancers during the performance Republic of 

Dance. The opinion that “public square dance is Chinese contemporary dance” expressed by 

the artist duo XIAO KE x ZI HAN also impressed me. Contemporary dance in the context of 

China is viewed as a blurred dance genre of professional dance training, no one would ever 

relate contemporary dance with the grassroots dance activities lead by a group of dama. Since 

watching the show I always wanted to chat to Xiao Ke about her choreographic practices and 

experiences. Through an introduction by Zhang Xian, Xiao Ke and I arranged to meet at a 

café she recommended on 30 November, 2019. 

  

I was early and sitting at a table near the window, the dark clouds and the intermittent rain 

showers were absolutely not a good sign for people going outside. It had been 30 minutes 

since our scheduled meeting time. I noticed two young people with shaved heads entering the 

door, and I instantly knew that they were Xiao Ke and Zi Han. 

 

 
Figure 4.4 Zi Han and Xiao Ke, courtesy of the artists 
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“Hi Xiao Ke, I’m Ruohan”, I waved my hands to them, “Thank you for meeting with me”. 

“Oh hi Ruohan. We are so sorry...we were stuck in traffic because of the terrible weather,” 

Xiao Ke replied and continued to say, “This is Zi Han, my partner”, with her head slightly 

tilted to the side of Zi Han.  

 

We found a quiet spot in the café and sat down. I talked to Xiao Ke about my interviews with 

Zhang Xian and other artists she knows to begin our conversation. 

“So, you study in New Zealand, huh?” Xiao Ke asked. 

“Yes, I’m doing my dance PhD research over there”. 

“Interesting, Zi Han and I happened to be in the middle of our recent theatre project 

CHINAME, which focused on immigrant Chinese in different geographical locations across 

the globe. We have been to many countries for this project. But we haven’t had the chance to 

visit New Zealand yet”. 

 

Having watched the trailer of CHINAME by Xiao Ke and Zi Han at the First China 

Contemporary Dance Biennale, I asked Xiao Ke whether she could share more about this 

latest theatrical work of her, she shared the follows, 

Our latest project CHINAME is a new theatre project. This new project involved a 
rather long-term fieldwork. The word CHINAME is the combination of ‘China’ and 
‘name’. Zi Han and I started CHINAME around April or May 2018. Our survey and 
interview focus on Chinese identity in the broader sense of global context. Within this 
project, the participants we have already interviewed include people born in the 1970s, 
1980s, and 1990s, the generations that are perceived as relatively young. The ideal 
interviewees we focused on in this project is the younger generation born and raised 
overseas, but not all of them necessarily have to be originally came from mainland 
China. Zi Han and I are planning the duration of the project to be three years. As of the 
end of 2019, the project has lasted one and a half years, and we have interviewed more 
than 140 people from different countries.  
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Figure 4.5 Promotional photo of CHINAME, courtesy of the artists 

 

Conducting interviews and fieldwork is not often seen for Chinese artists focusing on 

contemporary dance practice. I asked Xiao Ke about her educational background, like most 

dance learners in China, Xiao Ke’s dance learning began from the dance interest classes in 

the Children Palace. Xiao Ke articulated,  

I used to focus my dance creation on how to create movements. I had 12 years’ 
traditional dance training experience from 6 to 18, and I have won numerous prizes 
during my dance learning. But I performed well in the literacy test in the National 
Entrance College Exam later, so I chose to study in Fudan and majored in journalism. 

 

Fudan University is a prestigious state-owned university in China, it is anticipated that to 

enter such a university, one has to achieve a high score in the National Entrance College 

Exam. For student dancers who start their professional dance training at 10, it would be 

impossible to apply for and be admitted by Chinese tertiary institutions like Fudan 

University. I wondered what happened during her years at Fudan University? And how did, 

she leart dance in a university which has no dance department? Xiao Ke articulated that, 

I went to Fudan University in 1997. The university has a Modern Dance Association, I 
was the second President of the Modern Dance Association while I was studying there. 
So, during the period in Fudan, I concentrated more on creating movement, which 
people frame it as ‘pure physicality’, I created works that manifest the movement-
oriented ideal. Dancers who worked with me during the time I was in Fudan University 
were all members of the Modern Dance Association. We all share some kind of similar 
learning experiences for we went through dance training in our childhood, and we were 
still passionate about dance. But because we discontinued our dance learning and we 
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did not choose to go to conservatories and accept formal dance education, people 
usually describe this situation as ‘semi-professional’. It is perhaps true that we don’t 
possess the technical foundation of dance in the eyes of professionals, but we did have 
accepted dance learning. In the environment of universities such as Fudan University, 
there was a space for us to conduct self-experimenting artistic activities. 

 

It was based at Fudan University and the Modern Dance Association that Xiao Ke started her 

modern dance learning. Speaking about engaging with modern dance in her college years, 

Xiao Ke shared several ways she learnt and observed modern dance. She added that,  

There was even no DVD in the late 1990s. I struggled to copy basically all available 
VCDs collected by the modern dance department of Beijing Dance Academy from 
several of my friends in Beijing. The dance videos I copied are works of Martha 
Graham and Merce Cunningham. The first sight of seeing those dancers moving was 
fabulous. And this was exactly the same feeling as how I viewed the dance works of 
Beijing Modern Dance Company and Guangdong Modern Dance Company at the time. 
It was pure eagerness to learn back then, I was so keen on watching, observing, and 
knowing about modern dance. However, I had some reflections while I was watching 
modern dance. In the process, I questioned why some artists and styles appear in a 
particular historical moment? 

  
It appeared that with time invested in learning and watching modern dance, Xiao Ke’s 

attitude and view towards modern dance performed by some leading modern dance 

companies in China changed. She explained,  

I was so attracted by their performance. With time, however, I found out that works 
presented by these Chinese modern dance companies are full of standardized 
movements and symbols. I was simply bored with how everybody moved with the 
same outlook. In the meantime, learning journalism in Fudan, which I think might have 
influenced me deep inside. As a journalist, you have to ask questions when you are 
facing issues. With this in mind, the way modern dance is presented is problematic in 
my perspective. After I practiced and learnt modern dance in Fudan University, I 
quickly started to question the form of dance. I felt that modern dance is highly 
categorized and codified. At the age of around 17 and 18, what I observed made me 
feel that modern dance contradicts with what it stands for. I kept asking questions and 
overthrew it again and again. The next thing I know is that I am on a different path that 
is opposite to choreographic philosophy which focuses on developing movement and 
technique. 

 
The dance learning experience of Xiao Ke at Fudan University and her view on modern 

dance and Chinese modern dance laid the foundation for her later independent artistic 

practice. After she graduated from Fudan University, Xiao Ke entered a foreign-investment 

company in Shanghai, while she also practiced dance part-time. Before I embarked on my 

trip to Shanghai to meet Xiao Ke, I came across an interview about her, which documented 

that Xiao Ke had received immense attention from media and newspapers almost 20 years 

ago because she chose to quit her white-collar job in a foreign-investment company and 
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decided to be an independent dance artist. This could hardly be news today. Carried with my 

doubt, I asked her whether the interview was real and what the case was. For the question I 

proposed, Xiao Ke replied me with an affirmed answer, and said that, 

It’s like I’m always the deviant exception in this field. The question is that one could 
start a dance career smoothly as long as you graduate from a professional dance 
institution, and you would take dance as something you do for your living naturally. 
The awkwardness of my identity is that the universal value system perceives you as 
someone who studied at a prestigious university which has the best journalism major 
and English tradition in China, and then you work for one of the Fortune Global 500 
companies after graduate. You have a prospect in front of you. In this way, you could 
buy a house and a fancy car in Shanghai very quickly and represent the future of 
China’s middle class. Why on earth would you give up your future for dancing? 

 

After resigning the high-salary job as a white-collar, Xiao Ke confirmed that “dance is my 

passion” and fully committed to her independent choreographic projects. Focusing on her 

own dance learning experience and observation towards modern dance performance in China, 

Xiao Ke argued, 

I don’t think that artists can compromise in many aspects. What makes an artist 
different from an art worker is that the artist asks questions and breaks what has been 
built. I know I won’t be satisfied to be someone who only thinks about ‘movement’. 
I’m not trying to deny the meanings of movement by saying this, on the contrary, I 
admit that exploring movement has its own value. I respect the kind of artist who 
creates movement, it is only I’m the type of person who always tends to ask questions. I 
question the system of dance training from the very first beginning, and I intuitively 
resist the idea of being labelled my work into categories. My questioning character had 
led me to engage with concepts of anti-technical virtuosity in dance. I hope that I could 
be someone different who could discard the ‘corrupt customs’ that destroy independent 
thinking. But people understand that it is never an easy thing to erase your body 
memory as long as you had training experiences based in the formal dance education 
system of this country. The memory could not disappear just because I shouted slogans. 
That’s why we need to look for approaches. 

 

I asked her what were the approaches she turned to, 

The approach I chose to...first, I did not choose to study in the conservatoire-model 
universities such as Beijing Dance Academy or Dance College in Minzu University of 
China. Rather, I went to Fudan University. Second is that I’m one of the earliest 
choreographers in China who started to cooperate with multiple artists from cross-
disciplinary fields such as installation, live music, visual arts, and so on. My thought is 
that can we just play with these elements? So later when I started to collaborate with Zi 
Han, we tends to take dance as a component in our creation. Dance is part of our 
comprehensive theatre, elements including dance, music, video, and text etc. are all 
equal in our theatre. We were no longer using ‘dance theatre’ to describe our works, in 
that ‘dance theatre’ still takes ‘dance’ as priority. We maintain that dance as well as 
other elements are all equivalent in our works. That’s why we name our creation 
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‘contemporary theatre’, because all the forms and mediums we’ve ever used share 
important values. 

 

Decentralising  role of ‘dance’ in her theatre could stem from her earlier choreographic 

experiences based in Beijing. Xiao Ke complemented, 

During 2007 to 2010, I was living in Caochangdi Workstation, Beijing. I had my own 
studio over there. The environment of Beijing had a great impact on me, and the most 
important thing for myself in Beijing was that I conducted a series of conceptual works 
which was countering ‘dance’ during that three years’ residency. I was more taking 
‘body’ as my point of departure rather than ‘dance’ during the three years’ Beijing 
CCD residency. For example, I created many works manifested the idea of countering 
dance, such as Stay with Me Overnight (2009), When I Dance You Will See My Ass 
(2009), and 201001011000 (2010). Within these works I was looking for other 
possibilities and medium in theatrical performance. The Expo 2010 in Shanghai was an 
opportunity I was thinking of returning to Shanghai and moving my career back to the 
city. 

 

Before heading to Beijing, Xiao Ke worked as an independent dance artist, while also 

working as a member of an independent artists collective Zuhe Niao. Later Xiao Ke started 

her collaboration with visual artist Zi Han, together they have created contemporary theatrical 

works under the name XIAO KE x ZI HAN. Recalling the experience Xiao Ke shared that, 

Around 2005 and 2006, I started to have many schedules of touring overseas. Zi Han 
and I met in 2009 while I was working with Zuhe Niao, then in 2010 we had our first 
collaboration Silent Acappella. But officially we started to use the name ‘XIAO KE x 
ZI HAN’ for the first time during the social theatre series Darling Hurt in 2011. After 
the project of Darling Hurt, we received many invitations from both domestic and 
international festivals. We started our touring across the world in 2012 with the name 
of ‘XIAO KE x ZI HAN’. Our works usually get performed in multi-locations each 
year, some of the works are commissioned, some of them are co-productions, and a 
small portion of the works are our own projects. In Shanghai, we work extensively 
with institutions and art festivals. 

 

Xiao Ke is very actively involved with dance creation and experimental choreography in 

China and abroad. I asked her how she perceives herself as an artist and her collaboration 

with Zi Han, 

As contemporary artists based in China, we are prone to grappling with social issues 
from an artistic standpoint. I believe we are different from choreographers who are 
more focusing on movement and technique such as TAO Dance Theatre. Anything 
could happen in our work. We have produced many kinds of theatre performances ever 
since we collaborated together. The series of Sickroom was the turning point for the 
aesthetic direction of ‘XIAO KE x ZI HAN’. We started to focus more on social 
problems related to contemporary China’s profile. We tried to interpret the problems of 
our society under an individual perspective, and gradually, it has become a mode of 
expression and shaped who we are today. 
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Throughout Xiao Ke’s narratives, what impressed me most was her difference and 

personality as an artist. The difference Xiao Ke described also means that her and her works 

do not ‘fit’ in with the existing categories or rules. In our conversation she described that “I 

always consider us as artists who are less successful”. As I was sitting in the black box 

theatre watching her choreography Republic of Dance and the trailer of her overseas project 

CHINAME, I wondered what she values within her artistic creations, and how she views 

using amateurs in her works. She stated that, 

There are two principles when we are dealing with our choreography and creation. 
Firstly, audiences can see ‘real people’ through watching our work. Performers are 
going to tell people stories that happened in their life. By doing this, we can stay honest 
to ourselves. And this ‘seeing people’ and ‘honesty’ have always been important 
inspirations for our creative projects. In the case of Republic of Dance, auntie Fangfang 
on the stage is the same auntie Fangfang in reality, all of the subtitles appeared in the 
video were her real stories. Through the work, we were trying to show the kind of 
sadness to the audiences. The generation fades and receives little attention throughout 
their life. Amateurs are a very important medium in my work. By mobilizing amateurs 
in the performance, perhaps we are trying to show is the ‘individual’. Another principle 
throughout our creations is that what we created always has something to do with our 
society. That is to say, our works shall reflect our real situation in life. We have no 
intention to forge something about beauty without basis, as well as to assume a 
storyline on stage like what drama does. 

 

Xiao Ke then explained some of her approaches to developing choreographic concepts in 

practice with the example of Republic of Dance. She first explained that focusing on square 

dance and square dancers in her work was an intuitive choice, and that many questions drove 

her to explore the reasons by herself, 

Republic of Dance premiered in Weimar, Germany in 2016. Like our recent work 
CHINAME, we have spent two years’ collective data and conducting interviews 
towards those Shanghai aunties who are all square dancers. Based on the data and 
interviews we gathered, we outcome our theatrical performance Republic of Dance. We 
later premiered the work in Shanghai as part of project ReActor 2016 curated by the 
Power Station of Art Museum. I honestly can hardly ignore square dancing. I was 
learning and dancing ethnic minority dance when I was really small. Although I went to 
Fudan University and studied journalism later, I have never stopped my dance learning 
experience. For square dance, I had many questions about the phenomenon itself. You 
can hardly understand why those square dancers would do it? From a professional view 
of we dancers, we are curious about the question of why the body memory of their 
generation would be in that way? To put it simply, we found that those aunties, they 
would never dance in the regular eight counts like how we dancers dance and count. 
They would dance in five counts, then seven counts, and they would pause there every 
time when they considered that there was an important moment. I mean why would you 
pause at that moment? And the poses they made had everything to do with their body 
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memory. We believe that things that were special to their time have eventually 
prompted and shaped their participation in square dancing. 

 

Questions are crucial in Xiao Ke’s choreography and so is the notion of ‘play’. A scene 

captured my mind when I recalled the night at the black box theatre at Power Station of Art. 

Accompanying the Mandarin disco music The Little Girl under the Streetlight, a cover from 

the English disco Brother Louie from Modern Talking, Xiao Ke was yelling on stage, 

“Anyone who wants to dance, get down here”. I sat among the audience and immersed 

myself in the rhythmic vibe of disco, and I noticed that many viewers, who were all middle-

aged and elderly people, stood up and participated in the performance like the dancing was a 

big celebration. While I was thinking of the scene, Xiao Ke explained that, 

My work is completely open to mistakes. It sounds really ideal, but I hope that I could 
carry the mentality of ‘playing with it’ throughout my life and my artistic career. The 
mentality of play, in my perspective, has guaranteed certain freedom in my artistic 
practices. The aim of my work is not creating movement or making dance, every work 
we have made is open-ended. For example, in Republic of Dance, there was a scene in 
the work where we dancers on stage invited audiences, most of them square dancers, to 
join us and dance with us. While we performers slipped and left the stage in the middle. 
And when we returned from the back door to the stage, we continued our performance. 
It is really like we were ‘playing’, we followed the spontaneity during the live 
performance. 

 

 
Figure 4.6 Audience joined the stage in Republic of Dance, courtesy of the artist 

 

Xiao Ke’s choreography and her strategy of play seem to me like there is not going to be a 

ready answer for questions she probed, and choreography is a journey of exploration and 
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discovery. As our conversation drew to a close, she ended up sharing her thoughts on creation 

with me,  

Creation is about solving your own problem, your life, and your encounters. As artists, 
we are trying to solve problems through our works, which is very similar to 
psychological therapy. That’s why we are not afraid to give it a try. 
 

Xiao Ke expressed that the meanings of dance in her work are beyond performing 

movements, perhaps the mentality of not being afraid to making mistakes and the notion of 

play are ways she expresses her resistance to limitations and boundaries carried with gaze and 

discourse. Echoing the question Xiao Ke posed in Republic of Dance – “Do you know what 

Chinese contemporary dance is?” – the work itself in the end did solve her problem. “Except 

for the questions I mentioned and my own experience, another important reason for us to 

initiate the project, which I remembered that I have explained in the post-show talk, is that we 

believe ‘public square dancing is Chinese contemporary dance’” said Xiao Ke. 
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4.4 Jiang Fan: “I hope to create my narrative from a different perspective” 

 

The first time I met Jiang Fan was in the closing ceremony of the First China Contemporary 

Dance Biennale in Shanghai. She was presenting her latest work Web Traffic, a multi-media 

dance theatre focused on the living circumstances of female streamers in China. In the solo 

performance, Jiang Fan was wearing a blonde wig, and performing in front of a selfie camera 

acting like a streamer who was showing her everyday life in front of the camera. To use the 

space to create the immersive effect, instead of using the front stage of the theatre, the 

backstage became the location where the show was situated. So, the audience, rather than 

sitting in the auditorium, they sat backstage, where anyone had the chance to be selected by 

the dancer to join them on stage. It was interesting to see how a choreographer transforms the 

life experience of people who we normally consider to be at the ‘margin’, or generally 

neglected by mainstream dance creation, into dance theatre and to center them in the dance 

work.   

 

 
Figure 4.7 Jiang Fan was performing in her solo dance theatre Web Traffic, courtesy of the artist 
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During my trip in Shanghai, 2019, I had the chance to talk with Jiang and get to know her 

experience as a dancer and choreographer. Before becoming an independent dance artist, 

Jiang received her choreography training and dance education at STA, and after that she had 

four years’ experience of being a choreographer in the Dance Troupe of SOH. However, 

during the time she worked with the SOH, she was also engaging with different independent 

dance projects. Recalling the experience, Jiang Fan articulated, 

I entered Shanghai Opera House as a choreographer after I graduated from Shanghai 
Theatre Academy in 2009. The division of dancer and choreographer within Shanghai 
Opera House is strict. There was also a well-planned career for choreographers and 
dancers inside. At the years I was trying very hard to balance projects I worked for 
Shanghai Opera House and independent projects of my own. So, if there were 
important projects of Shanghai Opera House, I would not skip on that. My thought was 
simple and I just wanted to see whether I could do something different based on the 
state-owned platform or the mainstream platform. So, I was taking projects both 
collective and independent for a while. Later there were some interpersonal transfers, 
so I decided to leave the job and become a full-time independent choreographer. 

 

Of the dance artists I interviewed for the thesis, Jiang Fan is the youngest choreographer and 

is early in her artistic career. She shared with me her experiences of creating dance in a 

musical Rhapsody of the End Day in 2012 and her own theatre project Refracted Shadow in 

2014. She also informed me that she was awarded Best Small Theatre production of that year 

by the Youth Drama Festival for her work Refracted Shadow. During the time, Jiang felt that 

she was less motivated to create dance with balancing her job in SOH and working on her 

independent choreographic practice at the same time. To concentrate on her independent 

choreography, Jiang Fan chose to quit her choreographer job in SOH. In the meanwhile, it 

seemed that she was also struggling to sustain herself. Jiang expressed the difficulty as 

follows, 

By the end of Refracted Shadow, I was conceiving a work that could speak for myself. 
Dancers who worked with me, we shared the same struggles of sustaining ourselves at 
the moment. Questions that haunted me were all very bottom-related, such as ‘what I’m 
going to eat tomorrow?’, ‘What should I do tomorrow?’, ‘What is life?’, ‘Where do you 
come from?’, ‘What exactly are we making art for?’. These questions just emerged 
unstoppably. So later I did a work called Dining Table. The work is actually about our 
real life, and concerned with food. There was an amateur performer, Xiao Yin, she was 
really into cooking in real life, and she has her logics about food.  

 

From 2014 to 2016 Jiang Fan also worked closely with independent artist Wen Hui, who is 

also a participant of this study. Jiang Fan was a main character for Wen Hui’s project Red. 

Though the experience was not directly related to Jiang’s choreography, I wondered how the 

experience might have impacted on her own choreographic practice. She shared, 
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The dancing experience in Red has made me to think that for me history or telling 
history is not unimportant, but I hope to talk it in a lighter way. I prefer to present 
things in a fun way, and narrate stories as someone who stands outside. In fact, I don’t 
know have you ever seen the full performance of Red, but I was painful when I was 
performing the scene.  

 

Jiang Fan said that the reason the experience is traumatic for her was she had to examine the 

professional dance training experience she accepted, which had made her feel torn apart 

inside. Jiang Fan explained that, 

I had a breakdown, and I was crying the whole scene. The whole work made me feel 
that (dancing) is a wrong thing. Actually, I was thin and weak when I was a kid, if it 
were not for dancing, I wouldn’t be so healthy now. So, think about the fact that started 
a professional dance training has made me healthy and robust, it should be a lucky 
thing for me. And I should feel happy, rather than made me feel like I was an idiot for 
dancing Chinese folk dance, right? But these works have always made me feel that 
maybe my existence is a mistake. Is it my fault that I’m good at dancing? Is it my fault 
that I have a flexible body? Is it my fault that I learn steps quickly? It feels like your 
advantages and skills become a wrong thing from a different angle. The work Red 
touched upon those things, and the kind of self-examination, you must deny yourself 
constantly. 

 

After a short time of performing and collaborating with other dance artists, Jiang Fan started 

to focus on her choreography Web Traffic. It was not very smooth to have the choreographic 

concept to finally settle the theme. Recalling her initial experience of integrating the thought 

of streaming into her choreography, Jiang shared that, 

There was an independent art festival called Niao Nao Spot. I happened to have an 
extra TV in my home, so I asked a friend to carry my TV to the festival, while I was 
cooking at home. So, the audience at the festival can see me cooking at home. There 
were friends at the spot who helped me project my streaming. That’s it. I just brought a 
concept there, and there was no rehearsal. My dramaturge happened at the festival, and 
she thought it was an interesting idea.  

 

Jiang Fan articulated that in order to learn more about the life of a streamer, she conducted 

many interviews with different people in the process. However, she was also thinking about 

what kind of streamer she was trying to portray. Jiang Fan stated that, 

My dramaturge and I had many conversations, one of the matters we felt assured was 
we want to focus on females and their encounters in contemporary China. Just like 
every cause has an effect, I was just jumping out of the rehearsal of Red, in which 
women were shaped as the group of suppressed and always hanging their heads in 
shame. I’m the kind of people-person, and I love to amuse people around me. So, my 
dramaturge and I reached an agreement that the portrayal of women in our project will 
be unrestrained and modern, and we don’t discuss history in our creation. In my work I 
hope to create my narrative from a different perspective. I asked that what Chinese 



 116 

women look like? And what do young Chinese women look like? These questions are 
critical for developing ideas in Web Traffic. 

 

For her interviews and findings in the process of collecting choreographic materials, Jiang 

articulated that, 

I spent almost four months conceiving the idea and concept, and my dramaturge and I 
finalized some details. Next, we spent another three months discussing what kind of 
female streamer we want to shape and depict. I carried my recorders and interviewed a 
lot of female streamers at that time, and asked questions to them. Through the 
interviews and research I have done, I found that a good streamer has to keep 
improving the quality and diversity of the content if they want to attract more followers. 
To be a successful streamer in China, you have to follow the bullet screen comments, 
and seize the key messages delivered by the comments and react very quickly. 

 

Throughout our conversations, Jiang Fan stressed the importance of including changes and 

trends of contemporary Chinese society in her works. As she described that, 

The changes and shifts of the Chinese society ever since the opening door has been 
tremendous, especially after 2000s, not even mention what we have experienced in 
recent two years have also created a huge gap between our generation and generations 
before 1980s. But I believe what I’m doing is to fill the gap of content related to 
China’s changes, I think works I’m conceptualizing are the reflection of what is 
happening now in China. Viewers are able to read encounters of contemporary Chinese 
ordinary people through my work. 

 

Jiang Fan continued to share her thoughts and opinions on contemporary dance practice in 

China, 

Dance companies like Beijing Dance/LDTX and companies in Hong Kong, they all had 
a long history of establishing Martha Graham technique as a basic, then it gets tasteless. 
Yet lately, Gaga technique came and strongly influenced lots of dancers. Suddenly this 
technique is like the last straw that Chinese dancers can hold firmly and then quickly 
produce new movement techniques based on it. When this type of dance practitioner 
prevails in the dance community, dance work which get encouraged and promoted in 
the dance community are step backward to the 1990s where dancers put great emphasis 
on their competencies of technical virtuosity and performing movements. In this kind of 
dance works, dancers’ bodies are the content of showing. People will pay for watching 
their bodies anyway. But what is the content of the choreography? What are you going 
to do next?  

 

As I watched Jiang Fan’s choreography in the First China Contemporary Dance Biennale, I 

recognized the “content” and “encounters of contemporary Chinese ordinary people” she was 

trying to capture. During our interviews, she informed me that there were a lot of people and 

practices that created impacts on her. “For example”, said by Jiang, “the video element and 

the creative idea of integrating multimedia factors into dance theatre, even the live music, are 
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actually influenced by other collaborative choreographic practices and dance artists I engaged 

with before”. Jiang Fan also told me that if it were not for the influence and collaboration of 

other independent dance artists and choreographic projects, she would probably now still 

work at the SOH. 

 

Unlike other independent artists of this study, Jiang Fan was reiterating that she intends to 

narrate her voice in a lighter and fun way when creating dance. She also noticed that the 

environment of censorship in China has made young choreographers like her face 

increasingly narrow surviving spaces. I reckon her meaning was that the content of dance 

choreography is under rigorous scrutiny and examination, thus it will limit the capacity and 

width of content that artists are able to include and perform. Before we ended our 

conversation, Jiang Fan shared her feelings of being an independent artist in China,  

When I commenced my career as an independent dance artist, I knew that there are 
limitations. Deep inside, I feel that my creative interests are distant from the artistic 
expression of mainstream dance productions. However, considering the values 
expressed by some independent dance practices and artists, I realize that I don’t deny 
the values of mainstream dance productions. I see my creative space is rather narrow 
and limited because I’m neither of them. Sometimes I feel that I should just stick to my 
way and stop categorizing myself as either mainstream or independent anymore. 

 
Jiang Fan’s voices revealed her dilemmas and reflections as a young rising dance artist in 

China. Instead of being critical and radical when expressing ideas on choreography like the 

other three dance artists in this thesis, her opinions and statements in dance creation are soft 

and different. 
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Chapter 5: Experiencing and constructing normative gaze in choreography 
 

The four artists, Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan, who shared their narratives 

in this research actively engaged with diverse choreographic practices based in the context of 

the Reform era in China for varying lengths of time. As this research aims to probe their 

resistance to normative gaze manifested as transgressive choreographic practices, it is of 

significance to unpack what might be the normative gaze mirrored within their narratives and 

experiences. This chapter presents findings related to the four artists’ encounters with the 

normative gaze in their choreographic experiences, some of their knowledge of the power of 

normalization can be connected with their understanding and knowledge about Chinese dance 

community and Chinese dance education.  

 

The narratives shared by the four artists revealed that their experiences mirrored the distinct 

normative gaze, where a set of ideals, meanings, and rules have potentially created impacts or 

had manipulative effects on their decisions towards making dance. Normative gaze emerges 

from the need and tendency to examine, judge, and categorize within a particular society, and 

the gaze of normalization maintains its power via the dominant discourses (see Section 2.1). 

This theoretical perspective towards normative gaze when exploring issues related to dance 

connects to discourses, codes, and approaches established in China’s conservatoire-modelled 

dance education system (see for examples: Liu, 2001; Wu, 1982, 1992; Yu, 1993, 2003). As 

indicated in Chapter 2.1.2, the look from the spectators reflected the ideal images relevant to 

the dancing subjects in particular cultural contexts (see p. 14), and dance creations under 

these ideals indicated that gaze holds power. In this research, the dominant discourses linked 

the ideals in dance and the normative gaze. Experiences of the four artists stated in the 

Chapter four unveiled that the artists are well aware of dominant dance discourses in the 

Chinese context and the limitations in dance choreography. In a sense, their construction and 

understanding towards this gaze has been built upon the premise that they have immersed 

themselves into these discourses while engaging with diverse choreographic practice. The 

analysis of their narratives, related to what the aspects of normative gaze might be, is based 

on the summarization of dominant discourses explored in the literature review (see Section 

2.1). This research contends that narratives of the four artists have revealed three main ideals, 

the dramatized ideal, the dancer’s body ideal, and the product-oriented ideal, that acted as 

aspects of normative gaze when examining dance choreography in China. These ideals, 
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which are perpetuated through the dominant discourses, set the boundary of ‘what is’ and 

‘what is not’ (Foucault, 1972), and serve to enforce the power of normalization and 

exclusion. 

 

This chapter discusses key themes identified regarding the normative gaze experienced by the 

four artists. Firstly, the dramatized ideal as an aspect of normative gaze experienced by the 

four artists is explored. The ideological meaning of taking Socialist Realism as the 

mainstream aesthetic in developing literature and art in China highlights the core of ‘drama’ 

played in dance. The dramatized ideal is an outcome of contemporary China’s emphasis on 

presenting dance combined with the form of narrative and the plots of literature (see Section 

2.1.2). The dramatization of dance usually embodied as that dance work is created or adapted 

based on the pre-existed literature, film, or other writings (Chengshui, 2016). Besides, the 

narratives of dance drama are largely fictional, with characters, and manifest certain values 

that are strictly edited by official stories. Secondly, the dancer’s body ideal as an aspect of 

normative gaze encountered by the four artists is investigated. The dancer’s body ideal, 

though akin to the term ‘ideal dancing body’ explored in the review of literature, is used in 

this chapter to specifically refer to the dancer’s body as being perceived as the ‘ideal 

location’ for performing dance in the context of Chinese dance community. This ideal mirrors 

the authority of professional dancers. Discourses of institutionalized dance genres (see for 

example: Deng, 2019; Liu, 2001, 2006; Liu, 2011; Long & Xu, 2004; Ou, 1998) and 

attaching great importance on techniques and movements (see for example: Lv, 2011; Wu, 

1952, 1982, 1992) are direct manifestations of what composes the ideal dancer’s body. These 

discourses are woven together to maintain the gaze which constantly examines the image of 

dancer. Thirdly, a product-oriented ideal as an aspect of normative gaze is examined. The 

product-oriented ideal is chosen to describe the gaze that tends to put conforming to standards 

and norms as priority. The product-oriented ideal deeply entrenched in the mindset of 

creating ‘correct’ and ‘standard’ dance works. Artists in this study shared their experiences of 

constructing the ideals in the Chinese context.   

 

5.1 A dramatized ideal as an aspect of normative gaze 

 

As revealed in the review of literature (see Section 2.1.2), Chinese dance drama achieved its 

dominance in dance productions in China for its strong propaganda function and educational 

purposes in the process of contemporary Chinese history (Chengshui, 2016). Chinese dance 
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scholar Yu Ping (2003) outlines the definition that “dance drama is the new kind of 

performing arts in China” (p. 1), and “dance drama is the kind of dance practice unfolds 

based on the logic of drama” (p. 2). From a historical perspective, since the establishment of 

the PRC, dramatized dance performance evolved into the kind of valid artistic form and 

choreographic ideal due to the need to convey socialist ideology via telling official narratives 

with fictional characters and stories (Mu, 2016; Yu, 2003). The endorsement of official 

narratives in developing dance dramatization has gradually led to the dramatized dance 

performance being an ‘ideal’ for those creating dance in China (Feng, 2021). The artists in 

this study shared their constructions of normative gaze and the examination and 

categorization of the dramatized ideal in dance choreography, via reiterating historical 

discourses such as the specific ideal characters (see Section 2.1.2) and performing mega-

narratives (see Section 2.1.2) in the context of China. 

 

Narratives stated by Zhang Xian and Wen Hui specifically pointed to the historical discourses 

which were authoritative to establishing dance dramas in certain processes of contemporary 

Chinese society. These discourses mentioned by the two artists serve as examples of their 

construction of the dance dramatization normative gaze. The lingering power of historical 

discourses aims to validate dance through combining the form of drama with its creation. For 

example, when explaining his critique to dramatized theatrical performance, Zhang Xian 

dated his view back to his experiences and memory during the Cultural Revolution. He stated 

that “...the aesthetic principles hailed in the Cultural Revolution such as ‘red, bright, and 

shining’, and ‘tall, outstanding, perfect’”. The application of the six-word Communist 

aesthetic principles reached its peak in the eight operas during the Cultural Revolution, where 

heroic characters in the operas needed to embody qualities of ‘red, bright, shining’, and ‘tall, 

outstanding, perfect’ (see Section 2.1.2). Even though the historical movement has faded, it 

could be said that in terms of formation of artistic statement, Zhang Xian still considers the 

Communist aesthetic principle as his point of departure. 

 

Wen Hui shared similar statements as she experienced the same historical period as Zhang 

Xian. Stating her motivation to engage with the project Red (2016) as “the idea I believe is 

that the human body is an archive and a database, in which the past, the history and the social 

movement can all be found in human’s body”. Wen Hui’s statement that the “human body is 

an archive” echoes André Lepecki’s (2010) notion of “the body is archive” (p. 31) which 

speaks to re-enacting movement in the process of dance making. However, Wen Hui’s 



 121 

articulation places an emphasis and link between the historical memories and the habitus of 

bodily movement. Therefore, it is possible to trace historical experiences that are carried 

through bodily performance. The background of the proposition of “human body is an 

archive” by Wen Hui was during and after she created the work Red (2016). With the 

choreographic project, Wen Hui re-visited the dance work Red Detachment of Women made 

during the time of Cultural Revolution, in order to investigate how the socio-political 

environment of a time might have inscribed the choreography and bodily expression of the 

dance practitioners. Wen Hui’s experience highlights that the historical memories and 

experiences tend to inscribe and normalize bodily behaviours. Aside from historical 

memories and discourses circulated during the Cultural Revolution, Wen Hui also talked of 

her experience in the OSDE, where she created dance under the framework of ‘mega-

narratives’. Wen Hui’s narrative reveals that in the framework endorsed by official ideologies 

and organizational powers, choreographers like herself rarely can fully decide artistic content 

and form of dance when creating their own works. Rather, within the institutional 

environment artists like herself are constantly under the examination of normative gaze.  

  

The quotes shared above by Zhang Xian and Wen Hui connect to the idea that social and 

historical practices constructed and inscribed bodies which has been extensively explored 

within scholarship (see for example: Desmond, 1993; Fortin, 2002; Foster, 1986, 1997; 

Green, 1999, 2001, 2003; Lepecki, 2006, 2010; Ridley, 2009; Rowe & Xiong, 2020; Shapiro, 

1998). The inscription and normalization of historical discourses on bodies  is often 

associated with personal and historical experiences of individuals (Mauss, 1973). What is 

revealed from the narratives of the two artists indicates that historical discourses inscribed 

and normalized on and through bodies still served as the normative gaze when examining or 

reflecting one’s artistic practices. Historical discourses, the six-word aesthetic principle and 

performing mega-narratives, are often found within national dance drama or en masse song 

and dance performances funded by the state, which in turn the discourses have been 

reinforced and perpetuated through dramatized dance works (see Section 2.1.2). Thus, by 

reviewing the disciplining power of these historical discourses, it could be said that the 

encounters of the normative gaze experienced by the two artists is consistent with their 

personal experiences. The historical discourses have drawn the line of what is considered 

‘mainstream’, and displays the power of normalization through validating the dramatized 

dance performance.   
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The artistic discourses articulated by the two artists echo the concepts of ‘socialist bodies’ 

(Wilcox, 2011) and ‘revolutionary bodies’ (Wilcox, 2019) proposed by American dance 

scholar Emily Wilcox (see Section 2.1.2). Wilcox’s argument toward the establishment of 

‘revolutionary bodies’ in the Chinese context is in consideration of the revolutionary traces 

and historical lineages in dance works, and which originated from the ‘revolutionary 

wartime’ of contemporary Chinese history. Thus, it could be said that the body images and 

meanings contained inside ‘revolutionary bodies’ proposed by Wilcox are considered 

evidence of how historical discourse normalizes and validates the dancer’s body. Yet, as 

China enters the Reform era, is it worth considering how, over time, the bodily ideals such as 

‘revolutionary bodies’ might evolve? Whether such a bodily ideal remains as the ‘only’ ideal 

in the Chinese context? This research asks, if dance artists who created works have crossed 

the boundary of presenting revolutionary content as to what has been done as national dance 

drama, is there a possibility to re-imagine the meaning of ‘revolutionary bodies’? This 

research proposes a possibility to relate the meanings of the word ‘revolutionary’ to practices 

situated within the context of contemporary China.  

 

Other than the disciplining power of artistic discourses circulated in certain historical periods, 

the narratives shared by Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke highlight the behaviour of ‘acting’ and 

playing out a storyline via dance. Acting and performing dance according to plots are 

considered crucial qualities in dance drama (see Section 2.1.2). It was through acting, 

characters, and plots that socialist realism art could reflect real social life and encounters of 

the masses (Chen, 2015; Liu, 2019a). In articulating his choreographic idea of ‘social 

choreography’, Zhang Xian pointed out that his critique towards dramatized theatrical 

performance could be attributed to the behaviour of acting, as he said,   

Students graduating from these institutions would then act roles as either ‘grandchild’ 
or ‘grandparent’ on stage, this is absolutely the ugliest performance in the world! For 
these men and women, who are all same-aged young people, yet they have to employ 
deceitful tricks in their performance. 

  

Zhang Xian’s critique of the dramatized performance reflects his construction of normative 

gaze focusing on dramatized performance. He considered that the ‘dramatized performance’ 

creates the feeling of being deceived due to its role-playing or acting on stage. The “deceitful 

tricks” caused by the performance suggest ‘performativity’ of human bodies, and connect to 

the statement that bodies “are highly capable of disguise, deception, masking, and passing for 

something that they are not” (Migdalek, 2016, p. 58). Daniel Schulze (2017) argues that a 
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“theatre’s fakeness” (p. 7) will evolve from dramatized performance. In the context of 

presenting dramatized performance, the feeling of being deceived and encountering 

inauthenticity might emerge due to the concerns that the dramatized performance “evolved 

out of the intrinsic ontological connection between lying and acting” (Schulze, 2017, p. 7). 

Xiao Ke also conceives that the storyline or narrative presented on stage can be viewed as a 

kind of lie or inauthenticity. The sense of deception could be found in Xiao Ke’s narrative 

that she contends in her creations she has “no intention to forge something about beauty 

without basis, as well as to assume a storyline on stage like what drama does”. Xiao Ke’s 

articulation implies that dramatized dance performance, to a large extent, is to ‘forge’ stories 

which could generate the sense of inauthenticity and deception. 

 

Stories of the three artists, Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, and Xiao Ke, revealed that the dominance 

of dramatized performance and its ideal could be found through the influences of some of the 

historical discourses that have continued to hold power of normalization within today’s dance 

productions in China. Historical discourses, such as the ‘specific ideal’ and performing mega-

narratives, serve as the points of departure to conceptualize their choreographic practices. For 

Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke, they consider that by following the form of drama to engage the 

choreographic practice would create the sense of inauthenticity and deception. It is 

anticipated that construction of the dramatized ideal as an aspect of normative gaze by the 

artists in this study could further inform their choreographic practices.  

 

5.2 The dancer’s body ideal as an aspect of normative gaze 

 

As previously discussed in the review of literature (see Section 2.1.2), the proposition of an 

‘ideal body’ in dance is pervasive around the world. Discourses and representations of dance 

imply what might be ‘visible’ or ‘invisible’ within a particular society or context. With this in 

mind, attention can be given to encounters and experiences of the four artists regarding ‘ideal 

dancing bodies’ in the context of China. The four artists’ narratives reiterated dance 

discourses which have been unpacked in the review of literature. For example, Zhang Xian 

repeated terms and notions such as: “institutionalized dance genres”, “movement”, 

“dramatized theatre”, “modern dance”, “Dance Academy”, “Theatre Academy”, “acting”, 

and the “dancer’s body” in his narratives. Xiao Ke, in a similar way, mentioned discourses 

such as “modern dance”, “techniques”, “movement-oriented choreography”, “body memory”, 

“training in a formal dance education system”, and “dance centre on movement and 



 124 

technique” throughout her narratives. Wen Hui placed emphasis on meanings relating to 

“dancers’ bodies” particularly mentioning notions of “techniques”, “professional dancers”, 

“dance training”, and “muscular memories” surrounding the shaping of ideal bodies in the 

Chinese context. Likewise, Jiang Fan spoke of “bodily techniques” and “shaping bodies” as 

the task of dance training and performance in China. It is inferred that their choreographic 

practices are largely built upon environments and contexts that consider these discourses as 

dominant. 

 

Narratives from the artists indicate dancer’s body ideal is a frequently seen issue in 

contemporary choreographic practice, and which is composed of multiple discourses. Among 

these discourses, mastering institutionalized dance genres and achieving competencies of 

performing techniques and skilled movements are primary qualities in shaping the virtuosic 

dancer’s body. Zhang Xian explicitly stated that “although I was not able to choreograph the 

kind of institutionalized dance genres, I do watch a lot of it”. Zhang Xian’s description 

reveals that he positioned institutionalized dance genres as a prerequisite for anyone aspiring 

to create dance in China. Wen Hui’s statement shows that the teaching and learning of 

institutionalized dance genres and techniques is deeply embedded in professional dance 

training, as she articulated that “the training of ballet and folk dance in our blood... 

Professional training has long been part of our dancers’ muscular memories”. Repetition of 

these discourses and the interview comments shared by the artists reveal that their 

understanding of the dancer’s body ideal in the Chinese context is primarily due to their 

immersion and their awareness of the mainstream norms. Their immersion in and familiarity 

with the ideal dancing body defined their encounters with normative gaze is built on the fact 

that they are surrounded by these discourses. Discourses that were repeated by the artists 

which define the dancer’s body ideal as visible and valid when performing and creating dance 

in the Chinese context. 

 

Modern dance and Chinese modern dance evolved into a codified dance vocabulary taught in 

tertiary dance institutes in China’s Reform era (see Section 2.2.2). The narratives shared by 

the artists reveal that they had experiences of engaging with modern dance learning and 

practices, and their choreographic practice largely built on their understanding that they 

consider modern dance to be one of the institutionalized dance genres. Zhang Xian said that 

“one thing for certain is that we are not going to dance the same way modern dance could be, 

at least the modern dance that people have seen”. Xiao Ke also stated that “I felt that modern 
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dance is highly categorized and codified”. Wen Hui’s experiences reveal that she engaged 

with modern dance learning while she was studying at BDA and in the U.S. Jiang Fan also 

indicated that learning modern dance of different styles is considered a required course for 

Chinese dance practitioners like herself, as modern dance can provide sources of movements. 

The four artists’ mentioning modern dance and Chinese modern dance reflects that mastering 

institutionalized dance genres, e.g., modern dance, is considered a prerequisite of the 

moulding of the dancer’s body. 

 

The four artists also highlight that dance in China is dominated by the abilities of fulfilling 

movements and techniques. Xiao Ke stated that “I used to focus on my dance creation by 

making movements” and that “I know I won’t be satisfied to be someone who only thinks 

about ‘movement’”. Xiao Ke’s comments indicate her experiences of encountering the 

movement-focused standard in dance creation, and also how her feelings towards this shifted 

over time. Jiang Fan recognized that “dancers put great emphasis on their competencies of 

technical virtuosity and performing movements”. Zhang Xian and Wen Hui also stated their 

encounters with dance techniques. Zhang stated that “I perceive ‘technique’ from Dance 

Academy and ‘acting’ from Theatre Academy are the two ugliest performances in this 

world”. Wen Hui articulated that “usually when we say ‘technique’, it is like a bunch of 

bodies... even the turning angles of our head when dancing was regulated”. 

 

Artists in this study also specifically talked of the dancer’s body, which reveals that their 

construction of the dancer’s body is established and sustained by the prevailing discourses 

discussed above. Zhang Xian explained that “I feel that a dancer’s body is the best medium 

and element of performing arts. Everything is so right whenever I see dancers move their 

bodies”. In contrast, Wen Hui reflected critically on the trained dancer’s body throughout her 

narratives, and she described the bodies of Chinese professional dancers as “public”, 

“homogenized”, “standardized”, and “disciplined”. Wen Hui’s description connects with the 

Foucauldian (1977a) notion of ‘docile bodies’, and her view towards dancers’ bodies reveals 

that she sees dancers’ bodies in a somewhat problematic light, as a location for manipulation, 

and as a target of power (Farrer, 2014; Kant, 2008). Wen Hui further explained that 

“everything is so wrong no matter how we move”. This view expressed by Wen indicates that 

as a choreographer in the process of dancemaking, she sees the well-trained dancers’ bodies 

as ‘problematic’, and lack of ownership due to the state of docility.  
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Interestingly, Jiang Fan was one of the dancers in Wen Hui’s theatrical work Red in 2016. 

Unlike the descriptions of “right” or “wrong” to the idea of dancer’s body as indicated by 

Zhang Xian and Wen Hui, her narrative reveals a complex description to the dancer’s body. 

Jiang cited her experience of performing Red, and said that, 

I had a breakdown, and I was crying the whole scene. The whole work made me feel 
that (dancing) is a wrong thing. Actually, I was thin and weak when I was a kid, if it 
were not for dancing, I wouldn’t be so healthy now. So, thinking about the fact that 
starting professional dance training has made me healthy and robust, it should be a 
lucky thing for me. And I should feel happy for it, rather than make me feel like I was 
an idiot for dancing Chinese folk dance, right? But these works have always made me 
feel that maybe my existence is a mistake. Is it my fault that I’m good at dancing? Is it 
my fault that I have a flexible body? Is it my fault that I learn steps quickly? It feels like 
your advantages and skills become a wrong thing from a different angle. The work of 
Red has touched upon those things, and the kind of self-examination, you must deny 
yourself constantly. 

  

The above narrative shared by Jiang Fan, though based within her experiences of performing 

someone else’s choreography, reveals her experience of constructing views on the dancer’s 

body. Unlike the artists Wen Hui and Zhang Xian who attributed the dancer’s body to 

‘wrong’ or ‘right’ in the Chinese context and their practices, Jiang Fan’s experience provokes 

further reflection on the passive and docile state of a ‘well-trained’ dancer’s body as 

portrayed by Wen Hui.  

 

The narratives shared by the artists indicate that the dancer’s body ideal as an aspect of 

normative gaze in the Chinese context prescribed expectations towards what is considered 

‘dance’. This ideal asks for artistic virtuosity to be achieved as the foundation or standard of 

being a dancer or for performing dance. The dancer’s body ideal highlights discourses such 

as institutionalized dance genres and performing techniques and movements that are 

embedded in and associated with dance education and dance training in China. Repetition and 

mentioning of these discourses by the artists suggests that their choreographic practices are 

built on and surrounded by these prevailing discourses, and these discourses, in turn, shape 

their understandings and constructions of the dancer’s body ideal. 

 

5.3 A product-oriented ideal as an aspect of normative gaze 

 

As indicated in the review of literature (see Sections 2.1.1, 2.1.3), the repercussions of 

leaning on the quality of the product in creating dance are generally manifested as the 
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stylistic similarities of the final dance work created between the dancer (student) and the 

choreographer (teacher) (Wilcox, 2017). The creation of dance works usually takes the 

requirements which have been established in dance classrooms as the standard that the 

product aligns with (Yu, 1993, 2003). The stylistic similarities of dance works highlight the 

pedagogical approach of replication and mirror the choreographic philosophy which 

emphasizes the “quality of the product” rather than actually teaching students the “activity of 

creative process, which itself requires critical reasoning” (Davenport, 2006, p. 25). Rote-

learning with a focus on replicating technique and movement in dance education in China can 

lead to choreographic education that values the ‘product’ and the ‘correct answer’ over 

‘process’ and ‘exploration’ (see Section 2.2.3). 

 

Xiao Ke and Wen Hui shared their experiences of encountering dance works with stylistic 

similarities, which reflected the dominance of product focused choreographic philosophies 

and approaches. Xiao Ke expressed her experiences of watching dance produced by some 

Chinese modern dance companies. She stated that “I found out that works presented by these 

Chinese modern dance companies are full of standardized movements and symbols. I was 

simply bored with how everybody moves with the same appearance”. Akin to the description 

made by Xiao Ke, Wen Hui explained how she saw that professional dance training tended to 

generate homogenized dance works and dancing bodies. Wen Hui attributed the 

homogenization of the styles to the techniques that dancers engaged with. To explain, she 

stated that “usually when we say ‘technique’, it is like a bunch of bodies, you can’t hardly 

distinguish one from another”. Here, ‘technique’ serves more than an ability that dancers 

fulfil, but rather is one of the elements to achieve the unification of a dance product. Wen 

Hui’s narrative elucidated the homogeneity of dancers’ bodies in the daily repetition of 

techniques. She shared that “we get used to being disciplined since we were little. Not just 

our bodies, our brains were disciplined as well. In the end, our bodies became homogeneous 

and standard”. Wen Hui also used herself as an example, sharing that her body type is 

constructed and manifested as being “tense” due to her immersion within the Chinese dance 

training system. The statements made by Wen Hui and Xiao Ke imply the potential stylistic 

similarities and homogeneities of works or bodies presented in dance. The “same outlooks” 

of dance works, and the similar body types, imply the results of homogenization when the 

choreographic philosophy focused on the product.   
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The product-oriented ideal, as per the descriptions made by Xiao Ke and Wen Hui, is 

sustained by the utilitarian value of choreography and the universal aesthetic of performing 

similarities in the Chinese context. The product-oriented ideal as an aspect of normative gaze 

used to examine narratives of Wen Hui and Xiao Ke in this study considers the connection 

between the prevalence of standard products in dance classrooms and the authoritarian 

choreographic process in practice (see Section 2.2.1). Such a connection attaches importance 

on ‘techniques and methods of making dance’ (M. Wang, 2017; Xiao, 2012) when engaging 

with choreographic education and choreographic practice in China. The description of 

‘techniques and methods of making dance’ indicates that choreography is a craft that could be 

mastered by learning and abiding by techniques and methods offered by teachers or 

choreographers, stressing the utilitarian purpose of the craft. Emphasising the value of 

techniques of creating dance could be stemmed from conservatoire-modelled dance education 

and the learning of content knowledge in dance (see Section 2.1.1). It is anticipated that 

authoritarian pedagogy within dance classrooms might also impact the values and 

philosophies held by its dancers and choreographers in the context of China.   

 

Articulations made by Wen Hui and Xiao Ke seem to indicate that broader factors are to be 

considered when exploring the power of normalization behind the stylistic similarities 

manifested in dance works. It is expected that the hierarchical relationship between the 

teacher and the students as a norm might further extend to the relationship between the 

choreographer and the dancers in choreographic practice. The power of normalization within 

a product-oriented ideal, thus, lies in the dominant choreographic approach and philosophy 

reflected within final dance products. The choreographic practice, rather than attaching to 

how the process unfolds and embracing unexpected results, often leads to similar standard 

outcomes which are predetermined by the path, method, and skills of creating dance.   

 
5.4 Summary 

 

The discussions and analysis within this chapter reveal the experiences of the four artists in 

relation to what aspects of normative gaze are identified through their narratives, and their 

experiences towards constructing these aspects of normative gaze. Discussions above show 

that there was often not one singular normative gaze, but rather a complex and pluralistic 

normative gaze that the four artists experienced and further connected to their choreographic 

practice. From the artists’ narratives, normative gaze identified from the contexts of their 
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choreographic practice could be unpacked as the ‘dramatized ideal’, the ‘dancer’s body 

ideal’, and the ‘product-oriented ideal’. These aspects of the gaze are built on a set of 

prevailing discourses that the artists were immersed into and experienced. Experiences shared 

by the artists suggest that normative gaze in choreography in the Chinese context is socially 

constructed.  

 

The dramatized ideal reinforces the validity of performing dance in the form of drama in the 

Chinese context. Beneath the normative gaze, there are the particular approach (the reflecting 

theory) and the socio-political tenet (Socialist Realism) to conform to. The power of such an 

ideal is manifested through the continued influence of historical discourses such as the 

‘specific ideal’ and performing ‘mega-narratives’ played in socialist literature and art. Zhang 

Xian and Xiao Ke specifically pointed out that their construction of the dramatized ideal 

highlights the behaviour and ability of ‘acting’ and fictional stories in dramatized 

performance.  

 

The artists in this study appear to perceive the dancer’s body ideal as an aspect of normative 

gaze that judges who is considered ‘eligible’ to perform dance on stage. Acknowledging the 

idealized body condition of a dancer is not something limited to China necessarily – but the 

particular history, view of the dancer’s body in classes intricately woven with the context, 

history, and socio-political landscape of China. The four artists reiterated the prevailing 

discourses that are interconnected with achieving the dancer’s body ideal. Narratives shared 

by the four artists indicate that the ideal dancer’s ‘body’ is closely connected to the mastering 

of a particular dance genre, and performing virtuosic techniques in dance, where the dance 

movements ‘shape’ the body and, in turn, the body has the ability to perform techniques.  

 

Artists in this study recognized that appearances of the dance works produced in China often 

share stylistic similarities. Such similarities could be attributed to the choreographic approach 

and educational values that attach great importance on qualities of performing dance instead 

of qualities of process in choreographic practice. The product-oriented ideal functioned as a 

power of norm reveals two-folded meanings. The first meaning emphasizes how the 

prevailing discourses which have been explored in the narratives of the artists and the 

literature review sustain the idea of choreography as a craft in the Chinese context. The 

quality and the ‘correctness’ of the product of a choreography is built on the standard of 

whether the product fulfils the expectations of the prevailing discourses, instead of valuing 
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the process or fostering creativity within a choreographic practice. The second meaning of the 

ideal is the extension of the hierarchical relationship of the teachers and student 

choreographers in classroom settings into the relationship of the choreographer and the 

dancers. 

 

Narratives shared by the four artists disclose that their understanding of the normative gaze in 

the Chinese context is built on their immersion in the prevailing discourses. These ideals 

deconstructed based on their experiences reflect multiple gazes that intend to reinforce the 

power of normalization in dance choreography.  
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Chapter 6: Expressing resistance to normative gaze with manifestos 
 

This chapter examines how the four artists, Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan, 

might respond to the normative gaze they have experienced. This chapter reveals the artistic 

statements and intentions expressed by the four artists regarding the dominant normative gaze 

in the Chinese context which have been explored in Chapter five: the dramatized ideal, the 

dancer’s body ideal, and the product-oriented ideal. The four artists stated what they sought 

to advocate for, or what they aimed to achieve, in their choreographic practices. As revealed 

in Chapter five, the power of normalization within gaze tends to draw the boundary of ‘what 

is acceptable’ and ‘what is not acceptable’, this chapter also attempts to explore what might 

be the boundaries of the normative gaze the artists have challenged.   

 

This research interprets the series of opinions and ideas the four artists expressed in their 

narratives to resist normative gaze as their ‘artistic manifesto’. Despite the four artists having 

not explicitly described their resistant ideas to the normative gaze as a manifesto, this 

research articulates artistic statements which explained standpoints and potential goals of the 

four artists as their manifestos. A manifesto is perceived as an actual or attempted 

intervention to the prevailing discourses, a statement position, a call for certain actions, that 

may look to achieve a revolutionary effect (Coessens et al., 2009; Copeland, 1983; Daly et 

al., 1992). Martin Puchner (2006) claims that “manifestos tend to present themselves as mere 

means to an end, demanding to be judged... by their ability to change the world” (p. 2), and 

identifies that manifestos legitimize the identity of artists and in turn are assimilated and 

absorbed in the artworks created by artists. These perspectives consider a manifesto as a 

statement that clearly defines actual intentions or attempted interventions to a dominant 

ideology or discourses so that a revolutionary effect could be achieved. Thus, this research 

utilizes the term ‘artistic manifesto’ to describe a series of statements, ideas, and assumptions 

that the artists conceptualize and aim to achieve in their choreographic practices. This 

research considers the use of ‘manifesto’ as a term to indicate the four artists who have not 

only stated artistic views regarding normative gaze, but also in turn have been assimilated 

and absorbed within their choreographic works (see Chapter seven).  

 

The resistant artistic manifestos shared by the four artists connect to the Foucauldian notion 

of transgression (see Section 1.1.1.), in which the choreographic practices served as a site 
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where individuals express their resistance to constraining limitations. This chapter firstly 

explores how the artists express different opinions on presenting ‘reality’ on stage. The 

dramatized ideal of dance creation prescribed the correctness of adhering to Socialist Realism 

and its approach to reflection theory (see Section 2.1.2). Views articulated by the artists in 

this study reveal their alternative understanding of the route of reflection theory. Expressions 

described by the artists could be interpreted as challenges to the dramatized ideal. Within the 

frame of challenging the dramatized ideal the artists discussed their aesthetic advocacy and 

manifestos towards pursuing authenticity and seeing real people in their choreographic 

practices.  

 

Secondly, building on the dancer’s body ideal as an aspect of normative gaze in the context 

of China, the artists in this study stated their opinions towards the dancer’s body. Their 

opinions revealed resistance to perform the ‘ideal’ dancer’s body on stage. Some of the artists 

further developed their statements which aim at crossing the normalizing expression of 

pursuing and presenting technical virtuosity in choreography.    

 

Thirdly, this chapter examines how the artists respond to the product-oriented ideal as an 

aspect of normative gaze in dance creation, extending on what has been discussed in Chapter 

five. The ideal is identified as generating choreographic works with similar appearances, 

considering fulfilling standards and artistic discourses as prerequisites, and rarely concerning 

how to cultivate abilities of creativity and originality of dance creation. The four artists state 

their different opinions on dance choreography by advocating independent thinking and 

community dance oriented qualities. 

 

6.1 Resisting the dramatized ideal: Seeking authenticity and real people  

 

The artists in this study stated views which can be perceived as resistant attitudes to the 

dramatized ideal. Some of the artists in this study further articulated clearly what they aimed 

to achieve in their choreographic practice.  

 

Building on the construction of the dramatized ideal in dance creation in China being 

perceived as ‘deceitful’ and ‘inauthentic’, Zhang Xian explicitly expressed his intention to 

subvert the dramatized form of performance in his theatrical practice. He argued that “my 

interest was to subvert the old drama form of ‘imitative actions’. What about non-imitative 
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actions?”, and endorsed the creations that address “physicality, performativity, and de-

dramatized elements”. The ‘imitative actions’ in dance in the Chinese context refer to the 

body language in a choreographed phrase, which is used to explain the complex relationship 

or actions of the characters (Mu, 2007). Stating the possibility of ‘non-imitative actions’ in 

theatrical performance conveyed his resistance to the gaze of the dramatized ideal. He 

detailed the alternative theatrical creation he was looking for as follows, 

all the plays I have ever created are served for the theatrical form I called ‘de-
dramatized’ theatre. I couldn’t explain explicitly to people what I’m doing exactly. I 
have to use the most extreme means to inform others that performance is full of 
freedom, imagination, subjectivity and without borders. 

 

Zhang Xian’s resistance to the dramatization lies in resisting the overstated role of using 

bodily expression to narrate the story in dance creations, and resisting the behaviour of 

‘acting’. The descriptions articulated above imply the possibility of advocating and realizing 

other qualities in dance creation. It is worth exploring in this chapter: What values Zhang 

Xian and the other artists in this study aim to achieve and further employ in their 

choreographic practice? What boundaries or limitations might these values challenge or 

cross? The following analysis intends to disentangle such questions. 

 

As explored in Chapter five (p. 121), the narratives shared by Zhang and Xiao Ke suggest 

that they hold opinions on the sense of inauthenticity and the theatre’s fakeness that comes 

with the dramatized performance. Such perspectives introduce other possibilities of what they 

might pursue or aim to achieve in their dance creations. In developing dance dramas, 

Socialist Realism and reflection theory have long been considered the mainstream aesthetics 

and approach to dance making in China (see Section 2.2.2). In order to shape ‘ideal’ 

characters and represent typical images of the masses, the realist approach of reflecting the 

reality of life asks choreographers to observe and learn from the life around them, and further 

distil observations into the creation of specific ideal characters within dance works (Wang, 

2020a, 2020b; Wang & Long, 1999). This reflection strategy indicates that the source and 

images of the character represented in the dramatized performance should always be positive 

and embody the “beauty of life” (Wu, 1994a, p. 4). However, the experiences of the artists in 

this study unveiled a different view in relation to looking for ‘reality’ in life. They stressed 

qualities of seeking authenticity and seeing ‘real people’ when reflecting realities in their 

artistic creations.  
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Zhang Xian pointed out the importance of seeking “authenticity”, a “portrait of life”, and “for 

the reality in life” in his theatrical creations. He further stated that the source of reality as 

“...you can only find the reality by digging into the life of socially vulnerable groups”. With 

an emphasis on vulnerability when reflecting realities, Zhang Xian’s statement identifies the 

contrast to the ‘positivity’ and ‘beauty’ presented and advocated for within the tenet of 

Socialist Realism artistic creations, and presents the possibility of manifesting marginalized 

portrayals of vulnerability and ‘weakness’ in choreography. Likewise, Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, 

and Jiang Fan also stated the close connection between their choreography and their lived 

realities. Citing “documentary theatre” as an umbrella term to describe some of her 

choreographic works, Wen Hui expressed that “works I created were all about our realities 

and contemporaries”. Xiao Ke shared that “what we created always has something to do with 

our society, that our works shall reflect our real situation in life”. Jiang also shared a similar 

articulation, saying “I think works I’m conceptualizing are the reflection of what is happening 

now in China. Viewers are able to read encounters of contemporary Chinese ordinary people 

through my work”. Ideas shared by the four artists call for authenticity of both the content 

and performers in the choreography, and to give attention to marginalized groups in Chinese 

society. 

 

The paradigm and dominance of creating works of literature and art under the guidance of 

Socialist Realism in China plays a powerful role in unifying the masses about political 

beliefs, yet it has also created a fixed reflection standard to examine and categorize dance 

works. When discussing the reflection theory in developing literature and art in China, Maria 

Galiskowski (1998) states that “a major consequence of this emphasis on the cognitive 

element is the overriding importance in artistic work of content, using standard forms 

according to fixed ‘scientific’ criteria” (p. 38). Wu Xiaobang (1994a) claims that “realism 

dance... is something that loyally reflects the truth and kindness of our national life, which 

represents the work of beauty” (p. 5). The fixed reflection criteria by the dominant realism 

aesthetic in judging considers whether the dance work reflects the material world through the 

representations of the ‘specific ideal’ characters and narratives that are consistent with 

realism aesthetics. It is perceived that the reflection approach under the guidance of Socialist 

Realism considers that the realities artistic content should reflect are always something 

related to ideas of being ‘true’, ‘beautiful’, and ‘kind’ (Tong, 2017b). The above articulations 

reveal that the ‘fixed’ reflection criteria asks for the embodiment of brightness and optimism 

conveyed within realism dance works. 



 135 

 

In contrast to the fixed reflection criteria, narratives of the four artists reveal that the artistic 

content reflected in dance should not confine with ‘optimism’ and ‘beauty’ of life reality. 

Rather, narratives shared by the artists in this study indicate that ‘realities’ as artistic content 

that dance works could reflect go beyond what is advocated within the frame of Socialist 

Realism. This view can be found in the narrative from Zhang Xian, who argued that the 

“reality of...the life of socially vulnerable groups” could be transformed and embodied in the 

choreography, though these realities might not be ‘beautiful’, ‘bright’, and ‘positive’.     

 

The narratives shared by the four artists revealed that they did not see the route of ‘reflection’ 

or ‘reflecting reality’ in mainstream dance creations as ‘problematic’, nor were they opposed 

to reflecting realities in choreography, as their works are also seeking to reflect realities based 

on their understanding of the outer environment and encounters. The meanings within 

reflection theory claim that “the difference between art, science and philosophy is only in 

their outward forms, their content being fundamentally the same” (Galikowski, 1998, p. 38), 

which revealed the homogeneity in artistic content when reflecting the reality in dance works. 

The homogeneity implies that under the guidance of reflection theory in developing socialist 

literature and art, there is the ‘danger’ of developing a “single story” (McCormack, 2018, p. 

V) with a similar tone. Therefore, it could be said that for the artists in this research, their 

resistance to the dramatized ideal as an aspect of normative gaze lies in their desire to 

challenge the narrow focus towards reality and the single voice of the reflection. The 

“authenticity” sought after by the artists is about broadening the scope of realities and its 

reflection in dance choreography.  

 

Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke shared the importance of displaying ‘real people’ in their 

choreographic practices. Their statements of seeing ‘real people’ in their choreography are 

interpreted as their manifestos of realizing ‘authenticity’ in choreography. Zhang listed his 

artistic creations chronologically, and expressed that “within these creations, I’m always 

looking for the ‘real people’”. Likewise, Xiao Ke has expressed a similar view on 

emphasizing the role of ‘real people’ in her artistic creation. She articulated that “the 

audience can see ‘real people’ through watching our work”. Wen Hui explained the idea of 

‘real’ in her narratives as well, however, in a slightly different way from Zhang and Xiao Ke, 

Wen Hui shared that “performers in my work must be someone in my life, and a real 

existence”. What is suggested from statements of Wen Hui seems to indicate a daily practice 
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of engaging with ‘real people’, instead of only observing and transforming their life 

experiences based on the reflection theory. 

 

Interestingly, the idea of “real people” as a strategy to develop realist artistic content has been 

underpinned and articulated in the reflection approach of Socialist Realism (Cao, 1953; Mao, 

1942; Feng, 2002; Tong, 2019). The artistic discourse of observing and learning from real life 

is considered a major way for artists to “forego the cosy surroundings of their art studios in 

favour of engaging with ‘real people’ and witnessing ‘real events’ first-hand” (Galikowski, 

1998, p. 64). The “real people” quoted above refers to those at the grassroots of communities, 

who represented the images of workers, soldiers, and grassroot leaders (Cai, 1992; Yan, 

2011). In this sense, the approach of reflection theory asked artists to mingle with different 

people from such communities to collect first-hand material. With this in mind, it is worth 

noting what the difference might be between the ‘real people’ proposed by the artists in this 

research and the ‘real people’ suggested within reflection theory?  

 

By examining narratives of the four artists and the phrase of ‘real people’ quoted above, it is 

revealed that the ‘real people’ developed in the works of Socialist Realism are characters that 

were developed and designed according to the characters’ specific identities and the need to 

reinforce the dominant socio-political ideology; however, the ‘real people’ depicted by the 

Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, and Xiao Ke are not only the people who appear in their life, but also 

the performers in the choreography. The use of ‘real people’ by Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke in 

their dance works reveals the artists’ desire of seeking diversity and vulnerability of real 

people instead of focusing on developing the ideal characters based on features and stories of 

‘real people’. The calling for authenticity and displaying ‘real people’ by the artists is 

manifested in their choreographic works that will be investigated in Chapter seven.   

  

In the narratives shared, the four artists reveal that they are not trying to deny that art should 

reflect the reality of life as proposed in a socialist realist approach (Groys, 1990; Feng, 2002; 

Liu, 2014; Wu, 1994a, 1994b). Rather, their narratives and experiences indicate that they are 

attempting to redefine the scope of the artistic content, themes, and manifestations of reality 

within the fixed reflection criteria. Their statements about and emphasis on seeking 

authenticity and seeing real people in their choreography are considered as their resistance to 

the single reflection standard mirrored from the dramatized ideal. Seeking authenticity and 

displaying ‘real people’ narrated by the artists could be interpreted as their ‘manifestos’. By 
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redefining ‘realities’ included in choreography and displaying a diversity of real people 

through artistic creations, it could be said that the four artists have challenged the boundaries 

of reflection theory that has been somewhat narrowly applied to promote optimism, 

brightness, unity, and conformity. Such promotion is usually in line with dominant 

ideologies. Instead, the manifestos articulated by the artists indicate that they are seeking 

ways in which alternative realities may be presented in performance, which values diversity 

and vulnerability of real people. In this sense, this research argues that the artists in this study 

manifest transgressive moments away from the imposed and fixed reflection criteria, which 

constrained what kind of reality and people could be reflected in their works.  

 

6.2 Resisting the dancer’s body ideal: Seeking anti-virtuosity  

 

Artists in this research explicitly stated their criticism or rejection of the dancer’s body ideal. 

Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke expressed their attitude to performing modern dance and creating 

dance works that emphasize making movements. For example, Zhang Xian articulated that 

“one thing for certain is that we are not going to dance the same way modern dance could be, 

at least the modern dance that people have seen, like we announced that we reject performing 

modern dance in our works”. Likewise, Xiao Ke shared that “I know I won’t be satisfied to 

be someone who only thinks about ‘movement’”, and that “my questioning character had led 

me to engage with concepts of anti-movement dance”. Citing her artistic residency in Beijing 

from 2007 to 2010, Xiao Ke stated that “I was more taking ‘body’ as my point of departure 

rather than ‘dance’ during the three years’ Beijing CCD residency”, within this, she added 

that “dance is not the only element in my work”, and that “I was looking for other 

possibilities and medium in theatrical performance”. Xiao Ke’s narrative echoes the 

definition of dance in China, which is largely professional-leaning and elitist with an 

emphasis on performing movement and technique (Guo, 2012; Y. Jin, 2008; J. Jin, 2017). 

Statements of the two artists illustrate their resistance to adhering to the prevailing discourses 

which are prerequisites for the moulding of an ideal dancing body. By stating ‘anti-movement 

dance’, what has been suggested by Xiao Ke could be understood as a resistance to dance that 

stressed virtuosic skills of the dancer.  

 

Reflecting on disciplining dancers’ bodies, Wen Hui expressed her resistance to the ‘dance 

techniques’ often carried with professional dancers’ bodies. At the same time, she specifically 

commented on meanings carried with “dancer’s bodies” multiple times. Wen Hui articulated 
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that “there is no standard in light of how to move your body”. She mentioned that she was 

repeating the idea that performers should “try to get rid of the constraints”, “forget the 

dancer’s body”, and “try to feel our body as a human first” in the process of rehearsal. Her 

statements suggest that well-trained dancers’ bodies are usually inscribed with traces of 

disciplinary techniques, that professional dancers usually move and perform with habits 

(Green, 2007; Ridley, 2009). She further detailed her view of de-centralizing the role of 

‘technique’ or ‘dancer’s body’ in choreographic practice as follows: 

What I’m interested in is personal or individual life experiences, as well as individual 
body and memory. people I worked with, s/he must be different, individual, and unique. 
Our works are always about working with different kinds of people, whether or not they 
are dancers. A very related idea held by the Living Dance Studio is that we don’t 
audition dancers. 

  

Expressions above made by Wen Hui, Zhang Xian, and Xiao Ke reveal a resistance to the 

technical virtuosity manifested through the dancer’s body ideal. Their attitude revealed a 

determined ‘no’ or resistance to the elitist and professional gaze towards dancers. The 

resistance to the normative gaze further provoked artistic statements of anti-virtuosity in 

choreography via employing and including ‘untrained bodies’. This research considers the 

expressions made by the artists regarding employing ‘amateurs’ or ‘untrained bodies’ as their 

manifestos of creating dance. Wen Hui’s articulation above indicates her focus on the 

identities of performers. Different from stressing the purity of ‘professional dancers’ of the 

dominant discourses about choreography, she sought to highlight a democratic anti-virtuosity 

approach and inclusion in her choreographic practice, in which her choreography is open to 

participation from diverse people. Similar to Wen Hui’s statement, Xiao Ke shared that 

“amateur is a very important medium in our works. By mobilizing amateurs in the 

performance, perhaps we are trying to show it is the ‘individual’”.   

 

The inclusion of ‘untrained bodies’ or ‘amateur dancers’ is frequently seen in choreographic 

works of the four artists in this study. For example, the author Feng Dehua in Wen Hui’s 

work Report on Given Birth (1999), the female cook in the CCD Workstation, Xiao Yin in 

the works of Wen Hui and Jiang Fan, and Aunty Fangfang and Sister Feng in Xiao Ke’s work 

Republic of Dance (2016). The inclusion of these amateurs could be perceived as the 

extension of displaying ‘real people’ in the works of these choreographers, and supporting 

their agenda of seeking authenticity by reflecting social life that they familiarize themselves 

with. It could be said that the inclusion of amateurs in dance choreography is to resist the 
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overarching position of ‘technique’ in dance, and thus calls for an inclusive and holistic 

strategy to be considered in dance creation. By advocating employing untrained bodies in 

choreography, the prevailing discourses on shaping the dancer’s body ideal are challenged. 

The statements also carry a strong sense of revolutionizing the form of contemporary 

choreography in the Chinese context as the performer of a dance work or the meaning of 

being a professional dancer is able to be re-imagined. 

 

Claire Bishop (2017) expresses that “the dominant rationale behind the use of untrained 

bodies in contemporary performance was the critique of virtuosity as elitist, coupled with a 

celebration of the everyday body (which was perceived as more democratic than the trained 

one)” (p. 41). A story shared by Xiao Ke echoes ‘a celebration of the everyday body’ by 

Bishop. Xiao Ke expressed a scene in performing Republic of Dance, stating that,  

There was a scene in the work where we dancers on stage invited audiences, most of 
them square dancers, to join us and dance with us. While we performers slipped and left 
the stage in the middle. And when we returned from the back door to the stage, we 
continued our performance. But it is really like we were ‘playing’, we follow the 
spontaneity during the live performance. 

 

Xiao Ke’s experience proposes favouring a casual or amateur aesthetic in choreography. By 

valuing and celebrating the individuality of the untrained bodies as performative subjects in 

their works, the dancer’s body which is considered as ‘visible’ and ‘ideal’ for dance 

performance and dance creation is being challenged. 

 

The perspectives revealed by Xiao Ke and Wen Hui above suggest that the conventional view 

towards dancers, and more broadly dance, might shift within the Chinese context if practices 

such as theirs continue to develop and are given space. In turn, this could open up potential 

for a wider range of people to be included within contemporary dance practices and 

performance in China. Jennifer Gidley et al. (2010) argues that the idea of inclusion is 

identified through social justice ideologies, and the primary aim behind inclusion is to enable 

diverse groups of people to participate fully in society with respect for their human dignity. 

The significance of inclusion highlights providing egalitarian opportunities, access, 

participation, and engagement to performers who are willing to join choreographic practices 

and processes. The inclusion of ‘untrained bodies’ stated by Wen Hui and Xiao Ke reflected 

their attitude of resisting the overstated role of technical virtuosity in dance, while turning to 
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the amateur performers to mitigate the issues of exclusion brought with the elitist 

professional dance training.   

 

Meanwhile, it also can be seen that with the inclusion of untrained bodies in choreographic 

practice, the suggestion to ‘de-skill’ professional bodies emerges. For example, Wen Hui 

shared a story regarding the rehearsal of Report on Given Birth, saying that “the amateur 

performer, Feng Dehua, was always the ‘role model’ of dancers. We would say ‘let’s see how 

Feng Dehua is doing’”. Wen Hui’s statement suggests that for professional dancers to be 

featured in her choreography, they have to first give up the professional competencies they 

have acquired in the professional dance training, in her words, “forget the dancers’ bodies”. 

However, it is considered that the process of de-skilling usually accompanies the demand of 

new skills, a different form of historical knowledge, and the need to address a social group 

and different modes of experiences (Buchloh, 1988). The ‘de-skilling’ versus ‘re-skilling’ 

poses an interesting question: What might be the skills or abilities that a choreographer who 

favours using untrained bodies in choreography needs to practice? Also, there are still 

professional dancers to be involved in the rehearsal, how might the artist coordinate or 

facilitate the process when there are both professionals and amateurs involved? While this 

thesis does not have the scope to delve into such questions in great depth, they are important 

considerations for future research. 

 

6.3 Resisting the product-oriented ideal 

 

The artists in this study consider the main repercussion brought about by the product-oriented 

ideal is the stylistic similarities reflected from dance works they observed in China (see 

Section 5.3). The product-oriented ideal is usually taking the quality of product and the 

standard of making the product as the goal when making dance works. The normative gaze 

may limit creativity and difference in dancemaking, and potentially reinforce and perpetuate 

authoritarian relationships between choreographers and dancers.  

 

This section explores attitudes and views towards the product-oriented ideal in choreography 

as an aspect of normative gaze. This section is divided into two sub-sections. The first sub-

section examines the artists’ manifestos highlighting ‘independent thinking’ to resist the 

assimilation and homogenization of a product-oriented ideal. The second sub-section probes 
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qualities in community dance practice that some of the artists advocated to facilitate the 

process of rehearsal and roles. 

 

6.3.1 Advocating for independent thinking in choreographic practices 

 

The artists in this study expressed the necessity and significance of integrating “individual 

thinking” or “independent thinking” into choreographic practice. Xiao Ke stated that “I hope 

I could be someone different who could discard the ‘corrupt customs’ that destroy 

independent thinking”. The ‘corrupt customs’ in Xiao Ke’s articulation could be understood 

as a figurative metaphor to indicate the socially constructed norms and discourses built in the 

settings of professional dance training. Her view suggests that ‘independent thinking’ is 

somewhat absent from current choreographic education in China. Considering the status quo, 

Xiao Ke articulated that her creations “focus more on social problems related to 

contemporary China’s profile”, and that she has “tried to interpret the problems of our society 

under an individual perspective”. Likewise, the narratives shared by Wen Hui and Zhang 

Xian emphasize the importance of employing “independent thinking” in choreography as 

well. Wen Hui insisted that “choreography is concerned with individual expression”. The 

individual expression, in her perspective, is manifested through “freedom of thought” and 

“thinking independently”. She further articulated that “being independent has more to do with 

your individual thinking towards the society. Don’t say things only because other people say 

that...it must be thinking independently”. Zhang Xian expressed thinking independently and 

further connected individuals ‘thinking independently’ with the idea of ‘taking the ownership 

of the human body’, where individuals are capable of making free choices. His statement 

indicates that advocating for “thinking independently” links to the notion of agency 

(Bandura, 2006; Hitlin & Elder, 2007), where individuals can utilize agency to make a 

variety of decisions independently, and making decisions independently may then lead to 

empowerment for individuals (Cosgrave, 2020).  

 

The emphasis of the concept of ‘independent thinking’ by Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, and Xiao 

Ke is considered a liberal notion that sits within the political distinction between a liberal 

society and a collective-focused society (Garrett, 1979; Gosman, 1978; Matsumoto et al., 

2008). Pak Auyeung and John Sands (1996) suggest that “uniqueness and individual 

interpretations are relatively unimportant” (p. 265) for the learning environment within a 

collective society, instead, the collective-focused society values goals and honors of groups 
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(Auyeung & Sands, 1996; Veenhoven, 1998). Emphasis on ‘independent thinking’ or 

‘individual thinking’ by the three artists highlights ideological contradictions that are deeply 

rooted in wider philosophical concerns and are part of a wider social and political landscape. 

Narratives regarding ‘individual thinking’ or ‘independent thinking’ stated by the artists 

revealed the contrast between different philosophical or ideological concerns, which could 

date back to the influence of the foreign dance training they engaged with differently. Such 

concerns could be worth exploration in future investigations.  

 

The emphasis on advocating for ‘independent thinking’ in the process of choreographic 

practice also highlights the importance of fostering multiple abilities, such as creativity, 

problem solving, and decision making through making dance. And Wen Hui explained, 

“don’t say things only because other people say that”, which means that the ability to form 

distinct tastes and the ability to make decisions are crucial to be a choreographer and to avoid 

replicating products that have already been produced. In the area of dance making, advancing 

independent thinking is usually intertwined with fostering multiple abilities, such as creative 

thinking (Levey, 2021) and critical thinking (Matt, 2003), which are considered to be 

important qualities for a choreographer (Dou et al., 2021). Chen Xiaoping (2008) argues that 

“independent thinking... includes the ability to use multiple perspectives or unique or unusual 

perspectives to analyse and interpret certain phenomena” (p. 338). Levey (2021) states that 

creativity “demands problem-solving and nurtures a sense of curiosity and play” (p. 39), and 

it teaches students to become innovative thinkers and choreographers. Pamela Matt (2003) 

defines critical thinking as “problem solving where solutions cannot be verified empirically” 

(p. 123). These definitions and arguments are evidence that advocating for ‘independent 

thinking’ in choreographic practice is more about cultivating multiple abilities which 

integrate the ability to think independently. These abilities include the ability to analyse a 

phenomenon, the ability to solve problems independently, the curiosity towards the outer 

environments, and the ability to make choices after thinking independently. To foster the 

creativity and innovation of dance creations, advocating independent thinking is about a 

choreographer inspecting or reflecting these qualities during the process of making dance. 

Artists in this study also further unravelled their approaches of how to realize or practice 

thinking independently while creating dance (see Section 7.3.1).  

 

Advocating for ‘independent thinking’ in the choreographic process indicates the attitudes of 

the artists to encourage the mindset of ‘thinking outside the box’, share knowledge, and 
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challenge the normative expectations toward a successful dance product. To foster the ability 

to think and make decisions independently while conceptualizing and implementing creative 

ideas means valuing and re-imagining the ‘process’ in creating dance. It is noted that in the 

Chinese context the process of making dance, or critical issues raised in the process of 

making dance, have rarely been discussed or studied; what is often discussed and studied 

focuses on what has been created or generated, namely, the dance work itself (see for 

examples: Yu, 2020a, 2020b, 2021a, 2021b). Valuing the process in creating dance 

sometimes suggests that the outcome might be completely different from what was 

conceptualized in the beginning of a process. It is the courage to think differently that 

contributes to a result that shares the potential to transgress the limitations and boundaries of 

the ‘correct’ product. The mention and advocacy of independent thinking by the artists in this 

study provides an opportunity to delve into the issues related to the choreographic process in 

the Chinese context. 

 

6.3.2 Emphasizing the qualities of community-oriented dance practice 

 

As revealed in Chapter five, the product-oriented ideal as an aspect of normative gaze also 

illuminates the unequal power dynamics which focus on hierarchies and different 

expectations for the roles of dancers and the choreographers. The conservatoire-model of 

choreographic practice highlights the power and authority of the choreographer, while 

creative input and agency of dancers are normally ignored and overlooked (see Section 

2.1.3). Among the four artists, Zhang Xian has particularly addressed issues and statements 

regarding the relationship between choreographer and dancers in the process of 

choreographic practice, which could be considered an opportunity to reflect what might be re-

imagined beyond the normative gaze in the Chinese context. 

 

Narratives shared by the artist Zhang Xian stressed qualities such as equality, democracy, 

participation, and collaboration, which are often advocated in community dance practices 

(Amans, 2008; Buck & Barbour, 2007). It is worth noting that though some researchers argue 

that Western concepts of community dance are distinct from Chinese concepts and practices 

of community dance (Rowe et al., 2015), this research interprets that the statement about 

developing relationships during rehearsal process expressed by Zhang Xian is akin to the 

agenda and philosophies of community dance. The statements by Zhang revealed what he 

aims to achieve in his choreography, which is in contrast to the authoritarian relationships 
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manifested within the product-oriented ideal (see Section 2.2.3). Zhang Xian cited his 

choreographic work Tongue Memory of Home (2005) as an example to explain what he aims 

to achieve and advocate for in his artistic practice.  

 

Zhang Xian firstly clarifies the qualities he values in organizing the rehearsal process by 

unpacking his choreographic idea of ‘social choreography’. The following narrative sheds 

light on highlighting participation and democracy in his choreographic practice. He said,   

As far as I’m concerned, it is very urgent to solve the problem I called ‘democratization 
of creation’. This means we need to attract participants who are really interested in 
performance and who are willing to participate our creation voluntarily. In the process 
of creation, we need to break barriers between professionals and amateurs, and pay 
attention to those amateurs. 

 

The advocacy of attracting participants and appreciating anyone who is willing to join the 

performance formed the core of Zhang Xian’s choreographic practice. The idea of breaking 

the barrier between professionals and amateurs is highlighted by valuing the qualities of 

equality, participation, and democracy that he wishes to achieve in his choreographic 

practice. Aiming to achieve the state of equality and fostering a collaborative relationship in 

choreographic practice was reiterated where he said, 

The collaborative approach of social choreography is an intricate job. I couldn’t say 
that I only cooperate with amateurs in my theatrical works, no one would be happy to 
listen to this. To draw the line, we need to ask, ‘What is professional?’ ,‘What is 
vocational?’, ‘Is professional mean the same thing of vocational?’. In the 
collaborative process, I must take anyone who works with me as an artist, no matter 
what their job really is. 

 

In the setting of dance education and dance creation in China, the idea of exclusion and 

difference is reinforced with the binary identities between professionals and amateurs (see 

Section 2.1.1). Zhang Xian’s statements proposed a possibility to disrupt the hierarchy of the 

binary representations of identities, and rather introduce positive difference, in the Deleuzian 

sense. It is noted that Deleuze (1994) depicts difference as a striving towards multiplicities 

and possibilities in life and the world, rather than toward negative categorical difference that 

makes a separation or distinction between things (Löytönen, 2017; May, 1997). In a sense, 

Deleuze proposes freedom and possibilities within the notion of difference. Even though 

Zhang Xian’s statement also touched on the difference between professional dancers and 

amateurs, meanings conveyed from his view consider that the difference does not necessarily 

divide and categorize participants who join the rehearsal process. Rather, it is important to 
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see that the positive meaning of the difference in the Deleuzian sense could emerge when 

acknowledging the participants as artists instead of simply reducing the participants into 

categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’.  

 

Pursuing or aligning with the aesthetic pursuit of ‘community’ has been explicitly expressed 

in Zhang Xian’s narratives. He took the choreographic practice of the independent artists’ 

union Zuhe Niao as the example, saying that,  

The very nature of the ‘community’ had shaped the aesthetic pursuit of Zuhe Niao. Just 
because we didn’t create and present our work under the context of professional 
standards, Zuhe Niao and its works could have the opportunities to tour and compete 
around the world in early 2000s and won the ZKB Patronage Prize of the Zurich 
Theatre Spektakel very soon. If we worked with our theatre project under the discourse 
and standard of professional, we would never gain the qualification to enter the game. 

 

Zhang Xian’s narrative revealed that the community-oriented choreographic practice Zuhe 

Niao adopted is in relation to the conservatoire-oriented choreographic practice. By touching 

on the double standards, his statements also raise the issue of identity which emerged from a 

sense of self in relation to Other (Bhabha, 1994; Rutherford, 1990). It is viewed that 

Bhabha’s notion of the Other (1994) shows that identity is viewed as something that evokes 

the Other, drawing on the idea that identity is found through difference (Anttila et al., 2019). 

Zhang Xian’s idea highlights his choice towards a community-oriented aesthetic practice, 

while also revealing that identity is deeply embedded with the binary discourses of the 

Chinese dance community landscape.  

 

The narratives from Zhang Xian reveal that qualities of equality, participation, democracy, 

and collaboration are what he aims to achieve and advocate for in his choreographic practice. 

These qualities are inconsistent with or different from the cultural agenda of the dominant 

ways dance is created within the Chinese context. These qualities are frequently seen within 

the notion and cultural agenda of ‘community dance’. The notion of community dance has 

been developed extensively in the cultural contexts of the Global North (see for example: 

Amans, 2008; Buck & Barbour, 2007; Green, 2000; Houston, 2005; Kuppers, 2019; 

Nakajima, 2011; Wise et al., 2020). Community dance practice attaches importance to 

dialogues and meanings which are constructed with different people actively engaged in 

community dance activities (Buck & Snook, 2008; Burridge & Nielsen, 2017). Dance 

scholars tend to perceive community dance as a space for different participants to take 

agency, where they may not have necessarily held agency before (Wise et al., 2020). Barbour 



 146 

(2008) notes that “the practice of community collaborative dance making can be 

distinguished from the typically directed or authored dance making by a company 

choreographer” (p. 43). In the context of China, there is limited literature regarding 

community-oriented choreographic practice, and little consideration is given to community 

dance within Chinese dance scholarship. Thus, it is relevant to further unpack meanings 

carried with these terms by referring to some works written in English as these ideas are 

relatively new ideas for choreographic practice in China. 

 

In practices of community dance, equality means to provide all learners with equal access to 

dance (Buck & Snook, 2018), and behind the equality there is an inclusive attitude that the 

people involved with the activities and the space are equally important (Wise et al, 2020). 

Participation is identified as a key concept within community dance (Wise et al., 2020). A 

community dance space is viewed as a location where people can experience an environment 

that supports participation of all individuals (Huston, 2005). Democracy in community dance 

signifies that dialogues, spoken and embodied, are appreciated and valued within the class 

environment; the interaction of ideas, the sharing of personalities, the giving and taking of 

weight and space, all create dialogue and in turn make meaning (Buck & Snook, 2018). In 

relation to collaboration in community dance practices, Barbour (2008) defines collaboration 

as the practice where “dialogues and exchanges explicit, both in the processes of creating and 

in the products of collaboration” (p. 44). Meanings carried within these qualities advocated in 

community dance practices conveyed a mutually constructed and engaging relationship 

among participants. These qualities could be considered Zhang’s ‘artistic manifesto’ that he 

aims to realize in his choreographic works. It is worth considering: how might these qualities 

inform or manifest in the process of choreographic practice? And what might these 

community-oriented qualities offer to contemporary choreographic education or practice in 

China? These queries will be attended to in the following chapter.  

 

6.4 Summary 

 

Within this chapter it has emerged that the choreographic practices engaged with by the four 

artists are sites of expressing their resistance towards the normative gaze: the dramatized 

ideal, the dancer’s body ideal, and the product-oriented ideal. The artists in this study 

expressed their different opinions on these ideals, and some of those opinions have been 

expressed as criticism or a determined ‘no’ to conform to the gaze. Artists in this study stated 
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what they aim to realize or achieve in their choreographic practice, which are considered by 

this research as their artistic manifestos. A key finding from this chapter is that the artists 

expressed their resistance to the boundaries carried with the normative gaze, and articulated 

their desires to challenge the normative gaze with artistic manifestos. Manifestos intend to 

resist the normative gaze stated by the artists further link to the notion of transgression 

(Foucault, 1977b), which are absorbed and assimilated in their choreographic works (see 

Chapter 7). 

 

Diverse artistic manifestos, which seek to add new layers and revolutionizing ideals and 

meanings of ‘choreography’ are shared by the four artists. These manifestos firstly include 

seeking authenticity and displaying ‘real people’ in choreographic practice. The manifesto of 

seeking authenticity and displaying ‘real people’ in choreography aims to challenge the 

narrow representation and reflection of the dramatized ideal. Secondly, artists proposed the 

statement of seeking anti-virtuosity in choreographic practice. By embracing ‘untrained 

bodies’, artists aim to de-centralize the overarching role of technical virtuosity and challenge 

the artistic discourses related to the dancer’s body ideal. Inviting ‘amateurs’ into the 

choreography highlights the philosophy of inclusion and thus challenged the role and 

meaning of ‘professional dancers’ in the Chinese context. Thirdly, narratives of the artists 

unveil the necessity of valuing ‘process’ over ‘product’ within their choreographic practices. 

By attaching to the ‘process’ of the choreographic practice, artists in this study introduced the 

notion of ‘independent thinking’, and qualities such as equality, collaboration, and 

participation that are advocated in community dance practice. The advocacy of these qualities 

could be said to provide impetus and potential to shift or re-define approaches of 

choreographic practice in the context of China. 
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Chapter 7: Transgressing normative gaze within choreographic 

approaches 
 

This chapter investigates what are the choreographic approaches that the four artists have 

employed in their choreographic practices. These choreographic approaches are evidenced 

through their choreographic works. This chapter argues that the four artists’ choreography is 

a location to realize their resistant manifestos (see Chapter six), and that their choreographic 

practice manifests their transgressions where the boundaries of normative gaze can be 

challenged. 

 

The first section of this chapter illuminates the approach of interviewing diverse people and 

performing narratives or presenting auto-narratives on stage. The experience of employing 

this approach is exemplified through the choreographic work of the four artists. This is 

followed by an analysis of how they might have challenged the boundaries of the dramatized 

ideal. The second section of this chapter explores a ‘holistic’ approach that is adopted by the 

artists. The holistic approach by the four artists is depicted as a transgressive opportunity to 

challenge the dancer’s body ideal. The third section of this chapter explores the approaches 

which highlight the process-oriented choreographic philosophy with the unfolding of 

dancemaking.   

 

7.1 Gathering stories and presenting narratives/auto-narratives on stage 

 

As explored in Chapter six of this thesis, the artists in this study expressed their resistance to 

the dramatized ideal, specifically, their resistance to the theatre’s fakeness or the sense of 

inauthenticity generated through the dramatized dance works. Correspondingly, the artists 

articulated their manifestos of seeking authenticity in their choreography, and within their 

pursuit for an authentic aesthetic they stated the importance of displaying ‘real people’ in 

their artistic practices. Seeking authenticity and displaying real people on stage reveals that 

they aim to transgress the boundaries of artistic content and the approach of the reflection 

theory. Their manifesto of seeking authenticity (see Section 6.1) signifies their aesthetic 

pursuit towards realities, people, and stories included in artistic practice goes beyond the 

fixed reflection criteria. The notion of ‘authenticity’ in contemporary theatrical practice could 
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be understood as performance which is dedicated to reflecting realities that are considered 

genuine, faithful, undisguised, certified, and unadulterated (Schulze, 2017). The 

manifestation of authenticity in the artists’ works is embodied through the display of ‘real 

people’ in their choreographic practice.  

 

The idea and discourse of ‘real people’ is rarely seen in Chinese dance scholarship. Delving 

into the discussion about ‘real people’ and the route of what should be reflected in artistic 

creations in mainstream dance production is bound to touch on the sensitive switch related to 

China’s ruling ideology. However, including ‘real people’ is often seen in contemporary 

theatrical practice of Western countries. Thus, unpacking the idea of ‘real people’ can foster 

understandings of why the artists stress the idea in their choreographic practice.   

 

The idea of ‘real people’ in contemporary theatre is often accompanied with the emergence 

and analysis of the following forms of theatres outside of China: ‘verbatim theatre’ (Loots, 

2016; McCormack, 2018), ‘documentary theatre’ (Schulze, 2017), ‘testimonial theatre’ 

(Fisher, 2011, 2020), and ‘biographical theatre’ (Canton, 2011). Generally, the idea of ‘real 

people’ is highlighted in the above mentioned theatrical forms which aim to seek authenticity 

with the employment of “...‘real people’, as opposed to actors, to perform and present their 

own stories” (Upton, 2011, p. 209). In Theatre of the Real, theatre scholar Carol Martin 

(2013) unpacks the notions of ‘real’ and ‘real people’ that are highlighted in contemporary 

theatrical practice. Martin (2013) states that the “phrase ‘theatre of the real’ identifies a wide 

range of theatre practices and styles that recycle reality, whether that reality is personal, 

social, political, or historical” (p. 5), and such practices tends to use “actual people to perform 

narratives of their own lives” (p. 80). The practice of using ‘real people’ as both the artistic 

material and performers of a theatre event is a key component of what Martin termed 

‘Theatre of Real People’. Martin (2013) further explains that a key feature of real people as 

performers is that they present aspects of themselves – their perspectives, personal histories, 

narratives, knowledges, skills, environments, social worlds, and/or socio-economic 

categories. The theatrical methodology which highlights ‘real people’ also applies to the form 

of dance theatre which blends professional dancers with amateur dancers, as long as dancers 

can “bring their own life experience – through the bodies – into the dance theatre...” (Loots, 

2016, p. 376).  
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Even though in the context of Chinese dance creation and performance, there is limited 

discussion surrounding the topic of employing or engaging with the idea of ‘real people’ in 

choreography, definitions above from broader theatrical concepts are helpful to clarify 

meanings behind the engagement with ‘real people’ that the artists in this study refer to. Xiao 

Ke, Jiang Fan, and Wen Hui shared that the main approach that they engage with is 

displaying ‘real people’ and the ‘reality of life’ on stage. One way they sought to realize their 

manifesto of “seeking authenticity” was through conducting extensive interviews with 

diverse groups of people, so that individual stories could be gathered. Xiao Ke gave her 

contemporary theatre works CHINAME and Republic of Dance as examples. She explained 

that the work CHINAME involved long-term fieldwork interviewing 142 people around the 

globe. Xiao Ke explained that the data collected in her fieldwork would be integrated into the 

final theatrical performance of the work CHINAME. She further indicated that gathering and 

using interviews was also a strategy in her work Republic of Dance, where she and her 

partner Zi Han spent two years talking with square dance aunties based in Shanghai. Jiang 

Fan shared her experience during the time she was conceiving the solo work Web Traffic 

(2016), and said that “I carried my recorders and interviewed a lot of female streamers at that 

time”. Wen Hui also stated that “The work of Report on Given Birth, I had interviewed for 

more than five years... I was carrying a Walkman, a very small recorder. I took it with me and 

recorded what people were saying”. Behind the articulation to “interview people” and 

“recorded what people were saying” by the four artists, it could be interpreted that instead of 

representing social realities they observed, the narratives of Xiao Ke, Wen Hui, and Jiang Fan 

revealed their desire and impetus to actively engage with forms of truth-telling and 

witnessing (Fisher, 2020). The meanings of the ‘real people’ in their choreographic practices 

are more than an abstract notion in dance dramas with special ideal characters.  

 

As indicated in the review of literature (see Section 2.1.2, p. 151), it is perceived that within 

the Chinese context the use of interviews to collect choreographic materials is not new and 

nor is it considered rare (Yin, 2010). The application of fieldwork, or ‘caifeng’ in Mandarin, 

is extensively adopted in the Chinese context (Chen, 2015). The method of interviewing 

indigenous people and adapting the indigenous dance into a stage setting needs elaborate 

refinement from the choreographer. In the artistic discourse of ‘caifeng’, it is noted that the 

interview material gathered needs to be analysed and refined based on the dramatized ideal, 

which in the end manifests the ideal through “typical movements and distinctive images” 

(Wu, 1992, p. 287). To a great extent, the statement made by Wu (1992) implies that the 
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people and the images of people are mostly represented through dance works, and in order to 

be represented, the images of the people have to be typical enough to fit in the artistic 

discourse of the ‘specific ideal’ character. This route of reflection and the image of ‘real 

people’ demanded heavy editing of realities so that the gathered stories can fit in the artistic 

discourse of the special ideal in socialist literature and art.  

 

Narratives shared by Wen Hui and Xiao Ke shed light on how they process or use stories they 

gathered in their choreography. Wen Hui stressed that stories from amateur performers are a 

key component of her choreography. She articulated this when talking about her work Report 

on Given Birth, stating that 

The idea of documentary theatre used in my creation can be dated back to the Report on 
Given Birth in the 1990s, when I started with the project with extensive interviews. The 
author, Feng Dehua, who attended rehearsal and performance of the Report, shared 
fabulous stories during my interview. her stories basically were there throughout the 
show, and composed the main thread of our performance. 

  

Similarly, Xiao Ke shared the key idea of articulating and performing personal stories on 

stage as the embodiment of seeing ‘real people’ in choreography. Xiao Ke shared her 

experience of creating Republic of Dance (see Figure 6.1) as follows, 

Performers are going to tell people stories that actually happened in their life. By doing 
this, we can stay honest to ourselves. This ‘seeing people’ and ‘honesty’ have always 
been important inspirations for our creative projects. For example, in Republic of 
Dance, aunty Fangfang is aunty Fangfang, all of the subtitles appeared in the video 
were all her stories. 
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Figure 6.1 One of the performers, Sister Feng, was dancing square dance on stage in Republic of Dance at the 

Power Station of Art, Shanghai, in 2016. Image courtesy of the artist. Photographer: Huang Zhihao. 
 

The strategy of including amateurs – the author Feng Dehua in Wen Hui’s work and aunty 

Fangfang in Xiao Ke’s work – as cast members of the performance and including their 

articulations of their life experiences and personal stories is the direct manifestation of 

Theatre of Real People (C. Martin, 2013; Mumford & Garde, 2015). Wen Hui mentioned the 

idea of ‘documentary theatre’ when discussing her works, though she indicated that the label 

of ‘documentary theatre’ was added by critics and scholars to describe her works, this 

narrative implied that her choreography delivered the documentary tone that was similar to 

report. Xiao Ke emphasized that “Performers are going to tell people stories that actually 

happened in their life” and “stay honest”, suggesting that stories shared by the participants 

are directly employed and articulated on stage.  

 

Mumford and Garde (2015) noticed that occasionally theatrical practices focusing on ‘real 

people’ may involve trained actors or performers, but when it does, they usually represent 

and demonstrate aspects of their own selves, and/or work alongside people who are not 

professional performers. The juxtaposition of using professionals and amateurs in 

choreographic practice is articulated by Wen Hui, who stated that “My work is always about 

working with different kinds of people, whether or not they are dancers. In the meanwhile, I 

also once worked with dancers extensively”. However, when employing professional dancers 

in her choreography, Wen Hui noted that “during the rehearsal I always remind participants 

that we should focus more on the bodies of ourselves... instead of keeping showing a dancer’s 

body”. Wen Hui’s statement evidenced that in the form of theatrical practice, which favours 

the idea of ‘real people’, dancers who are involved, “bring their own life experience – 

through the bodies – into the dance theatre...” (Loots, 2016, p. 376). It could be said that 

while working with an artist like Wen Hui, professional dancers need to integrate or bring 

their own life stories and experiences into the rehearsal. 

 

Narratives shared by the artists above reveal a main choreographic approach of using “actual 

people to perform narratives of their own lives” (C. Martin, 2013, p. 80). It is worth 

questioning that for the artists in this study, other than articulating their own life stories and 

performing their own identities, what else might be perceived as seeking authenticity by 

employing real people on stage? Attaching importance to the ‘naturalness’ of the rehearsal 
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and performance is touched on by Wen Hui in her narratives. Wen Hui explained that back in 

the 1990s she “was not looking for amateur performers intentionally”, but rather involving 

amateurs to be part of her choreography was a result of what happened in her choreographic 

process. For choreographers like Wen Hui who favor using amateurs in choreographic 

practices, instead of intentionally looking for untrained bodies in her choreography, she 

seems to appreciate the personal histories and stories the amateurs bring into the dance 

context. Wen Hui further detailed the story of how the amateur performer Xiao Yin gradually 

joined the choreographic process of her works, 

Take the work Red as an example. Xiao Yin, who used to cook food and clean the 
space for artists in Caochangdi Workstation, has participated in several works with the 
rest of us. But it was not because she is an amateur that we need her as an element. 
Rather, it was because she appeared in our life first. Because she worked with us, 
naturally she joined our body training, as well as the film documentary. I noticed that 
she was rolling on the floor after finishing the cooking, and she was learning what we 
practiced by the side. Gradually, she started to attend our rehearsals. From Listening to 
Third Grandmother’s Stories, she started to participate as a dancer. Then by the time 
we were rehearsing Red, she joined the project very naturally. 

 

Holdsworth et al. (2017) argued that the ‘natural’ response from amateur performers is valued 

in the theatrical practice that seeks authenticity. Holdsworth et al. (2017) reveals that in 

theatrical practices that favor ‘real people’, but are led by professionals, it is anticipated that 

“participants who had no experience of the theatre were able to respond to the sparse 

theatrical language more ‘naturally’ than those with acting experience” (p. 5). The narrative 

shared by Wen Hui above indicates she considers the transformation of Xiao Yin from an 

amateur evolving into a participant of her works as ‘natural’. In addition, Wen Hui also 

pointed out the ‘naturalness’ of amateurs during the rehearsal process. She articulated that 

“amateurs’ bodies were not trained, so no matter how they move, they are themselves. 

Dancers, however, could be hard to be themselves when we attempted to practice bodily 

moves without constraints”. The view that amateurs can be themselves while dancers might 

find it challenging to ‘be’ themselves reveals that Wen Hui sees the responses of the amateur 

performers as ‘authentic’, however, for professional dancers with disciplined bodies, their 

responses to the choreographic tasks could be perceived as contrived and habitual. Wen Hui’s 

narratives revealed that she considers the ‘natural transformation’ of the amateur dancer Xiao 

Yin and the ‘naturalness’ of performing themselves by amateurs are the manifestations of 

authenticity she sought to in her choreography. At the same time, the naturalness and 

authenticity carried with the amateur performers also might raise the ethical concerns and 

questions regarding the fetishism of exploiting and exhibiting other’s life experiences on 
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stage (Gorman, 2017; Tomlin, 2018). Such concerns reveal deeper power dynamics within 

the choreographic practices in the context of China, which deserves further future 

investigation regarding choreography which favors ‘real people’ in practice. 

 

Discussions above suggest that including amateur performers and letting them share personal 

stories of their own lives on stage are understood as the choreographic approach employed by 

the artists in this study. This approach could be seen as the embodiment of their artistic 

manifesto of seeking authenticity, which manifests the transgression to the dramatized ideal 

as an aspect of normative gaze. Artists like Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan have evidenced 

their employment of this approach with examples of their choreographic works. The 

approach of extensively interviewing diverse people and sharing their personal stories or 

performing dancers’ life stories on stage by the artists suggests the boundary or limitation 

carried with the normative gaze that the artists seek to transgress and challenge.  

 

British art critic Claire Bishop (2012) proposes the idea of ‘delegated performance’ in the 

scenario of contemporary art, which she defines as “the act of hiring non-professionals or 

specialists in other fields to undertake the job of being present and performing at a particular 

time and a particular place on behalf of the artist, and following his or her instructions” (p. 

91). Bishop (2012) reveals that there might be multiple reasons for artists who chose the form 

of delegated performance and argues that, 

Artists choose to use people as a medium for many reasons: to challenge traditional 
artistic criteria by reconfiguring everyday actions as performance; to give visibility to 
certain social constituencies and render them more complex, immediate, and physically 
present; to introduce aesthetic effects of chance and risk; to problematize the binaries of 
live and mediated, spontaneous and staged, authentic and contrived; to examine the 
construction of collective identity and the extent to which people always exceed these 
categories. (2012, p. 112). 

 
What is suggested by Bishop above serves as an example of what the contemporary artists in 

this study might aim to challenge by employing the non-professionals or amateurs in their 

work. The below interpretations thus aim to unpack what limitations or boundaries regarding 

the dramatized ideal that the artists in this study might have challenged and transgressed.  

 

Firstly, with the narratives or auto-narratives of the participants and the artists presented on 

stage, it could be said that the fixed reflection criteria and specific ideal characters within the 

dramatized ideal have been challenged. The artists seek to articulate stories of the participants 



 155 

and their own life experience honestly on stage. The direct quotations of life experiences and 

stories of the real people are the manifestation of what is considered as ‘authenticity’ in their 

choreographic practice. The choreographic approach of interviewing real people and 

transforming their narratives, or letting themselves share their auto-narratives, into the 

performance composed of the main source of artistic content is their choreographic practices. 

In addition, the naturalness embodied from the untrained experiences of amateurs is also 

sought after purposefully to resist the stereotypes of the specific ideal characters advocated in 

the dramatized ideal.  

 

Secondly, the inclusion of amateurs in the choreographic practices of the artists invokes 

further reflections around re-imagining meanings carried with the image of professional 

dancers in the Chinese context. Holdsworth et al. (2017) cite the opinion of art critic John 

Roberts who stated that the participation of amateurs in contemporary art invokes a fantasy 

about what is authentically professional. It could be said in the choreographic practice which 

favours ‘real people’, those amateurs are more conformed to the expectation of the 

choreographer, perhaps they are considered as ‘professionals’ under such context. The 

choreographic practices of Wen Hui and Xiao Ke within this study remind us that the notion 

of the professional dancer is relational and context-dependent.   

 

7.2 Entwining different disciplinary elements and highlighting daily movement in 

choreography 

 

Zhang Xian, Xiao Ke, and Wen Hui particularly shared the approach that they employed in 

their choreography to realize their manifesto of resisting the technical virtuosity highlighted 

in the dancer’s body ideal. Zhang Xian explained the trans-disciplinary methods he used as 

he transitioned from a drama director to a social choreographer. Explaining his approaches as 

‘transdisciplinary’, Zhang articulated the “encompassing element” applied in his work 

Tongue’s Memory of Home (2005) (see Figure 6.2). He stated that, 

The work contains encompassing elements including voice, video, text, body, 
movement, and space. The encompassing elements of performance, in other words, are 
used to look for the foundation of the non-imitative and de-dramatized theatrical form. 
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Figure 6.2 Promotional photos of Tongue’s Memory of Home, courtesy by the artist.  

 

The ‘encompassing elements’ articulated by Zhang are intertwined with his resistance to the 

dramatized ideal, where the elements “voice, video, text, body, movement, and space” should 

be integrated and entwined when approaching theatrical creations. Similarly, Xiao Ke shared 

her approach that she terms to be ‘a holistic approach’. She explained that she was “one of 

the earliest choreographers in China who started to cooperate with artists coming from cross-

disciplinary fields such as installation, live music, visual arts, and so on”. Xiao Ke further 

expanded on her idea of a ‘holistic approach’, explaining that: 

We take dance as a component in our creation. Dance is part of our comprehensive 
theatre, elements including dance, music, video and text are all equal in our theatre. We 
are no longer using ‘dance theatre’ to describe our works, in that ‘dance theatre’ still 
takes ‘dance’ as priority. We maintain that dance as well as other elements are all 
equivalent in our works. That’s why we name our creation ‘contemporary theatre’, 
because all the forms and mediums we’ve ever used share important values. 

  

Xiao Ke’s narrative above reveals that dance, along with other elements, have been included 

and organized in her choreography. Xiao Ke indicates that her proposal of the holistic 

approach is based on her earlier experiences of cooperating with a multiplicity of artists from 

different backgrounds and disciplines. Within this, she further asked: “my thought was that 

can we just play with these elements? And this attitude of ‘playing with it’...is one of things I 

feel grateful for”. The attitude of ‘playing’, with no pragmatic purpose of ‘fulfilling’ the 

expectations and norms of dance and choreography, according to Xiao Ke, has helped her to 
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overcome constraints imposed on choreography by the prevailing discourses by professional 

dance training and codes. It is to be acknowledged that transgression in a Foucauldian sense 

is a subversive process, however, it does not always involve antagonism, nor is there a 

requirement that there is a contest in which there is a ‘winner’ (MacKendrick, 2004). Rather, 

transgressions could be playful and creative (Allan, 2007). The ‘playful’ strategy within a 

holistic approach is a transgressive act with a ‘friendly face’. Within the narrative shared by 

Xiao Ke, it could be understood that the transgression does not need to take a utilitarian 

purpose to overthrow the value of technical virtuosity of dance, the artist can carry the 

mentality of play to experiment with an open mind. 

  

The ‘holistic’ and ‘encompassing’ perspectives expressed by Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke above 

could be considered as their approach to resist the centralized role of technical virtuosity in 

their choreographic practices, as explored in Chapter six. The theatrical concept ‘post-

dramatic theatre’, explored by German theatre scholars Hans-Thies Lehmann and Patrick 

Primavesi (2009), expresses similar meanings to the holistic perspectives outlined by Zhang 

Xian and Xiao Ke, which could be helpful to understand why the two artists might stress the 

concepts of ‘holistic’ and ‘encompassing’. Lehmann and Primavesi (2009) contend that in 

post-dramatic theatre, no single element could achieve a central and ‘superior’ outcome. 

Rather, all the elements tend to have weight in the performance process. Lehmann and 

Primavesi (2009) described that “…in terms of practice that no longer reinforces the 

subordination of all elements under one (usually the word, the symbolic order of language), 

but rather a dynamic balance to be obtained anew in each performance” (p. 3). Meanings 

behind the statements by Lehmann and Primavesi (2009) reveal the intention that in the kind 

of theatrical performance which shared a similar agenda as the post-dramatic theatre, all the 

theatrical elements are intertwined and interwoven with each other. The expression made by 

Xiao Ke indicates that in her choreography she does not view ‘dance’ as the sole component, 

nor does she feel that there is a priority. Rather, the transdisciplinary and the holistic forms of 

choreographic practice considers that elements including dance, texts, installation, video, and 

music are all ‘equal’. The approach highlighting ‘encompassing elements’ and ‘holistic’ by 

Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke explained their behaviours which aim to diminish the reliance of 

displaying the dancer’s body, and lessen the influence of the prevailing discourses regarding 

the dancer’s body in the Chinese context. 
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Different from the holistic view shared by Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke, Wen Hui’s approach 

does not point to a strong rejection to the centralized role of ‘dance’ or the dancer’s body in 

their choreography. Yet the difference is that Wen Hui’s approach highlighted the use of 

everyday movement. Wen Hui talked about her works 100 Verbs (1994) (see Figure 6.3) and 

Report on Given Birth as the examples to present and include ‘everyday movement’ in her 

choreographic practice. Wen Hui articulated that, 

100 Verbs is a work related to a woman’s daily life. I was presenting a regular day of a 
woman… I think 100 Verbs is all about ‘doing’, doing a thing. I was wiping, bathing, 
and doing laundry instead of thinking about how to move my body, to focus on my 
torso, and the shape of the round. No, these were not my concerns. 

 

 
Figure 6.3 Wen Hui was performing 100 Verbs in a studio of Beijing Film Academy in 1994, photo courtesy of 

the artist. Photographer: Ling Youjuan. 

 

The act of ‘doing’ (做/zuo) as a verb in Mandarin, indicates that there are multiple 

possibilities after the verb, and these ‘doings’ are movements and acts that we extensively 

performed in our daily life. The inclusion of the everyday movements, such as ‘walking’, 

‘running’, ‘wiping the floor’, ‘bathing’, and ‘doing the laundry’ and so on, is a distinct 

strategy in Wen Hui’s choreography (Qing, 2016). The emphasis of ‘everyday movement’ in 

Wen Hui’s choreographic work might remind people of features and techniques advocated by 
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‘post-modern dance’6. Coincidentally, Wen Hui’s narrative reveals that she has spent some 

time in the U.S.A., focusing on modern dance learning and practicing during the 1990s. Her 

narratives also touch on how her experiences of learning modern dance in the U.S. seems to 

have had impact on her choreographic practices. Although the connection between one’s 

learning in a foreign context and one’s choreographic practice in the context of one’s home 

country is not the focus of this study, it is of significance to delve into the potential “mentor-

disciple” relationship (see Section 2.2.2) of American modern dance and Chinese modern 

dance in future research. For the artists in this study, almost all of them are actively engaged 

with the international art scene, and the frequent exchanges and influences are certainly worth 

investigating the power dynamics from a post-colonial perspective. It could be said that 

future investigation regarding these independent Chinese choreographers could probe the 

potential process of the acculturation in a foreign context and its translations into the 

choreographic practice based on the context of one’s home country (R. Martin, 2013).     

 

7.3 The process-oriented choreographic approaches: The establishment of a shared 

dialogical space 

 

This section presents choreographic approaches that are in line with the manifestos of 

resisting the product-oriented ideal of the four artists. Approaches unpacked and shared by 

the four artists about their choreographic works are consistent with their resistance to 

normative gaze. Firstly, the approach the four artists utilized manifests their advocacy of 

‘independent thinking’ in the process of choreography. The approach manifests as their 

choreographic practices are largely question-driven. The artists shared their experiences of 

posing questions to themselves, to participants who they interviewed, and to those who 

participated in their work. Secondly, some of the artists in this study showed that by attaching 

importance to collaboration and participation in a collective choreographic process, a new 

choreographic relationship paradigm of ‘co-artists’ is able to be established. This section 

proposes that approaches employed by the four artists created a ‘shared dialogical space’ in 

relation to Homi Bhabha’s notion of ‘third space’ (1994). Through posing questions and 

 
6 Post-modern dance: Historically stems from Judson Church Dance Theatre (Bane, 1987, 1993) that 
a group of artists came together in 1962 to perform their choreography at the Judson Church in 
Greenwich Village, within their experimental dance practices, they “challenged modern dance 
standards and the hierarchical structure that had settled into place” (Burge, 2016, p. 4). 
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emphasizing collaboration among participants within the collective choreographic process, it 

is anticipated that something new and different might emerge. 

 

7.3.1 An inquiry-based choreographic approach: The importance of asking questions 

 

Jiang Fan, Xiao Ke, and Wen Hui emphasized the role that ‘questions’ play in their process 

of dancemaking. Jiang Fan shared that “questions are critical” while preparing choreographic 

materials for the Web Traffic (2016) (see Figure 6.4), and “as the conversation evolved, the 

idea had transformed, and we concentrated on the theme of female streamers in China”. 

“Questions” in Jiang’s narrative refer to inquiries that motivate the choreography. “The 

conversation” in the context of her narratives speaks to the collaboration between Jiang and 

her dramaturg, as well as conversations she had with the interviewees. It is through the 

process of having conversations and proposing questions that Jiang can gradually pin down a 

thematic direction which focused on presenting stories or experiences of female streamers in 

China. The progression and growth of a choreographic idea in Jiang Fan’s choreographic 

experience is similar to the unfolding of a ‘dialogue’. Within the dialogue, the process of 

making dance is gradually become visible and legible, choreographers thus are able to 

interpret ideas or materials gathered and form a clear choreographic intention (Van Dyke, 

1998, 2001). 

 

 
Figure 6.4 Jiang Fan was performing Web Traffic in SIDC in 2019, photo courtesy of the artist.  
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Narratives shared by Xiao Ke and Wen Hui also noted that ‘asking questions’ is important for 

their choreographic practice. Xiao Ke ascribed her habits of asking questions in choreography 

to her view of artistic identities as well as her early academic training as a journalist. She 

stated that “learning journalism in Fudan, which I think might have influenced me deep 

inside. As a journalist, you have to ask questions when you are facing issues”, and “what 

makes an artist different from an art worker is that the artist asks questions and breaks what 

has been built... it is only I’m the type of person who always tends to ask questions”. Here, 

her narrative reveals that there is a difference or an urge to challenge the normative gaze as 

an artist who dares to ask questions that intends to subvert what has been established. Xiao 

Ke further evidenced how questions might provide impetus for her choreography in practical 

situations by reiterating questions she proposed in the process of creating Republic of Dance 

and CHINAME. When discussing Republic of Dance, she expressed she was curious about 

the phenomenon of ‘public square dancing’. And she explored questions like: “Why would 

they (elderly people) do it (square dance)?”, “Why is the body memory of their generation a 

particular way as they presented in public square?”, and “Why would they pause at a 

particular moment while dancing?”. In relation to the work CHINAME, Xiao Ke expressed 

that she was attempting to ask questions such as: “How might the young generation abroad 

recognize themselves as Chinese?” and “What is Chinese?”. These questions have been 

integrated into their choreographic processes as well as in their final choreographic 

performance intending to display ‘real people’. It is of interest to ask that by posing questions 

to themselves and their participants do artists like Xiao Ke also seek to present an answer or 

finding via choreographic practice? 

 

Posing questions to different participants reveals a strong sense of curiosity behind the 

behaviour. Wen Hui’s narrative unveils that it was curiosity to know herself that has driven 

her to ask questions. The journey of posing questions to other people began with her own 

reflections, as she articulated that “when I was in the latter half of my 30s, I started to think 

many questions about myself, such as my own identity, that’s why I began to interview 

people”. She further stated that asking questions, in her perspective, also lead to the 

production of knowledge and the discovery of the self by stating that “because I see the trip 

of asking questions is also a process of learning, and it is in this process that I started to care 

more about what kind of person I am”.  
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Narratives shared by Jiang Fan, Xiao Ke, and Wen Hui in the above indicate that an inquiry-

based choreographic approach, which highlights choreographic questions that driven the 

unfolding process of choreography, is adopted. The inquiry-based choreographic approach is 

consistent with their advocacy of independent thinking in dance creation. Dance scholar Jan 

Van Dyke (1998, 2001) has explored the idea that choreography as a mode of inquiry. 

Experiences of the three artists show that the concept of questioning served as a point of 

departure of a choreographic work. It was the act of proposing questions that motivated the 

choreographers to further conceptualize and develop what might have started as an initially 

‘hazy’ idea.   

 

Regarding the view that inquiry-based choreography also leads to the result of “adding to 

knowledge” (Van Dyke, 2001, p. 96). For example, findings that contained personal 

worldviews or arguments may be integrated into the final choreographic works or stated by 

the artists explicitly. In this circumstance, the artists’ narratives revealed that their 

choreography is a site of problem-solving and opinion-stating. In explaining the motivation 

of engaging with the idea of ‘public square dancing’ in her choreography, Xiao Ke stated that 

she believes that “public square dance is China’s contemporary dance”. Similarly, in 

exploring female streamers in her work Web Traffic, Jiang Fan stated the opinion that “I 

found that a good streamer has to keep improving the quality and diversity of the content if 

they want to attract more followers”. Wen Hui discovered that “consequently, I found out that 

perhaps giving birth is an important channel and exit for women”, which, in the end, she 

focused on the choreography with the key theme of women giving birth. The statements 

above from the artists are a kind of new knowledge or findings based on their questioning 

process and interactions with their participants. The statements still could be interpreted as 

motivations that prompted their choreography. Generally, their articulations highlight the 

tendency that they consider their choreographic practice as a site of problem-solving and 

opinion-stating. In the process of developing the ideas, it is anticipated that the artists need to 

make independent choices of what they aim to stress or remove. 

 

For some of the artists in this study, their narratives also revealed that a conscious choice 

towards a choreographic idea is reached often after a long-term probing of questions. A story 

shared by Wen Hui reflects the process of preparing the choreographic materials of Report on 

Given Birth (see Figure 6.5), she shared, 
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In the beginning, I was picturing a broader range pertaining to a female’s growth, the 
changes of their bodies. I had approached so many women who were at different stages 
of their life, it was in this process I realized that they are so individual, so unique, so 
personal when they are talking about experiences of giving birth. Consequently, I found 
out that perhaps ‘giving birth’ is an important channel and exit for women. It was from 
this realization that I decided the key of the Report is going to present experiences of 
giving birth. 

  

 
Figure 6.5 Wen Hui was performing Report on Given Birth in the Small Theatre of People’s Art Theatre of 

Beijing in 1999, photo courtesy of the artist. Photographer: Ling Youjuan. 
 

The moment of ‘realizing’ described in Wen Hui’s narrative is akin to the moment of ‘Aha’ 

articulated by Van Dyke (2001). Van Dyke detailed that “the ‘Aha!’ is an intuitive knowing, 

a sense of completion and satisfaction, and often, a revelation of meaning within the dance. 

The process leads to a kind of knowledge that is both subjective and true” (p. 100). For Wen 

Hui, the process of approaching different women and posing questions to them led to her 

realization, or the feeling of ‘Aha’, that the choreographic theme of her work would focus on 

presenting the experiences of women giving birth. Even though the formal ideas Wen Hui 

had were around documenting “the changes of female bodies”, the inquiry process led to the 

decision to concentrate on women’s experiences of giving birth. The decision made by Wen 

Hui built on the explorations towards the issues she was concerned with. For the artists in this 
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study, the inquiry-based approach thus is also a place to make decisions and choices through 

posing questions.   

  

Questions and questioning in the choreographic process play a role in disrupting the 

choreographic product that is produced (Burge, 2016; Davenport, 2016; Hanstein, 1986; 

Profeta, 2016). As revealed in the literature review (see Section 2.1.3), product-centred 

approaches to choreographic tasks are generally highlighted, adopted and included in the 

field of making dance and education surrounding choreographic education, and this is not an 

exception in the context of China. Donna Davenport’s (2006) study revealed that the 

traditional choreographic method to “assign movement studies and to critique students’ 

presentations in class” (p. 25) emphasized the “quality of the product” (p. 25) rather than the 

“activity of creative process, which itself requires critical reasoning” (p. 25). The product-

oriented choreographic tasks, thus, often leave practitioners striving to produce a ‘correct’ 

answer, and this does not promote inquiry, experimentation, and newness (Burge, 2016). 

However, artists in this study who advocate integrating ‘independent thinking’ in their 

choreography to resist the normative gaze that existed in choreographic practice and 

education in the Chinese context suggest that posing questions or employing the inquiry-

based approach, attend more to the process of choreography. The journey of asking questions 

also enriches the choreographic practice as a site of decision making, problem solving, and 

opinion stating.  

 

Valuing the process in choreography sometimes means there will be imperfections, mistakes 

will be made, and there may be failures or not being admitted. Xiao Ke’s strategy of valuing 

the process of questioning unravels her intention to consider choreography as a site of 

problem solving. Yet her experience also reveals that there is the possibility of making 

mistakes by addressing personal problems. She explained that,  

We are completely open to mistakes in our work. I hope that we could carry the 
mentality of ‘playing’ throughout our life and our artist career. The mentality of 
‘playing’, in my perspective, has guaranteed certain freedom in our creation. Creation is 
about solving your own problem, your life and your encounters. 

  

Xiao Ke’s narrative reveals that playful subversion and by being open to mistakes, could 

bring possibilities that highlight diversity, freedom, and transgression in choreography 

(Halberstam, 2011). Being ‘open-minded’ in choreography suggests transgression as being 

both integral to art and as a force that is not merely reactive, the ‘playful’ strategy has given 
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the meaning of transgression a positive value (MacKendrick, 2004). The ‘play’ in 

choreography refers to the process of questioning, being open to unpredictable outcomes, not 

fixed on a purpose, as the description she made that “anything could happen in our works”. It 

is through the ‘playful’ mindset carried with the choreographer one sees that creativity has 

the potential to emerge, as dance education scholar Sue Stinson (1990) reminds us that,  

This stage of the creative process requires a different state of consciousness than that 
required for other stages. One must allow it to occur, rather than work at it; in fact, it 
often feels more like play than work. It is more often messy than orderly. Instead of 
repetitious practice, one must rely on spontaneity. (p. 36) 

 

The playful subversion of following the spontaneity during the live performance has also 

been articulated by Xiao Ke (see Section 7.2). Following the spontaneity of the performance 

in Xiao Ke’s choreographic practice is considered a strategy to resist the orderly presentation 

of beautiful techniques performed by the dancer's body. Here, the “mentality of ‘playing’” 

speaks to the stimulation of creativity emerging in the process of choreography. From what 

has been shared by Xiao Ke, it could be said that for choreographic education or practice that 

aims to embrace more possibilities and creativity, diverse strategies could be considered to 

foster a process-oriented choreographic philosophy.  

 

The approach of posing questions in the process of a choreography is adopted by the three 

artists, Jiang Fan, Wen Hui, and Xiao Ke. With the behaviour of proposing questions when 

engaging with a potential choreographic idea, experiences of the three artists reveal that 

multiple possibilities, with changes, shifts, and mistakes, might happen in the process of 

dance making. The approach is the manifestation and extension of their choreographic 

advocacy of integrating ‘independent thinking’ into choreographic practice. By addressing 

the unfolding of the process, posing questions sometimes could disrupt the prescribed path of 

the product. Although there needs to be more examples to evidence to what extent the 

problems could be counted as ‘solved’ in the process of their choreographic practice, for this 

research the artists showed their transgressive moments to the normative gaze with the 

approach of posing questions in the process of dance making. 

 

7.3.2 A collaborative-based choreographic approach 

 

As revealed in Chapter six, the narratives from Zhang Xian have specifically attended to the 

collective choreographic process and the relationship between the choreographers and the 
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dancers. Extending from his statements of pursuing a community-oriented choreographic 

practice, Zhang Xian explained his intention which aims to realize the qualities of 

participation, collaboration, and democracy in his idea of ‘social choreography’. His method 

regarding the choreographic process reveals that the ability of facilitating, instead of making 

movements according to the institutionalized dance genres, is more important to him within 

his choreographic practice. Zhang Xian articulated that,   

I gave the dancers advice. I spent most of my time communicating with dancers during 
the working process. I would suggest things such as ‘sleep, and suddenly wake up from 
sleep’. I would use verbal clues to describe the kind of disconnection. This method 
explained my role as a social choreographer. In fact, I was hoping to stimulate other 
participants, e.g., choreographers and dancers, to generate content and movements in 
the choreographic process. 

  

The communication and suggestion articulated by Zhang Xian mainly aims to stimulate the 

participants, both choreographers and dancers, to consider their agency in the process of 

dancemaking. By encouraging participants to think in the choreographic process, he expects 

that dancers and choreographers can act in a self-directed manner, and then they are able to 

share or at least be involved in the choreographic process of decision making regarding 

aspects of choreographic intention and structure. Jo Butterworth’s (2004) ‘Didactic-

Democratic Spectrum’ (see Section 2.1.3) explores different choreographic processes and 

skills that are utilized by artists within collective choreographic processes. From Zhang 

Xian’s experience it seems that he sees his role more as a ‘director’ or ‘facilitator’, or in his 

words, a “social choreographer”, of the whole choreographic process. The instruction and 

communication style revealed a shift from the convergent approach that the skill of a 

choreographer is mainly on “control of concept, style, content, structure” (Butterworth, 2004, 

p. 55) to a divergent approach focusing on skills of “facilitate process from content 

generation to macro-structure” (p. 55). The narrative unveils that the collective choreographic 

process is leaning towards a more democratic and divergent approach under the guidance of 

Zhang Xian.  

  

Another issue that is addressed within the framework of the ‘Didactic-Democratic Spectrum’ 

(Butterworth, 2004) is the democratic relationship between dancers and choreographers and 

the empowerment of dancers as collaborators in a collective choreographic process. 

Butterworth introduced the ideas of the “dancer as creator/co-owner” (p. 55) and the 

“choreographer as facilitator/collaborator” (p. 55) within the more democratic spectrum. With 

the democratic choreographic approach in mind, the relationship between choreographers and 
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dancers in a collective choreographic process is also proposed and described as “the 

relationship of co-artists, rather than that of choreographer and dancers” (Burge, 2016, p. 3). 

The paradigm of ‘co-artists’ is an attempt to empower dancers and acknowledge its creative 

inputs in the choreographic process.  

 

The idea of empowering dancers and acknowledging their participation as collaborators or 

co-artists has been shared in Zhang Xian’s narratives. He explained in the process of 

choreographing the work Tongue’s Memory of Home, where “dancers were labelled as 

choreographers, because we couldn’t think of a better description to describe their 

involvement”. In community dance practices it is considered that by valuing the participation 

and difference of each participant, the participants are able to empower themselves with their 

involvement in the collaborative problem solving activities which allow for individual agency 

(Buck & Snook, 2018; Wise et al., 2020). The proposal of acknowledging dancers as 

collaborators and co-artists, as indicated by Zhang Xian, proposed a possibility of shifting the 

dancer’s role from a passive recipient of the choreographer’s instructions to being actively 

involved with the generation of choreographic materials.  

 

The above experience from Zhang Xian seems to be a manifestation and application of 

community-oriented qualities that he aimed to realize in his choreographic process. The idea 

that highlighting the role of communication in the choreographic process highlighted the 

approach which stresses the style of instruction and facilitation of a choreographic process. 

The facilitatory mode of the choreographic approach thus proposed new skills of being a 

choreographer or an artistic director should concentrate on fostering the abilities of 

stimulating its collaborators, dancers, and other participants, in the process to think, reflect, 

and play with their agency. In the example of Tongue’s Memory of Home, the paradigm of 

‘co-artists’, which empowers and acknowledges the creative input and participation of 

dancers and choreographers, has largely challenged the authoritarian mode of the 

choreographic process of the Chinese context.  

 

The facilitatory mode of the choreographic process, as suggested by Zhang Xian, does not 

always resonate easily with the dancers and choreographers who work with him. He stated 

that “dancers who worked with me always had no idea of what I was going to do”, perhaps 

implying that the expectations from the dancers who work with Zhang are not necessarily 

used to his facilitatory mode of making choreography. It is anticipated that for dancers and 
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choreographers who received their training in professional dance institutions in China, they 

might be used to an authoritarian and didactic choreographic approach where choreographers 

can ‘demonstrate’ to them what to dance rather than ‘prompt’ them to think about how to 

generate movement (see Section 2.1.3). The mismatched expectations between the dancers 

and Zhang Xian suggests that further reflection on balancing and diversifying choreographic 

education in the context of China are needed.  

 

The quotation from Zhang Xian reveals the dilemma that flows out of the realization of the 

facilitatory and collaborative choreographic approach in practices. The dilemma suggests that 

revolutionizing choreographic education shares the potential to compromise the shift of skills 

towards a divergent choreographic approach. This research tentatively proposes that the 

introduction and integration of ‘dramaturgical thinking’ into choreographic education in 

China might serve as a compromise and foster a more democratic choreographic relationship 

in future creative practice.   

 

The dramaturgical thinking and its potential integration into choreographic education needs 

the clarification of the evolution of the concept of dramaturgy. The concept of dramaturgy 

and the role of dramaturg continues to change along with the evolution of the theatrical 

practice (Hansen & Callisen, 2015). Dance dramaturg Katherine Profeta (2015) explains that 

the use of the word ‘dramaturgy’ regards “both how the play was written and how it was 

meant to be performed. The dual usage recognizes that the structure of the text informs how 

the show should be produced” (p. 3). With theatre and dance both moving beyond the 

accepted parameters of diverse forms and with expanding perspectives of what theatre and 

dance could be. The transition paved the way for the development of the dance dramaturg. As 

the blending of dance and theatre occurred it facilitates the leap of the dramaturg from theatre 

to dance (Lehmann& Primavesi, 2009). Profeta (2015) contends that dance dramaturgy as an 

activity brings choreographers into conversation with their materials by ways of critique and 

discussion, leading choreographers to question ‘why?’. Lavender (2006) considers that 

choices that are made solely on craft may create pleasing compositions, however, they may 

not have been made in connection to the choreographer’s intent. It is through the process of 

questioning ‘why’ in the choreographic practice that clarity of the choreographic intention is 

formed, and this provides the choreographer with an advantage when making artistic choices 

(Lavender, 2006). The idea of ‘dramaturgical thinking’ integrated into choreographic 

teaching and learning could be said to provide an insight of blending the questioning process 
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of a choreography with a collaborative mechanism among participants in choreographic 

practice.  

 

The above sections, both 7.3.1 and 7.3.2, and the discussion of the narratives shared by the 

four artists reveal shifts from a product-oriented choreographic approach towards a process-

oriented choreographic approach with some examples of their working process. The artists 

explained their choreographic practices as evidence which connected their artistic manifestos, 

qualities that they aim to realize in their choreography, with choreographic works they 

engaged with. Some of the stories are long, while some of the narratives are relatively 

concise, which revealed that further studies regarding the unfolding of the choreographic 

processes are needed. Through realizing their manifestos in their choreographic works, the 

choreographic process that the four artists attend to has the possibility to create a ‘shared 

dialogical space’ where something new might emerge (Anttila et al., 2019).  

 

This research proposes that highlighting the notions of inquiry and collaboration in the 

choreographic process of dance making in the context of China might provide a chance to 

reflect and re-imagine the identities of dancers and choreographers involved as less positional 

and more fluid. The idea that “dialogical (third) spaces as a location for exploration” (Anttila 

et al., 2019, p. 210) serves as inspiration for this research to propose that choreographic 

practice of the four artists as a ‘shared dialogical space’. A shared dialogical space is 

established for artists, participants, and other collaborators to posing questions and 

communicate with each other. The proposition of the choreographic process as a shared 

dialogical space connects to Homi Bhabha’s (1994) notion of ‘third space’. Bhabha’s (1994) 

notion of ‘third space’ describes an ‘in-betweenness’ that can appear where there is the 

opportunity for “strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate new signs of 

identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the idea 

of society itself” (p. 2). It could be said that within the ‘in-betweenness’ where collaboration 

and dilemmas might emerge, the collaborative process has the potential for something new to 

transpire. For the choreographic process as a shared dialogical space, difference and diversity 

may allow for something new to be revealed. 

 

7.4 Summary 
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In this chapter discussions regarding the narratives of the four artists reveal a plurality of 

choreographic approaches employed in their choreographic works. Analysis of their 

narratives show that choreographic practice for them is not only a site for stating and 

articulating their artistic manifestos, or what they aim to achieve, choreography is also a place 

to actually realize these resistant ideas. The artists subversive tactics and methods, or the 

approaches which share the potential to shift or revolutionize the idea of choreography in the 

context of China are the manifestations of their transgression to normative gaze.  

 

Firstly, the employment of the interview-style method and the highlighting of ‘real people’ is 

articulated by the artists. The transgressive action behind the approach lies in its challenge to 

the dramatized ideal and the sense of ‘inauthenticity’ that emerged from the dramatized dance 

works. Instead of ‘acting’ and performing ideal characters, the artists and their participants 

are able to verbalize their own stories on stage. Identities of those who might be marginalized 

are also acknowledged in the choreography. The transgression towards the normative gaze 

lies in its subversion to the ‘imitative actions’ as well as the fixed reflection criteria.  

 

Secondly, artists in this study expressed their choreographic approaches focusing on 

‘holistic’, ‘comprehensive’, ‘transdisciplinary’, and ‘encompassing’ elements in their 

choreographic practices. Such approaches revealed their transgression to the dancer’s body 

ideal. The dancer’s body ideal as an aspect of normative gaze in the Chinese context 

manifests as a set of prevailing discourses that intend to define the idea of dance with the 

primary role of technical virtuosity. Approaches adopted by the artists reveal that the 

centralized role of performing movements and techniques is not the sole element of their 

choreography, rather, dance, along with other theatrical elements form the foundation of their 

choreographic practice. In addition, in line with the amateur aesthetics, artists in this study 

emphasized the inclusion of ‘everyday movements’ in her choreography as the strategy to 

resist the normative gaze.  

 

Lastly, the four artists’ experiences and narratives suggest that approaches that value the idea 

of ‘process’ within the choreographic practices. The process-oriented choreographic 

approaches attend to the abilities of a choreographer such as proposing questions, problem 

solving, decision making, opinion stating, practicing collaboration, and facilitating the 

process. The inquiry-based choreographic approach and the collaborative-based 

choreographic approach suggested by the artists have challenged meanings of the product-
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oriented choreographic philosophy. The shift to the process-oriented choreographic approach 

gradually established a shared dialogical space where something new and different might 

transpire.  

 

It is worth noting that the manifestos and approaches expressed by the four artists in the 

context of China might not be considered as ‘transgressive’ in other cultural or social 

contexts. It is the normative gaze that existed in the Chinese context that therefore defined the 

‘transgressions’ of the four artists’ practices. Dilemmas flow out of engaging with these 

artistic statements and approaches in the context of China, and suggest further research is 

needed. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 
 

This research has investigated how four Chinese dance artists resist normative gaze, and how 

this resistance is manifested as transgressive choreographic practices in the context of 

China’s Reform era. The artists’ narratives illuminate a multiplicity of experiences, offering 

several new contributions to various fields of knowledge and illuminating some novel and 

noteworthy findings that in turn provoke questions and possibilities for future investigations. 

In this chapter, an overview of the findings is offered. Firstly, key findings related to the 

research method of this study are articulated. Secondly, normative gaze in dance 

choreography in the context of Chinese as experienced by the four artists is discussed. 

Thirdly, the artistic manifestos perceived as locations for expressing resistance to normative 

gaze by the artists are explored. Following this, findings from the artists’ transgressive 

choreographic approaches are presented. Finally, recommendations are provided, indicating 

future research possibilities and emerging questions. 

 

8.1 Research methodology 

 

The use of narrative inquiry as the key method for this study has made contribution to 

ethnographic investigation of diverse choreographic practices and choreographic education in 

contemporary China. Narrative inquiry as a research method used in the context of China has 

received a certain amount of attention with the systematic introduction and publication of 

qualitative research in researching questions about education (Chen, 2001). Narrative inquiry 

in China is considered as “a very casual research method, instead of the kind of aristocratic 

research method” (Wang, 2012, p. 76). This reflects the mainstream view of narrative inquiry 

in China where it tends to be viewed that conclusions drawn from narrative inquiry are too 

subjective to be considered ‘research’, and at the same time there is a perception that using 

narrative inquiry does not require the researcher to have rigorous training (Wang, 2012). 

However, over the past decade Chinese educators have started to employ narrative inquiry in 

their studies focused on educational issues (Shi, 2011; Guo & Wei, 2021). Chinese scholars 

who employ narrative inquiry recognized that the approach allows for participants to share 

more specific and in-depth life experience, and that unnoticed or marginalized voices can be 



 173 

heard and revealed by valuing the nuances and changes of the inner worlds of the participants 

(Guo & Wei, 2021). 

 

This research attends to the personal narratives of four dance artists from mainland China. 

Although this study does not address their issues on choreography from the perspectives of 

their artistic identity and theatrical languages, it is acknowledged that the independent 

choreographers/dance artists in China are usually positioned at the margins of the Chinese 

dance community. By valuing their voices and stories as dance artists in relation to 

transgression (Foucault, 1977b), difference (Deleuze, 1994), and the ‘third space’ (Bhabha, 

1994), this study illuminates extensive discussions and interpretations regarding their 

experiences of practicing dance, choreographic decisions, approaches, and motivations 

against the normative gaze in a variety of ways. With the globalization of education and 

extensive intercultural exchange, increasingly academic research outputs in English focusing 

on problems of Chinese dance education have been published (Buck, 2021; Jin, 2017; Rowe 

& Xiong, 2020; Rowe, Xiong et al., 2020). These publications set a foundation for future 

qualitative research pertaining to the critical exploration of issues pertaining to dance in 

China, however, limited literature thus far has given attention to the area of contemporary 

choreography and choreographic practices of Chinese dance artists. Within this context in 

mind, the four artists’ personal experiences and their voices offer valuable first-hand material 

and discussion through narrative inquiry that not only presents current issues informing dance 

choreography in China but also that such a methodology is appropriate for research in this 

realm.  

 

8.2 Normative gaze in choreographic practices in the Chinese context 

 

The four artists’ personal experiences and stories revealed that the normative gaze that they 

have encountered in their choreographic practices is varied, multi-faceted, and often overlaps 

with others. Normative gaze in contemporary choreographic practices in China tends to be 

composed of the following three ideals: the dramatized ideal, the dancer’s body ideal, and the 

product-oriented ideal which is embedded in the professional dance education system of 

China. The construction of normative gaze in the Chinese context is closely connected with 

multiple dominant discourses that are culturally constructed and carried through mainstream 

influences. The power of normalization inside the gaze revealed its impact on the agency, 

choices, and outcomes of the artists’ choreographic works. It is worth noting that experiences 
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towards constructing the normative gaze are built on the premise that the artists are deeply 

immersed in the power of the prevailing discourses. 

  

Firstly, the artists in this study shared their construction of the normative gaze manifested as 

the dramatized ideal. Dance drama in China has served as a site for displaying the socio-

political tenet of Socialist Realism. Dramatizing dance choreography is perceived as an 

idealized dance form mainly associated with official endorsement (Yu, 2003). The 

predominant position of dramatized dance works in China has a long historical background 

and cultural motivation. Through the evolution of contemporary dance education and dance 

practice in China, dramatized dance has achieved dominance and hegemony in dance making 

in China (Chengshui, 2016). Artists in this study described their experiences of the 

construction towards the dramatized ideal. These experiences mainly include the prevailing 

historical discourses and the continuing influence this has on contemporary choreographic 

practices, such as the ‘specific ideal’ characters and performing mega-narratives. These 

discourses are considered part of the fixed reflection criteria, where artistic creation should 

reflect social realities, and that artists should reflect realities by concentrating on the positive 

and beautiful aspects of the characters. Such reflection criteria in dance drama highlights the 

behaviour of ‘acting’ and generates the sense of ‘inauthenticity’ and ‘deception’ with the 

‘correct’ and ‘positive’ ideal characters.  

 

Secondly, the artists in this study shared their construction towards the normative gaze 

manifested as the dancer’s body ideal. The dancer’s body defines what is considered the ideal 

condition for performing dance in the context of China, and who is eligible to be considered a 

‘professional’. A set of prevailing discourses, such as ‘institutionalized dance genres’, 

‘movement- and technique-focused standard’, and the disciplining ‘dancer’s body’, are 

reiterated by the four artists in this study. These prevailing discourses are highly associated 

with the codes and norms established in conservatoire-model dance education in the context 

of China, and further connects to the establishment of normative gaze that attends to the 

technical virtuosity of being a dancer or reflected from a choreography. 

  

Thirdly, the artists in this study shared their construction of the normative gaze manifested as 

the product-oriented ideal, where the correctness and the success of a dance product is built 

on the premise of fulfilling standards and expectations set in the dance classroom context. 

The two artists, Xiao Ke and Wen Hui, mainly shared their construction of the normative 
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gaze with their observed experiences that choreography produced in China carried stylistic 

similarities, which revealed that the standard of creating dance perhaps is unchanged from 

choreographic education to choreographic practice or the process of creating dance lacks 

attention.  

 

It is worth noting that constructions of the normative gaze, the dramatized ideal, the dancer’s 

body ideal, and the product-oriented ideal, are distilled and summarized from narratives of 

the four dance artists, and specifically attend to the context of China. It is acknowledged that 

there are other forms of the normative gaze such as gender normative gaze or age normative 

gaze, and so on that might exist in dance choreography in China, which deserve further 

investigation when focusing on these issues. Analysis of how the four artists might respond to 

the normative gaze is built upon the normative gaze encountered by the artists in their dance 

experiences. 

 

8.3 Artistic manifestos: Expressing resistance to normative gaze 

 

Discussions surrounding the narratives and experiences of the four artists revealed that they 

expressed their resistance to normative gaze. Their resistance could be seen when they have 

expressed explicit rejection of normative gaze, or the prevailing discourses. In addition, some 

of the artists in this study also stated what they advocated or aimed to achieve in their 

choreography. What they stated or aimed to realize were further realized through the 

choreographic approaches they adopted in their works, thus, this research considers their 

artistic statements of particular ideas as their manifestos.  

 

The sense of inauthenticity generated from the dramatized ideal prompted the artists to 

express their artistic pursuit towards ‘authenticity’ and ‘real people’ in their choreographic 

practice. Artists like Zhang Xian, Xiao Ke, and Wen Hui stated their manifestos of seeking 

authenticity and working with ‘real people’ to cross the boundary of the dramatized ideal. 

Their pursuit for authenticity and real people  in theatrical practices is considered as their 

resistance to the dramatized ideal as an aspect of normative gaze (C. Martin, 2013). Artistic 

manifestos shared by the artists aim to re-define the artistic content which were reflected and 

integrated within their choreographic practices. Statements shared by the artists unveil that 

artistic content should not be confined to the fixed standard of reflecting the specific ideal 

characters. Rather, seeking authenticity and engaging with real people in choreographic work 
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means that the scope of realities should include or focus more on narratives, voices, and 

personal stories of socially diverse groups of people.  

 

The artists in this study explicitly expressed their rejection and resistance to the dancer’s 

body ideal in choreography. Some of the artists, such as Zhang Xian, Wen Hui, and Xiao Ke, 

revealed that they prefer to include ‘untrained bodies’ in their choreographic practices and 

seek to resist the technical virtuosity manifested through the dancer’s body. Manifestos 

expressed by the artists reveal a potential shift of who is entitled to perform dance in the 

landscape of the dance community of China. The artists in this study sought to promote the 

idea that different people can access, participate, and engage with dance choreography. Their 

resistant artistic manifestos raise questions about reimagining and redefining the role and 

identity of professionals in performing dance within the Chinese context.  

 

Artists in this study advocated that ‘independent thinking’ and qualities of community dance 

practices should be integrated in choreographic practice and foster a process-oriented 

choreographic practice. Advocating for independent thinking, the artists signified abilities 

such as posing questions, decision making, and problem solving, explaining that nurturing 

such abilities may promote creativity and critical reasoning in the choreographic process. 

Highlighting the ability of independent thinking will re-imagine the choreographic process 

which is led by the choreographer’s intent and curiosity, and diminishing the utilitarian 

purpose of producing a dance product. Additionally, Zhang Xian specifically addressed ideas 

of equality, democracy, participation, and collaboration - all being key values of community 

dance practices - in his choreographic practices. The advocacy of integrating qualities of 

community dance practice into contemporary choreographic practice in China attends to the 

relationship between choreographers and dancers, which also influences the outcomes of a 

choreography. Manifestos expressed by the artists are considered as their resistance to 

normative gaze. 

 

8.4 Choreographic approaches: Manifestations of transgressions in choreographic 

works 

 

Transgression is envisaged as a subversive form of resistance where individuals might 

express or act to challenge the constraining limitations and boundaries (Foucault, 1977b). The 

key finding that emerged from the discussions is that artists in this study have employed a 
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multiplicity of transgressive choreographic approaches within their choreographic practices, 

their choreographic works are the manifestations of their transgressions to normative gaze. 

Consequently, this research describes their practices as ‘transgressive choreographic practice’ 

in the Chinese context. Transgressive choreographic practices articulated by the four artists 

reveal that the methods and strategies employed in their works speak to their artistic 

manifestos, which they aim to achieve or realize in their choreography. This study views that 

the four artists’ choreographic practices are locations of articulating resistance, where 

choreography is not just a location for communicating transgressive ideas, but for realizing 

these transgressive ideas. 

 

8.4.1 Transgressive choreographic approaches and realization in choreographic works 

 

Artists in this study, Zhang Xian, Xiao Ke, and Wen Hui, shared their manifesto of engaging 

with ‘real people’ while seeking authenticity in their choreography. The main approach the 

artists employed in their choreographic practice was to interview diverse people and to work 

with narratives in their choreography. Sometimes the choreographer chose to integrate other 

people’s stories into their choreography, however, the participants have also articulated their 

own stories on stage. From the works of Republic of Dance by Xiao Ke, Red and Report on 

Given Birth by Wen Hui, it was revealed that personal stories gathered from the participants 

are articulated by these ‘real people’. In the choreographic works that involve both amateurs 

and professional dancers, the latter also need to bring their real-life stories and experiences, 

instead of showing their trained bodies. Thus, it could be said that engaging with the raw 

material collected from interviews and articulating personal stories from the participants on 

stage are the choreographic approach to seeking authenticity. This approach diversified and 

enriched artistic content, themes, and characters featured in the works. Consequently, 

integrating interview material and performing one’s own narratives on stage could be 

considered a transgression of the single and fixed reflection criteria in the dramatized ideal. 

  

The interviews and stories the artists gleaned and transformed into the performance are 

diverse, sometimes related, and often reflective. The material within the stories shared might 

also include sensitive stories to the context of China. Concerns about voices and personal 

histories of the ‘real people’ by the artists which were not the focus of the mainstream 

national dance drama. The sensitive stories shared by the participants may sometimes place 
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the artists in a rather risky position, due to the performing arts in China facing censorship in 

various ways (Luo & Ming, 2020; Yang & Gahb, 2021). 

 

The artists in this study revealed that their approaches sought to disrupt the disciplining 

dancer’s body or its technical virtuosity. Artists such as Zhang Xian and Xiao Ke shared their 

approach of integrating multimedia and diverse theatrical elements in their work. Such an 

approach was termed by the artists as a ‘holistic’ approach and ‘comprehensive theatre’. 

Others, such as Wen Hui stressed the adoption of ‘everyday movements’ as a way to 

challenge the dancer’s body ideal. By integrating different elements into their choreographic 

practice, such as installation, texts, video, experimental music, and voices, artists are 

attempting to de-centralise and diminish the overemphasised role of movement and technique 

of dance in the context of China. Xiao Ke stated her artistic pursuit of engaging with 

“concepts of anti-movement dance”, which suggests her choreographic practice would focus 

on diminishing the effects of technical movements in choreography. The ‘holistic’ approach 

aims to de-centralise the role of movement and technique and highlight the equal importance 

of diverse artistic languages and modalities in choreographic practice.  

 

Approaches which value ‘process’ explained by the artists in this study suggest potential 

transformation of contemporary choreographic practice in China from achieving the 

‘successful’ and ‘homogeneous’ dance product to choreographic practice that opens to 

diverse possibilities, inquiries, explorations, and shared decision making processes. Artists 

Wen Hui, Xiao Ke, and Jiang Fan in this study spoke about the questioning process and how 

significant asking questions was in their choreography. Their choreographic process revealed 

that through the inquiry stage, artists can integrate opinions, problems, and discoveries into 

the journey of making choreography. Through the narratives shared by the artists, it was 

revealed that they saw that asking questions within the choreographic process was a way to 

generate and add to new knowledge, and that creativity might emerge in the process of 

proposing questions. Experiences of asking questions suggest that discoveries and knowledge 

gained from the process do not always have to lead to an expected dance product in relation 

to the normative gaze. Xiao Ke’s playful subversion of following the flow of the live 

performance and opening to making mistakes implies a free, creative, and positive 

choreographic process which does not prescribe any predetermined results. As dance 

educator Sue Stinson (1990) contends, creativity appears through play rather than work, it is 
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worth further exploring how choreographic teaching and learning in China can integrate and 

foster a ‘playful’ strategy and mentality among student choreographers. 

 

The choreographic approach utilized by Zhang Xian echoes his manifesto of realizing 

qualities that are advocated in community dance practices. Zhang Xian’s approach speaks to 

establishing a collaborative mechanism within a collective choreographic process, in which 

via the effective facilitation of the artists, participants of a choreography are admitted for 

their agency and creative inputs. Within such a process, it is expected a new relationship 

paradigm of ‘co-artists’  is able to be realized, which in turn echoes with the qualities of 

democracy, participation, inclusion, and collaboration of community dance practice (Burge, 

2016).  

 

Choreographic approaches outlined by the four artists, specifically attend to issues that 

emerged in a collective choreographic process. Thus, it has challenged the normative gaze in 

which multiple standards are established to examine and judge a dance product, whereas the 

process of producing the work usually lacks attention. Valuing the choreographic process 

also suggests that new abilities or skills for being a choreographer are worth considering and 

should be integrated in choreographic teaching and learning curriculums in the Chinese 

context. The ideas of posing questions, communication, and facilitation within a 

choreographic process indicate that the potential of a shared dialogical space can be formed, 

and in turn in such a space newness and difference might emerge (Anttila et al., 2019). 

 

8.4.2 Reimagining the notion of ‘revolutionary bodies’ in the context of the contemporary 

Chinese dance community 

 

As per the question proposed in the literature review (see Section 2.1.2), this research was 

asking whether the transgressive choreographic practice engaged with by the artists in this 

study could be considered as the new wave of ‘revolutionary bodies’? 

 

The notion of ‘revolutionary bodies’ (Wilcox, 2019) was proposed to describe the kind of 

body which trained to perform dance works as expressions of rebellion and resistance to the 

foreign power invasion and war memories before the establishment of the PRC in 1949. Such 

an image of the ‘revolutionary bodies’ is continued and consolidated in line with China’s 

socio-political agenda after 1949, with time, the ‘revolutionary bodies’ transformed in either 
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classical dance genres in schools or the dramatized dance works on stage. It is witnessed that 

the original motivations, or the need to unite different classes of people in China to fight 

against the foreign powers or the army of Kuomintang, have faded away. Thus, maybe what 

can be considered is that as the revolutionary historical periods fade away, how could the 

cultural meaning of the words ‘revolution’ or ‘revolutionary’ be understood in the context of 

contemporary Chinese society so that the ‘revolutionary bodies’ speak to the current context? 

 

The idea of ‘revolution’ in the English context is often understood to be a revolt against 

power, and refers to a movement to overthrow an old regime and effect complete change in 

the fundamental institutions of society (National Geographic Society, 2020; Schaff, 1973; 

Stone, 1966). Through the experiences and narratives shared by the four dance artists, it 

appears that their choreographic practices suggest the possibilities to revolutionize the 

historical significance carried within the ‘revolutionary bodies’ in Chinese dance as proposed 

by Wilcox (2019). ‘Revolutionary bodies’ in Chinese dance has become a key component of 

Chinese dance training as it carries the socialist legacy during the revolutionary war times in 

modern Chinese history. The ‘revolutionary bodies’ which Wilcox (2019) proposes were 

against the social backdrops of wars, tensions, and calling for changes and revolution to 

promote the development and progress of Chinese society. As revealed by the review of 

literature (see Section 2.1.2), ‘revolutionary bodies’ in Chinese dance today have transformed 

into the disciplined and docile body. A dancer’s body which is trained for performing 

Chinese dance is viewed as a site to be improved, shaped, and inscribed constantly. It is 

considered that the social conditions and main contradictions encountered by the 

‘revolutionary bodies’ in dance have now shifted and transformed as China entered the 

Reform era in 1978.  

 

This research considers the transgressive choreographic practices the four artists engaged in 

as the new wave of ‘revolutionary bodies’ in the context of contemporary China. The 

transgressive choreographic approaches employed by the artists could be said to be close to 

the state of ‘rebellious’, ‘against hegemony’, and ‘social transformation’, and further 

empower themselves as individuals and dance artists in China. The argument of a new wave 

of the ‘revolutionary bodies’ is proposed not based on the specific historical background and 

the socialist legacy carried by the dancer’s body. Rather, the proposition of a new view of 

‘revolutionary bodies’ manifested through the transgressive choreographic practices engaged 

with by the four artists signifies the shift, transformation, and the establishment of shared 
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dialogical spaces in dance creation in China. This new take on ‘revolutionary bodies’ is 

reflected from the transgressive choreographic practice of the four artists is akin to the notion 

of ‘unruly bodies’ (Erevelles, 2000; Rice et. al, 2018), which disrupted the normalization of 

the well-behaved docile dancing bodies. The artists in this research are not necessarily 

seeking to articulate a ‘beautiful’ story that is full of brightness and positive energy, nor have 

they positioned their national identities as a priority within their work. Instead, personal 

stories that could be emotional, traumatic, and transgressive, which reveal diversity and 

difference, are often shared in their choreographic works. The plurality of approaches and 

ideas articulated by the four artists have the potential to shift the predominant discourses 

circulated within the dance community of China towards openness and diversity. It is 

expected that by absorbing, experimenting, and practicing the ideas and statements the artists 

outlined, the future choreographic practice in China will go forward with diversity, 

difference, and inclusion. 

 

8.5 Recommendations: Reflections on choreographic education and practice in 

contemporary China  

 

This research has focused on identifying what normative gaze exists in dance and dance 

creation in China based on analysis of four artists’ personal narratives. Through the narratives 

themselves, this research teased out what is considered the limitations of the normative gaze 

as experienced by the artists. With the examination of the four artists’ diverse artistic 

manifestos and choreographic approaches in relation to transgression (Foucault, 1977b), 

questions and reflections raised in the process of the thematic analysis call for suggestions 

and recommendations for re-imagining teaching and learning choreography courses 

embedded in the system of dance education in China, as well as for how those within the 

professional dance industry might approach and practice choreographic work. 

  

The experiences of the artists in this research suggest that the appearance and outlook of 

dance productions in the context of China usually share ‘stylistic similarities’. Wen Hui and 

Xiao Ke perceived the homogenization and the stylistic similarities of dance creations as one 

of the main repercussions of Chinese professional dance education, where the training of the 

docile bodies is considered the predominant task (Guo, 2012). The training task of shaping 

the body meant that nurturing student choreographers’ creativity, originality, and critical 

thinking was usually limited in its consideration or stayed at the level of curriculum 
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description. The artistic manifestos and choreographic approaches articulated by the artists 

suggest that expanding alternative choreographic perspectives, including nurturing the 

abilities of collaboration among peers, fostering creativity and independent thinking, and 

valuing qualities that are community dance oriented, are necessary to be considered for re-

imagining choreographic education in the context of China. This research suggests that 

‘dramaturgical thinking’ (see Section 7.3.2) could be integrated into the choreographic 

teaching and learning in China to foster inquiry, exploration, collaboration, and facilitation 

among the collective choreographic process.  

 

When exploring how to improve collaborative skills of student choreographers in tertiary 

dance education, Burge (2016) argues that reorienting the classroom toward a ‘process focus’ 

may be more beneficial to student choreographers than the product-focused classes. Burge 

further found out that integrating dance dramaturgy into a choreography course will produce 

more versatile choreographers by providing a vehicle with which to participate in peer work 

and therefore develop collaborative skills. The integration of ‘dramaturgical thinking’ into the 

course of teaching choreography can take the form of asking questions with student 

choreographers and dancers involved in the process vibrantly. In the context of tertiary dance 

education, when teaching choreography there is the potential to facilitate the learning so 

student choreographers can work in groups, engage in dialogue, and pose questions to each 

other. It is expected that such a process may involve interventions on a choreographer’s 

intent, thus resulting in a more complex creation based on collaboration of the peers. 

However, through the questioning process students perhaps could develop a deeper 

understanding and more tangible experience regarding choreographic choices and can 

actively participate in the creative process in action. 

 

This research proposes the possibility of integrating ‘dramaturgical thinking’ in the 

choreographic education of the Chinese context. As indicated above, dramaturgical thinking 

(Burge, 2016) integrated into choreographic education evolves from the concept of dance 

dramaturgy, which could be perceived as a vehicle to stimulate student choreographers to 

propose questions in the choreographic process that needs to make independent choices and 

promote collaboration among peers within a class. It is anticipated that the introduction of 

‘dramaturgical thinking’ in the formal choreographic teaching and learning in tertiary dance 

education might navigate some dilemmas (see Section 7.3.2) that the artists in this study 

articulated. 
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8.6 “The world dances wildly on the other shore”: Future directions for research  

 

From this research, areas for future investigation and emerging questions have been 

illuminated. Further research exploring normative gaze in relation to dance choreography in 

different cultural contexts could be explored. As this research specifically attends to the 

context of China, it is estimated that studies focusing on transgressive choreographic 

approaches in various cultural contexts could be an area for future research to pursue, and 

more specifically research looking at what shifts and changes these practices bring about. The 

experience of facilitating and coordinating the rehearsal process with amateurs in the context 

of China, and challenges and issues dance artists might then encounter could be a further area 

of investigation. Issues related specifically to diverse and transgressive contemporary dance 

practices engaged with by Chinese dance artists require further attention within dance 

scholarship, as do issues concerning power dynamics between dance choreography and the 

wider socio-cultural and political contexts of contemporary Chinese society. There is also the 

potential for scholarship to critically evaluate the role of contemporary funding bodies in 

supporting independent Chinese dance artists’ practices; investigating such concerns could be 

of value and significance to further evaluate the nature of the socially constructed normative 

gaze within contemporary performing arts globally. 

 

From this research there are several questions that have emerged that are potentially worthy 

of further investigation within future studies. These include: 

• How might the curriculum or philosophy of choreography teaching and learning in 

tertiary dance education in China construct and perpetuate the normative gaze? 

• What other normative gaze experiences in relation to choreographic practice might 

emerge in relation to gender, ageism, and other socially marginalized populations in 

the context of China? 

• How might professional dance artists who favour ‘Theatre of Real People’ (C. Martin, 

2013) in their choreography balance and facilitate democratic relationships among 

participants with different social-cultural identities?  

• For artists who claim to be de-skilling professional dancer’s techniques in the 

choreographic process, how to realize the authenticity and the naturalness of these 

dancers? What are considered as the re-skilling processes for the artists? 
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In Limelight: The Poetry of Wang Yin (2015), Chinese poet Wang Yin wrote the line “the 

world dances wildly on the other shore” (p. 66) which is cited by the artist Zhang Xian in one 

of his self-published interviews. The idea of ‘the other shore’ in Mandarin literally means 

‘the opposite bank of a river’, which originates from Pāramitā, an element of Buddhism that 

refers to the perfection or culmination of certain virtues. In Buddhism, these virtues are 

cultivated as a way of purification, purifying karma and helping the aspirant to live an 

unobstructed life, while reaching the goal of enlightenment. Thus, in the Chinese context, 

poets and artists often use the description “the other shore” to represent the state of 

enlightenment which everyone wants to reach. Often, to reach ‘the opposite bank of a river’ 

also means to achieve a state of freedom. Citing the phrase that “the world dances wildly on 

the other shore”, it could be viewed that the artists in this research are imagining a dancing 

world full of transgressions, freedom, and agency. As Zhang Xian articulated that, 

...an oft-neglected fact is anyone who has the willingness to be oneself could choose to 
abandon the disciplines at any time, and secretly become oneself. Who could 
discourage someone with free-will from being oneself? With this in mind, we believe 
that in most cases we still can choose to be free. 

 

While this research has focused on the choreographic experiences of four dance artists from 

mainland China, it is hoped that the issues raised and narratives shared may also intersect 

with other dance practitioners’ experiences and be of relevance to broader areas of study. By 

getting to know the journey of the four artists’ transgressions in choreography, this research 

hopes to be a point of departure for researching, encouraging, and supporting diverse 

contemporary Chinese choreographic practices and voices.  
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Glossary 
Anhui Flower-drum Opera: Known as ‘Huagu Xi’ in Mandarin. Huagu Xi is a form of 

Chinese opera originating in Hunan Province. Some other provinces, such as Anhui, Hubei, 

and Henan, also have Huagu Xi. Huagu Xi often dealt with everyday ritual life and is staged 

with very few props. Dance is an indispensable element in Huagu Xi, and dance in Anhui 

Huagu Deng is technically highly demanding. In dance departments of many tertiary dance 

institutions in China, Anhui Huagu Deng is a compulsory Chinese folk-dance course. 

Asian Cultural Council: The Asian Cultural Council (ACC) is a non-profit organization 

dedicated to advancing international cultural exchange between Asia and the U.S. and 

between the countries of Asia through the arts. The ACC awards fellowship grants to artists 

and scholars and project grants for organizations in three categories of cross-cultural 

exchange: Asia-to-U.S., U.S.-to-Asia, and intra-Asia. The programming of each grant is 

customized to the goals of the grant recipient.  

Asia Society: The Asia Society is a non-profit organization that focuses on educating the 

world about Asia. The organization is U.S. based and has built a global network to raise 

awareness about Asian politics, business, education, arts, and culture through education. The 

organization sponsors the exhibitions of art, performance, film, lectures, and programs for 

students and teachers. The programs are aimed at increasing knowledge of society with a 

focus on human rights, environment, global health, and the position of women.  

Beijing Dance Academy: The Beijing Dance Academy (BDA) is a full-time dance training 

institution of higher learning in Beijing that focuses on developing professional dancers, 

choreographers, and dance researchers. Founded in 1954, and formally called the Beijing 

Dance School, the BDA was the first professional dance school ever established since the 

founding of People’s Republic of China. The BDA was officially established in 1978 with the 

approval of the State Council, as an institution affiliated to the Ministry of Culture. In 2000, 

its governance was transferred to the Beijing Municipal Government. Famous for the 

reputation known as “the cradle of dance artists”, the BDA is an important tertiary institution 

fully dedicated to dance education which provides BA and MA degrees. 

Beijing Film Academy: Established in May 1950, the Beijing Film Academy (BFA) is a 

state-run higher education institution in Beijing, China. The BFA is an important tertiary 

institution fully dedicated to film and television production which provides BA, MA, and 

PhD degrees.  
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Beijing LDTX Theatre: BeijingDance/LDTX (LDTX) is a private-run professional dance 

company, co-founded in 2005 by Willy TSAO and Li Hanzhong. Its name, LDTX, is an 

acronym for Lei Dong Tian Xia which translates as “thunder rumbles under the universe”. 

The company operates to foster creation, performance, education, and outreach programs, 

providing a platform where Chinese artists may freely express their thoughts and sentiments. 

Thus, LDTX is viewed as a driving force in the multi-faceted development of dance in China.  

Beijing Living Dance Studio: The Living Dance Studio was established in 1994, and was 

co-founded by filmmaker Wu Wenguang and choreographer and former Pina Bausch dancer 

Wen Hui, as the first independent contemporary company in the People’s Republic of China. 

Productions of the Living Dance Studio, where dance, text, and film are often combined into 

total works of art, document social and historical events from China’s past and present. 

Beijing Modern Dance Company: The Beijing Modern Dance Company is one of China’s 

main professional modern dance companies. Created in 1995 by the Municipal Bureau of 

Culture in Beijing, the Company became independent in 1998. Over nearly 15 years the 

Company has contributed considerably to the development of contemporary arts in China and 

to bringing the image of modern China to the rest of the world. 

Braving Wind and Waves to Liberate Hainan: The dance drama Braving Wind and Waves to 

Liberate Hainan was created and performed in 1950 and was directed by the Chinese 

choreographer Liang Lun. The dance drama mainly shows that the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army overcame difficulties to complete the liberation of Hainan. The dance drama 

conveys a profound spirit of patriotism and is directly related to the historical background of 

Chinese society in the 1950s. 

China Contemporary Dance Biennale: The Biennale is sponsored by the Chinese Dancers 

Association and Shanghai International Dance Centre Development Foundation, organized by 

Shanghai International Dance Centre Theatre and Young Artists Platform of Dance, with 

special support from Dance College of Shanghai Theatre Academy and the Liu Haisu Art 

Museum. The first China Contemporary Dance Biennale was held in August, 2019, and was a 

gathering dedicated to exploring and promoting contemporary dance in China.  

China Oriental Song and Dance Ensemble: The China Oriental Song and Dance Ensemble 

(OSDE) was founded in 1962 by the Ministry of Culture of the People’s Republic of China. 

The China OSDE is a national performance entity, also known as the National Song and 

Dance Ensemble. Dedicated to perpetuating China’s traditional culture and promoting Sino-

foreign cultural relations, the ensemble has brought its performances to countries and regions 

all over the world. It has not only won great acclaim for China and the Chinese people, but 
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has also developed into a unique ambassador of Chinese culture. Since 2015 OSDE has been 

known as the China Oriental Performing Arts Group Company through the merger of the 

China National Song and Dance Ensemble and the OSDE. 

Chinese Dancers’ Association: The Chinese Dancers’ Association was established in July 

1949, which is the leading organisation and force of arranging both official and folk dance 

activities. Its subordinate organizations include the National Folk Dance Research Institute, 

the Ethnic Minority Dance Society, the Ballet Society, the China Dance History Research 

Institute, the Dance Aesthetics Research Society ,and the Dance Teaching Society.  

City Contemporary Dance Company: City Contemporary Dance Company (CCDC) is the 

flagship institution of modern dance in Hong Kong, founded by Willy Tsao in 1979. The 

CCDC has presented more than 200 original works by leading choreographers. The company 

is supported by the Government of Hong Kong’s Special Administrative Region. 

Dagger Society: The national dance drama Dagger Society was created and performed in 

1959. The plot of the work focuses on the revolutionary struggle of Chinese society in 

modern times, with the performance skills in Chinese opera used to create distinct characters 

and images, paying attention to the combination of dance and drama. 

Dama: Literally means ‘Chinese aunties’, the term ‘dama’ used in the English context coined 

by the Wallstreet Journal to describe a group of people who frenetically purchased gold or 

other items. Dama later evolved and referred to a group of middle-aged Chinese women who 

dance outdoors in squares, parks, and streets. 

Fish Beauty: The national dance drama Fish Beauty was created and performed in 1959. The 

work was created under the guidance of Soviet experts who went to the Beijing Dance School 

to teach. This work included characters such as the ‘fish beauty’, the ‘hunter’, and the 

‘mountain demon’, and ballet was used as the dance vocabulary of the work. The dance 

drama Fish Beauty is regarded as an exploration of building a system for the development of 

Chinese dance drama more broadly. 

Five Red Clouds: The national dance drama Five Red Clouds was created and performed in 

1959 and is also called “Soldiers Dance Drama”. This dance drama, like Braving Wind and 

Waves to Liberate Hainan, is a dance work focusing on the theme of liberation of the Hainan 

Province back to the 1950s. However, the difference is that Five Red Clouds focuses on the 

struggle for national liberation of the Hlai people, a local minority in Hainan, against the 

Kuomintang’s ruling and oppression. The creation and performance of the dance drama were 

influenced by Soviet ballet. 
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Governmental working units: Governmental working units in the Chinese context, which 

are also called ‘danwei’ in Mandarin, are conceived as a fundamental social-spatial concept 

to understand relationships between employees and their workplaces in China. 

Guangdong Modern Dance Company: The Guangdong Modern Dance Company (GMDC) 

is China’s first professional modern dance group. GMDC was founded in 1992 as the 

“Guangdong Experimental Modern Dance Company” under the leadership of founding 

director Yang Meiqi and artistic director Willy Tsao, and with approval from the provincial 

government of Guangdong, China. GMDC has cultivated a group of internationally renowned 

Chinese dance artists such as Shen Wei and Jin Xing.  

Inside the system: In this study the term ‘inside the system’ is used to explain contextual 

information unique to the Chinese context. Choreographers and dancers who work within the 

system are generally called ‘literature and art workers’, the title suggests their status as 

someone who works for a governmental working unit (Mu, 2007).  

Iron rice bowl: The term ‘iron rice bowl’ is used to describe a stable or even a lifelong 

occupation that provides steady income and welfare, and the two key terms of the “iron rice 

bowl” are guaranteed job entry and exit control. China’s transition from a centrally planned 

economy to a market economy has witnessed the old guarantees gradually collapse. 

Jin Xin Dance Theatre: Shanghai-based Jin Xing Dance Theatre is considered one of 

China’s leading contemporary dance companies. It was established in 1999 by its founder and 

artistic director Jin Xing as the country’s first private performing arts troupe. Jin Xing Dance 

Theatre became well known for its adaptations of Western modern dance styles, while 

remaining distinctively Chinese.  

Magic Lotus Lantern: Magic Lotus Lantern is a Chinese folk dance drama created and 

performed by the Central Experimental Opera Dance Troupe in 1957. This dance drama is 

adapted from a traditional Chinese folk story of the same name and is based on classical 

dance vocabulary extracted from Chinese opera. The creation of Magic Lotus Lantern was 

aided by Soviet experts who went to China to assist at that time, and this is in turn reflected 

through the combination of Soviet ballet and Chinese opera art. 

Mao era: The time period in China from 1949 (the foundation of the People’s Republic of 

China) to 1976 (CCP Chairman Mao Zedong’s death) is commonly known as Maoist China 

or the Mao era. The history of the People’s Republic of China is often divided distinctively 

by historians into the Mao era and the post-Mao era. The country’s Mao era lasted from the 

founding of the People’s Republic on 1st October 1949 to Deng Xiaoping’s consolidation of 



 189 

power and policy reversal at the 3rd Plenum of the 11th Party Congress on 22nd December 

1978.  

May Fourth Movement: The so-called “May 4th Movement” or “new culture” movement 

began in China around 1916, following the failure of the 1911 Revolution to establish a 

republican government, and continued through the 1920s. The May 4th Movement takes its 

name from the massive popular protest that took place in China in May 1919, following the 

announcement of the terms of the Versailles Treaty that concluded WWI. The demonstrations 

sparked nation-wide protests and spurred an upsurge in Chinese nationalism, a shift towards 

political mobilization, a shift away from cultural activities, a move towards a populist base 

and a move away from traditional intellectual and political elites. The outpouring of popular 

outrage coalesced in a new nationalism with repeated cries for a “new culture” that would 

reinstate China to its former international position. Many believed that the way out of China’s 

problems was to adopt Western notions of equality and democracy and to abandon the 

Confucian approach which stressed hierarchy in relationships and obedience.  

Mega-narrative: Mega-narrative, rather than ‘meta-narrative’ (Lyotard, 1984), is frequently 

seen in Chinese dance scholarships and a conscious translation used in this study. Mega-

narrative is an artistic discourse belonging essentially to all the first order discourses of 

collectivism and nationalism. Mega-narrative in dance creation in China is used to describe 

the narrative approach that came to dominate dance production in China under discourses of 

collectivism and nationalism, as a means of emphasizing normative values and behaviours. In 

some literature, the other end of the mega-narrative is the ‘civilian narrative’ (Zhou & Zhao, 

2014). The word carries strong ideological color akin to the agenda of main melody dance.  

Minzu University of China: Minzu University of China (MUC) is a national level 

University designated for ethnic minorities in China. It was formerly known in English as the 

Central University for Nationalities (CUN). The Dance College and its majors are one of the 

special professions at MUC. 

National College Entrance Examination: The National College Entrance Examination 

(NCEE), commonly known as the gaokao, is a standardized college entrance exam held 

annually in mainland China. It is required for entrance into almost all higher education 

institutions at undergraduate level. It is usually taken by students in their last year of senior 

high school. The overall mark received by the student is generally a weighted sum of their 

subject marks. The maximum possible mark varies widely from year to year and also varies 

from province to province.  
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Outside the system: ‘Outside the system’ in this study is used to explain contextual 

information unique to the Chinese context. Chinese scholars focusing on contemporary dance 

practice propose the choreographers who are ‘outside the system’ refer to their status as 

independent dance practitioners, working under temporary contracts, or being self-employed 

(Han, 2016; Mu, 2013a, 2013c).  

Peace Dove: The dance drama Peace Dove, first performed in 1950, was directed by Chinese 

opera master Ouyang Yuqian and the dance artist Dai Ailian. The work is a major attempt to 

create Chinese dance drama after the founding of the People’s Republic of China. It attends 

to the topic of international peace movement through dance. In addition, ballet was used as 

the main vocabulary of the dance drama. The birth of the dance work was quite contentious 

for Chinese society in 1950s because the Chinese people at that time were not ready to accept 

ballet as a form of expression (Yu, 2003).  

Privatization of public cultural sectors: Before the reforms, the Chinese economy was 

dominated by state ownership and central planning. Since 1978, when China adopted its 

open-door policy and allowed its economy to be exposed to the international market, it has 

adhered to what Den Xiaoping called “socialism with Chinese characteristics”. As a result, it 

produced an economy with one of the most rapid growth rates in the world, steadfastly 

embarking on a developmental strategy of gradual, market-oriented measures, while 

simultaneously remaining nominally socialistic. In China, privatization has come slowly as 

government officials weighed the prospect of massive layoffs necessary to restructure state-

owned enterprises, known as SOEs. 

Quality-oriented dance education in China: Quality-oriented education is a term in relation 

to exam-oriented education. It was proposed by the Chinese government around the early 

1990s with the purpose to correct the trend of teaching and learning for examination in 

general education. At this time China emphasised that education should focus on improving 

the individuals’ overall quality, shaping healthy personalities, and developing good 

characteristics and creativity (Huang & He, 2014). With such contextual information in 

consideration, quality-oriented dance education was a project which was initiated in 2011 by 

Professor Lv Yisheng from the Beijing Dance Academy. The project of quality-oriented 

dance education was commissioned by the Ministry of Education and completed in 2014. The 

main purpose of the project of quality-oriented dance education is to establish and design the 

first curriculum for teaching dance in Chinese schools (Jin & Martin, 2019). Lessons of the 

quality-oriented dance education has brought updated changes to pedagogies and 

philosophies of teaching dance in China (see for example: Lv, 2016; Qu, 2013). 
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Red Detachment of Women: The Chinese ballet Red Detachment of Women premiered in 

Beijing in 1964. It was adapted from the screenplay of the film written by Liang Xin. Red 

Detachment of Women is an attempt to nationalize ballet, and it is regarded as an important 

representative work of Chinese revolutionary ballet since it takes China’s revolutionary 

struggle as its main theme. This dance drama portrays the two protagonists, Hong Changqing 

and Qiong Hua. It also embodies the realistic creation principles of the specific ideal 

characters, Two Combinations and Three Prominences in dance drama. Red Detachment of 

Women is widely performed in China and abroad and is regarded as the masterpiece of Red 

ballet in China.  

Reform era (1978-): The Chinese economic reform or reform and opening-up; known in the 

West as the Opening of China is the programme of economic reforms termed “socialism with 

Chinese characteristics” and “socialist market economy” in the People’s Republic of China. 

Led by Deng Xiaoping, often credited as the “General Architect”, the reforms were launched 

by reformists within the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) on December 18, 1978. The 

Chinese government has undergone several changes of administrations since 1978, including 

the ruling under Deng Xiaoping, the major figure and chief architect of China’s economic 

reforms. The leadership of Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji, the administration of Hu Jintao and 

Wen Jiabao, and the current administration of Xi Jinping and Li Keqiao, who initiated the 

development strategy of One Belt, One Road, which is considered as ‘part of new round of 

China’s opening up’. The Reform era set the tone for change in contemporary China, with the 

ultimate goals of the Reform being to open up to the world, improve standards of living, and 

push forward reform socially and economically with specific policies. These goals set the 

scene for a new climate for life in China where people had new needs and wants. 

The Second Sino-Japanese War: The Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–1945) was a 

military conflict that was primarily waged between the Republic of China and the Empire of 

Japan. The Second Sino-Japanese War was the largest Asian war in the 20th century. The 

war, which remained undeclared until December 9, 1941, divided into three phases: a period 

of rapid Japanese advance until the end of 1938, a period of virtual stalemate until 1944, and 

the final period when Allied counterattacks, principally in the Pacific and on Japan’s home 

islands, brought about Japan’s surrender. 

Shanghai Opera House: The Shanghai Opera House is the official government-funded 

western-style opera company of Shanghai, China. Although the term “Opera House” is often 

applied to the building, both in English and Chinese texts, officially the building is not an 
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opera house and the term “Shanghai Opera House” refers to the performing company, not the 

building.  

Shanghai Theatre Academy: The Shanghai Theatre Academy (STA) is a comprehensive 

university of performing arts founded in 1945, with the focus on theatre training and studies. 

Co-sponsored by the Ministry of Culture of China and the Shanghai Municipal People’s 

Government, the STA is a key art institution of higher education in China. Departments 

inside STA including Acting, Directing, Dramatic Literature, and Stage Design, and colleges 

of Chinese Opera, Dance, Film and Television, and Creative Studies. 

Sparking Red Star: The ballet, Sparkling Red Star, was created by the Shanghai Ballet 

Company and premiered in 2018. The dance drama is another large-scale revolutionary ballet 

produced by the Shanghai Ballet after White-Haired Girl. Adapted from the film of the same 

name, the dance drama narrates stories of Pan Dongzi from an adult perspective, who is a 

Red Army soldier who fights and grows up through hardship. 

Shepherd Girls: The Chinese national dance drama Shepherd Girls is a dance drama created 

and produced by the Inner Mongolia Arts University and premiered in 2017. This work is 

adapted from the heroic deeds of the local little sisters Longmei and Yurong in Inner 

Mongolia, showing the moving deeds of Longmei and Yurong in the snowstorm to protect 

the collective property regardless of their personal safety. 

Sky Road: The dance drama Sky Road is an original national dance drama produced by The 

National Centre for the Performing Arts of China in 2018. The dance drama focuses on the 

story of the construction of the Qinghai-Tibet Railway in China in the 1970s, closely centring 

on the themes of ethnic unity and the affection between the military and the people, the 

friendship between the Tibetan and Han people through the dance drama, and the positive 

features of China’s Reform and Opening-up. The construction and use of the Qinghai-Tibet 

Railway is also being called the ‘Sky Road’ to signify an image of a soaring road for the 

snowy plateau to move towards modernization.  

Socialist Realism: Socialist Realism is the mainstream aesthetics for developing socialist 

literature and art in China, where the reflection theory is the main approach used to create 

artistic works. Realism ideology in contemporary China asks that artistic creations “start from 

concrete objective things, eliminate the false while preserving the true, eliminate the rough 

and select the fine, typify or idealize the objective things, and show the essence and law of 

the objective things” (Zhu, 2004, cited in Chengshui, 2016, p. 22). The statement made by 

Chinese aesthetician Zhu Guangqian reveals that art made within the frame of reflection 
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theory should reflect the social life of the masses through idealizing particular characters and 

that art should serve political agendas (Chen, 1979; Zhang, 1980). 

System: ‘System’ as a term utilized in this study could be understood as ‘system of 

organization’, which refers to an entire system of state-related institutional entities. System of 

organization in the Chinese context covers all kinds of governmental working units. 

TAO Dance Theatre: The TAO Dance Theatre is an internationally renowned contemporary 

dance theatre based in China co-founded by Tao Ye, Duan Ni, and Wang Hao in 2008. The 

dance company has made a series of dance works titled in numbers, such as: Weight X 3, 4, 5, 

6, 7, etc. The dance company is dedicated to the exploration of a radical technique of body 

movement.  

Taoli Bei Dance Competition: Taoli Bei refers to “The National Cup of Taoli Dance 

Competition” which was first launched in 1985 by the Beijing Dance Academy. “Taoli” 

literally means “peach and plum”, in the context of China, the combination of “peach and 

plum” is used to describe students and represents a positive outcome of education. It was held 

every three years and open to dance students in both secondary and tertiary institutes. By 

2020, the competition had evolved to more like a display and communication of dance among 

schools and universities. However, Taoli Bei is still often considered a professional and 

authoritative dance competition in China, and the awards of Taoli Bei are also known as “the 

Oscars of Dance”. 

The Central Academy of Drama: The Central Academy of Drama, abbreviated Zhong Xi, 

is a drama school located in Beijing, China. It is a Chinese Ministry of Education Double 

First Class Discipline University, with Double First Class status in some disciplines. The 

school is the first theatre higher educational institution of the People’s Republic of China. 

The Eternal Wave: The Chinese dance drama The Eternal Wave is an original dance drama 

produced by Shanghai Dance Theatre Company. It was premiered at the Shanghai 

International Dance Centre in 2018. The dance work focuses on the war of Resistance against 

Japan and the war of Liberation and adapted the true story of the underground radio 

dispatchman Li Bai of the Chinese Communist Party. Through the creation of red classics 

and typical characters, the work promotes the contemporary position of patriotism and pays 

high tribute to martyrs who sacrificed their lives during the revolutionary period. 

The specific ideal character: Termed ‘Dianxing’ in Mandarin. Building characters with a 

specific ideal carried strong Marxist influence in the context of China. Such artistic discourse 

was first seen in the text of Yan’an Talks on Literature and Art delivered by Mao Zedong in 

1942, where Mao addressed that “life as reflected in works of literature and art can and ought 
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to be on a higher plane, more intense, more concentrated, more typical, closer to the ideal” 

(Mao, 1942, ¶24). Chinese dance scholars focusing on studying dance drama believe that the 

specific ideal characters served for plots, language, and narrative of dance drama, and these 

elements are highly connected in order to create a ‘successful’ dance drama work (Li, 2020). 

The specific ideal characters in dance dramas need to manifest certain core qualities of the 

ideal, and these ideals are changing with the shift of eras. For example, the artistic discourse 

of ‘red, bright, shine’ and ‘tall, sublime, perfect’ was proposed and achieved popularity 

between the establishment of the People’s Republic of China and before the announcement of 

China’s Reform and Opening-up. Characters like Hong Changqing and Qionghua in the 

revolutionary dance drama the Red Detachment of Women are considered as the specifical 

ideal characters, as their behaviours and actions in the dance drama displayed the qualities of 

‘red, bright, shine’ and ‘tall, sublime, perfect’. Building the specific ideal characters in artistic 

works is still the key in the current Chinese society (Xi, 2015). 

Three prominences: The idea of three prominences in socialist artistic creation literally 

means ‘to give prominence to positive characters; to give prominence to the heroic characters 

among the positive characters; and to give prominence to the central heroic character among 

the heroic characters’. On 23 May, 1968, Wenhui Daily published an article, “Let the Stage 

of Literature and Art Forever be a Front for the Propagation of Mao Zedong Thought”, which 

outlined the “three prominences” as an important creative principle for artistic creation at the 

time 

Two combinations: The combination of revolutionary realism and revolutionary 

romanticism. On 22 March 1958, at a National Art and Science Research Symposium held in 

Chengdu, Sichuan, Mao made a speech in which he declared that “proletarian literature and 

art should avail themselves of a creative method that combines Revolutionary Realism with 

Revolutionary Romanticism”. 

WeChat: WeChat (Tencent Holdings Ltd.) is a popular social media app within China. With 

over 1.5 billion registered users, it includes numerous utilities outside of chat messaging, 

including calls, video, photo, music, shopping, banking, and more (Tencent, 2019). WeChat 

is ubiquitous in Chinese daily life and can be a useful tool for remote research due to its 

widespread familiarity (Sie et al., 2016). 

White-haired Girl: The ballet White-haired Girl, created in 1964, is an active exploration of 

the Chinese school of ballet. Focusing on the central event of oppression, resistance ,and the 

struggle of Yang Bailao’s family, the dance shows that the victory of the revolution can only 
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be achieved if the working people firmly follow the leadership of the Communist Party of 

China and fight counter-revolutionary violence with revolutionary violence. 

Wu Xiaobang:  Wu Xiaobang (a.k.a Wu Zupei, 1906-1995) is considered the early importer 

of Western modern dance from Japan, and was one of many Chinese elites who sought 

alternatives to the local performance aesthetics during the wartime periods of contemporary 

China. Throughout Wu’s artistic career, he travelled to Japan three times to look for 

approaches to developing new China’s dance. Wu adapted what he learnt in Japan to China’s 

wartime culture, and created many small dramatized dance works and medium length dance 

dramas. Wu Xiaobang proposed the style of ‘New Dance’ which is rooted in the culture of 

Chinese society and roots of modern dance related to figures such as Isadora Duncan, Rudolf 

Laban, and Mary Wigman. Wu is acclaimed as the ‘Father of New Dance’ of China. 

Xie Xin Dance Theatre: The Xie Xin Dance Theatre is a Shanghai based dance company 

founded by Chinese dance artist Xie Xin in 2014. The Xie Xin Dance Theatre focuses on 

body research, contemporary dance education, and the creation of original contemporary 

dance works. 

Yabin Studio: The Yabin Studio was founded in 2009 and is named after its founder, 

Chinese dance artist Wang Yabin. The Yabin Studio was designed to produce repertoire and 

programmes featuring dance, drama, and other theatrical productions for public 

performances, commercial or non-commercial. 

Zuhe Niao: Literally means ‘Collective Niao’ in English. Zuhe Niao is a union of 

independent artists based in Shanghai. According to the interviews of members of Zuhe Niao 

posted online, Zuhe Niao enjoys fusing everyday life situations with dance. The goal through 

the collective’s work is to question life situations. Works collaborated and co-created by 

artists of Zuhe Niao include Tongue’s Memory of Home (2005), My Left Cheek (2007), and 

Stupid, Dance! (2010).  
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would like to participate in this PhD research.  
 
I wish to invite you to participate in my PhD study, which will be outlined in further detail below. If this sounds like something 
you will be interested in, please email me (at chenmaomao72@163.com)with your interest. If you decide not to participate 
there will be no disadvantage to you, and I thank you kindly for your consideration of my request. 
 
What this research is about:  
 
The main research question guiding this study is: 
 

How has Reform and Opening-up Policy influenced the choreographic practices of Chinese independent 
choreographers from mainland China since 1978? 
 

 
Through this question I seek to explore independent Chinese choreographers’ choreographic practices and experiences within 
the context of Reform-Era of mainland China. Personal narratives relating to those choreographers’ education background, 
artistic biography, aesthetic value and dance creations are critical to the research. As the student researcher I acknowledge this 
as a positive aspect the participants’ have to describe the experiences of dance and the multiplicities this can bring for the 
research data. This research specifically attends to independent Chinese choreographers’ who are not affiliated to any 
state-owned organization or company and who have had experiences partaking in choreographic dance making processes. 
 
Who can be involved:  
 
This research is looking for choreographers who are citizens of People’s Republic of China and have created contemporary 
dance as independent artist at least for three years based in city of Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. It is looking also for 
choreographers who are still choreographing domestically and internationally, and who are comfortable talking about their 
experiences within choreographic practices.  
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DANCE STUDIES 

 
         Level 2, Building 113 

         5 Symonds Street 
         Auckland 

 Bag 92019 
Auckland Mail Centre 

Auckland 1142, New Zealand 
Telephone: +64 9 373 7599 

Extn: 88705 
www.dance.creative.auckland.ac.nz 

 
CONSENT FORM 

(Interview Participant) 
 

THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 
 
Project title: Reflections on Choreographic Practices of Independent Choreographers from Mainland China under the context of 
Reform and Opening-up Policy 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Rosemary Martin 
Student Researcher: Ruohan Chen 
 
I have read the Participant Information Sheet. I understand the nature of this research and why am involved. I have been 
offered the opportunity to ask questions and they have been answered in a satisfactory manner. 
 

• I agree to take part in this research. 
• I understand that the research will take place between April 2020 to February 2021. 
• I understand that I have the right to withdraw from the research at any time up until three months after my first 

interview with the Student Researcher (Ruohan Chen). 
• I understand that neither anonymity nor confidentiality will be guaranteed as my real name will be used. 
• I understand that any details relating to myself in this research may be used for future articles, conference papers, and 

book publications. 
• I understand that all files including this consent form and my written transcripts will be securely kept for six years, after 

which time will then be deleted and shredded. 
• I agree to participate in two one-hour interviews with the Student Researcher (Ruohan Chen) at a time and location of 

my choice.  
• I agree that each of the two interviews will be voice recorded.  
• I understand that I have the right for the recorder to be switched off at any time during the interview, and I do not have 

to provide a reason for this.  
• I understand that the Student Researcher (Ruohan Chen) will transcribe and translate my interviews. 
• I agree that the Student Researcher (Ruohan Chen) to attend open workshop for observation during the interview 

sessions. 
• I agree that the Student Researcher (Ruohan Chen) to take observation notes during the process of open workshop. 
• I understand that I will have the opportunity to view, edit and add comments on my transcript and observation notes 

over a two weeks period. 
• I understand the interview transcriptions and observation notes will be utilised for analysis towards the PhD research 

findings, and may also be used to inform future journal articles, conference papers or book chapters. 
• I wish/do not wish to receive a summary of findings, which can be emailed to me at this email address:____________ 
• I wish/do not wish to receive a final copy of the PhD thesis after examination. 

 
 
Name ________________________ Signature ___________________________  
 
Date____________________________  
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on [         ] for three years.  Reference 
Number 023305 
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Appendix 2: Semi-structured interview questions 

 

1. Can you introduce yourself and how you ended up with a career as an independent 

choreographer? Or what term would you use to describe yourself? 

2. What was your educational experience? Does it relate to professional dance training? Are 

there any stories during your education linked to your decision to practice dance? 

3. What are you trying to convey in the work of XXX? Or how would you interpret the 

meanings behind the scenes? 

4. What makes you want to choreograph a work like XXX? Does it relate to particular 

personal stories? 

5. What is the key concept in your work XXX? And how do you realise the concept in your 

choreographic practice? 

6. What are the main choreographic ideas of your dance creation and practice? 

7. How do you conceive the scholarly term “independent choreographer” in the context of 

China? Is it problematic, or do you consider you are part of ‘the group’? 

8. Are there any differences between practicing dance in China during different historical 

eras? If so, what are the differences? And how is your feeling of any difference?  

9. How do you manage collaboration with dancers in your choreographic practice? What is 

your role in the process? 

10. What are your methods of choreographic practice? Could you elaborate on these methods 

and how you applied these methods to your choreographic practices? 
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Appendix 3: Journal entries (Excerpts in English)7 

Date: 29 Nov. 2019 

Location: Fukan Space, Shanghai 

Time: 3 p.m. - 9 p.m. 

  

Zhang Xian is the first participant I visited and interviewed in Shanghai - my first stop for my 

research in 2019. I noticed him in 2015, through a self-published / underground-published 

book called How to Create Yourself which belongs to an interview project named “Interviews 

of Independent Chinese Artists”. The experience of reading that book had basically shaped 

my understanding towards dance life and choreographic practices outside of the dominant 

dance circle in China, that is, dance education, dance performance and dance making 

happened within any state-owned institutions, universities, and ensembles. I still remember 

how I bought the book. The only way readers were able to buy the book was paying through 

an online shop based on the WeChat due to it being underground. The voice of resisting 

realism dances with plots, of identifying oneself as a world citizen, as well as the idea of what 

belongs to the individual will eventually be acknowledged by the world, had impressed me a 

lot.  

  

The first time I met Zhang Xian in person was in August 2019. I was assisting the 1st China 

Contemporary Dance Biennale in Shanghai International Dance Center as a staff member of 

the Young Artists Platform of Dance and a volunteer of the National Youth Dance 

Development. I was not sure what he was doing, I only knew his creations in a vague sense 

before. He was generous when talking with young people which made me feel so relaxed. I 

was introducing myself to him and texting him in the morning of the last day of the Biennale 

to see whether we could have a quick chat before I left Shanghai. I was moved that he had 

been waiting for me until midnight in the Center after the last show of the Biennale, and I 

told him I will be back in Shanghai in December to conduct several formal interviews with 

independent artists based in Shanghai.  

  

 
7 The journal entries presented here are parts from longer notes and journal entries that I wrote during 
the fieldwork for this study. The four journal entries presented here offer a small insight to the 
journaling and documentation process of the research.  
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On my first day back in Shanghai, he said he has a friend who owns a space can provide quiet 

environment for us to chat with no rush, like we can talk for ages that no one could drive us 

away. I was waiting for him in a Starbucks in front of subway line 6, Shanxi South Road, one 

of the downtown areas of Shanghai. He showed up and we greeted with each other. Then he 

said we need to take the subway to the place he mentioned. I noticed that he really likes to 

walk very fast, and we talk very fast along the way.  

  

He talked very briefly about his education - how he had to leave Shanghai in the years of 

Young People Go to Poor Areas and enter the factory in Yunnan Province, and how he 

decided to get back to Shanghai through participating in the National College Entrance 

Examination in the beginning of Reform era. I was listening to him the whole way - not just 

in the subway – when we were walking on the street, he would introduce to me like “this 

place used to be the British Concession, so you can see the buildings have kept the very 

unique flavor”. Vivi (a colleague and friend) later told me he has a nickname as “Jesus Christ 

Zhang”, I completely understand now why he has that name.  

  

We entered a very old building, and he informed me that his friend’s exhibition center was 

located on the 5th floor. There was a door plate hanging in the door which said ‘Fukan Space’ 

in Chinese. A young woman opened the door after we knocked. She is an independent curator 

and the artistic director of the space. She warmly presented the three pieces of art which were 

exhibiting in her space to me. She rented the space for an arts exhibition, but the space has 

multi-purposes - she also lives in the space – without any bed however, only sheets and quilts 

spread on the floor. Next, Zhang Xian and I had our first interview in Fukan Space. 

  

I knew Zhang Xian is not a choreographer technically, and he also excludes himself from the 

group of Shanghai-based choreographers. But one concept, or identity proposed by himself is 

quite original which I am curious about is the description of being a “social choreographer”. 

He mentioned that “social choreographer” is a kind of identity he invented to refer to an 

action and work style of his own that he concludes from the theater directing experience of 

Zuhe Niao – a union of independent artists based in Shanghai. It sounds like he uses this 

identity to coordinate, organise and direct theatre works of Zuhe Niao, which includes 

experimental choreography, installations, videos, objects and visual elements in their 

creations. Also, it is hard to deny that his theatrical action and concepts have immensely 

influenced several Shanghai-based choreographers and performing artists such as Xiao Ke, 
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Nunu Kong, and Jiang Fan who had all participated in Zuhe Niao’s production between 2006 

to 2015. 

  

Among a series of interviews in Shanghai with local choreographers, he is the oldest artist 

who has undergone China’s social changes personally from The Cultural Revolution to the 

Reform era. He discussed how he feels after China entered the Reform era and what 

economic reforms have brought to the theatre industry in Shanghai. These feelings, after 

transcribing and distilling them, could be critical for structure of analysis towards Shanghai-

based choreographers. He prepared many gifts for me in our first meeting, a canvas bag and 3 

DVDs with Zuhe Niao’s works. He is a very generous and kind predecessor. 

 

Date: 04 Dec. 2019 

Locations: Starbucks in Paris Spring Mall; Red House Restaurant, Shanghai 

Time: 6 p.m. – 9 p.m. 

  

After our first meeting, I then interviewed about four choreographers in Shanghai. My 

toothache had been lasting for months, which I was determined to check once I got back 

home. Zhang Xian and I had our second interview, but just a very informal conversation with 

coffee and some local dishes. 

  

Our conversation mainly focused on the two earlier members’ disputes of Zuhe Niao. 

Apparently, there were crises surrounding the artists’ relationship while creating works 

collaboratively. I feel this could be one of the themes for independent artists based in 

Shanghai, the kind of collaborative creative mode they invented was rare to see in other 

places of China, as they particularly paid attention to individual subjectivity rather than the 

idea of having a leader and followers, particularly within the dance field. 

  

A story in this conversation captured my attention. In 2006, Zuhe Niao went to perform in 

Switzerland with their work Tongue’s Memory of Home, and they had won the Zurcher 

Theatre Spektakel prize at that year. They then started their European tour. Before they 

entered customs of Switzerland, however, a thing happened. Back in 2006 all state-owned 

ensembles and their members who were about to present performances overseas had to hold 

group visas when they went abroad. It was very similar to how it is today, that people 

working in state-owned institutions need to apply for a visa with their service passport rather 
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than their regular passport. However, the tricky thing is that Zuhe Niao is a union with artists 

gathered spontaneously rather than affiliated to any kinds of state-owned organizations, the 

group visa was issued to them couldn’t get them through customs because they can only 

represent themselves rather than the state, and they should hold individual visa rather than a 

group visa. They were stopped in front of the customs gate when they tried to enter 

Switzerland due to the dodgy visa. Zhang Xian was saying that Xiao Ke had exploded and 

burst out that “We are artists, we are here to perform!” in front of customs after several 

hours’ waiting. When he was referring to this story, Zhang Xian was instinctively patting his 

forehead and saying “Crap! It was not supposed to be publicized on that occasion. I feel 

something bad when she said that.” 

  

Although the customs eventually let them pass, the essence of the story is the subtle detail 

when Xiao Ke identified themselves as artists and the bad sign of what artist represented at 

that time. Based on the description Zhang Xian narrated, then, why should they be afraid of 

calling themselves ‘artists’ publicly? The identity of being an artist in Chinese society, which 

has just started its transformation from planned economy to market economy, has constantly 

emerged in these choreographers’ narratives, especially in Wang Jiamin and Luo Yuebing’s 

interviews. On 11th Dec, an old Professor, Xiao Suhua, who had visited and completed his 

ballet study in the former Soviet Union and now works in BDA publicly questioned the 

legitimacy and appropriateness of using ‘artist’ to describe choreographers of the younger 

generation in an internal seminar held by the Chinese Dancers Association. What Prof. Xiao 

questioned is happening right in front of me, no wonder Zhang Xian, Jiaming and Yuebing 

would feel that simply being an artist in China is already a sensitive truth. Is it possible that 

the color of Western behind the meaning of ‘artist’ has constituted the pressure of these 

choreographers of the young generation? I kept contemplating how the changes of economy 

(privatization and market-oriented economy) since 1978 has shifted the way these 

choreographers think, act, perform and live in the post-revolutionary society. 

  

When Zhang Xian and I finished our coffee, he insisted on taking me to a restaurant nearby 

with long-standing history called Red House. Zhang Xian said that the Red House had been 

there for almost a century, and it is full of his childhood memories. I couldn’t say no because 

he was so hospitable as a native guide. We ordered some dishes. Every time when the 

waitress presented the dish, he would tell me the story behind the food. Especially the story 

of Salad oil, I was also for the first time informed that the famous Salad oil that almost every 
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Chinese family uses for cooking comes from this restaurant. Red House had a classic 

appearance of what a Western restaurant looks like, perhaps only in a very old-fashion way. 

We noticed that there were few customers coming in, and Zhang Xian told me that this place 

has already transformed as a national corporation after years’ history, the restaurant still looks 

unchanged. Even when the Great Famine was happening throughout China, the food supply 

in Red House had never been stopped.  

  

At the end of our dinner, he gave me another gift, a bottle of liquid that can soothe my 

toothache, and we said goodbye in front of the subway. I’m very much looking forward to 

transcribing his interviews. My very short impression of Zhang Xian is that on the one hand, 

he has a very kind and generous soul, which forms an extreme comparison to his incisive 

writings and critiques; on the other hand, his action really reminds me of what ‘craziness’ 

looks like.  

 

Date: 30 Nov. 2019 

Location: Moko Bros, Shanghai 

Time: 4 p.m. – 7 p.m. 

  

The first time I was sitting in the theatre and watching Xiao Ke and Zihan’s production was 

in 2016 while I attended Shanghai Dance Camp initiated and sponsored by the National 

Youth Dance Development in Shanghai International Dance Center. At night, I went to 

Power Station of Art, China’s first state-run contemporary art museum. Xiao Ke and Zi Han 

were presenting their new piece of theatre work Republic of Dance there. Republic of Dance 

is based on almost two years of interviews and observations of participants of square dance in 

Shanghai. I had heard of Xiao Ke’s name before but never had the chance to watch her 

choreography live. The experience of watching Republic of Dance has not just aroused my 

attention to contemporary art and performing artists like Xiao Ke, but also made square dance 

more attractive to audiences and ordinary people who would walk into the theatre and listen 

to stories. 

  

Xiao Ke and I contacted each other via WeChat (recommended by Zhang Xian), and I 

decided to interview her on the second day of my Shanghai trip. The day was dark and cloudy 

with scattered showers. I arrived at the coffee bar one hour earlier because it’s very close to 

the place where I am staying. She sent a message that she would probably be an hour late due 
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to the traffic jam. I was thinking that her partner might come with her, because they’ve been a 

contemporary art duo ‘Xiao Ke X Zi Han’ for years. After one and a half hours’ waiting, the 

duo showed up. 

  

After I finished the interview with Xiao Ke and Zi Han, I realized that there is a clear 

distinction between dance practitioners who work within the system and dance practitioners 

who work outside the system. The main gap between artists working in the two ecosystems 

can be seen that the former does not need to think about what kind of artist they wish to be 

because they have few economic pressures; the latter one, however, they have to figure out 

who could be their audience and try to manage their arts in different environments with 

different strategies. The latter one doesn’t need to show skilled technique in their 

performance like what the inside dance practitioners must do, they just need to be very smart, 

creative, and aware who would prefer to pay to see their performances. 

  

Conversations with Xiao Ke and Zi Han have also provided multi-faceted narratives for me to 

understand the complexity of the city of Shanghai and performing artists like themselves. The 

interview with Xiao Ke made me aware of her intelligence as a female artist who had chosen 

a different path – which according to herself, she chose to be marginalized deliberately. 

However, I doubt that they had already become somewhat dominant/mainstream performing 

artists within the field of contemporary art by the name of choreographer. The fact makes me 

think, what is the border between marginal and mainstream when we are talking about 

independent choreographers engaged with contemporary art in China? And what’s the 

difference between their state with marginal and mainstream happenings within the system? 

The latter could be a whole completely different story. 

  

One work she mentioned that she created due to the 2008 earthquake of Wenchuan, Sichuan 

Province had been impacted by Beijing Caochangdi Workstation artist Ai Weiwei. She didn’t 

evade the fact and reminded me of the influences like a family tree or genealogy of an artist 

from early career to established status. Not just Ai Weiwei, artists like Wen Hui, Wu 

Wenguang and Zhang Xian had all played certain role in Xiao Ke’s career, this influence 

from these artists above had also impacted some of my participants such as Ergao 

(Guangzhou), Lei Yan (Beijing), Lian Guodong (Beijing) and Jiang Fan (Shanghai) etc. I’m 

sure more participants would reveal the associations between the younger generation of 

Chinese choreographers born after the 1980s (The Reform and Opening-up governmental 
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agenda) and the earlier generation of choreographers born before the 1980s (before 

announcement of economic reforms) when I’m going to Guangzhou and Beijing. 

  

The latest project which is still in progress by Xiao Ke and Zi Han called CHINAME, 

CHINAME is a word combining China and name. She is planning to interview the current 

Chinese younger generation in different countries and ask them questions about what they 

think ‘Chinese’ represents in their views? She had talked about some motivations and how 

she and Zi Han would deal with the data as artists in our interview so that they can present 

this work in their new performance approximately next year. 

  

In the beginning of our talk, I can tell that she was not very open to this conversation as we 

know each other little and most of the things she talked I have already read from other 

sources. At the end of the talk, I sense that there’s something slightly different because the 

way she started to change like she had never shared the same thing with other people. She 

was doing marketing in a multinational corporation before she decided to be a choreographer 

and performing artist. I was impressed by her ability to sort out what kind of artist she would 

like to be when she was just in her 20s.  

 

Date: 01 Dec. 2019 

Location: Costa Coffee (Songshan Hospital Store), Shanghai 

Time: 5:00 p.m. – 7: 00 p.m. 

 

Xinxin Song was not on my original interview list. However, knowing that she is living in 

Shanghai and teaching at Shanghai Theatre Academy now, plus what happened in the 

showcase of the China Contemporary Dance Biennale on August, I believed that an informal 

conversation would be helpful for me to know better and more of choreographers like Xinxin 

who work in universities or state-owned ensembles. When I finished my Provisional Year 

Review (PYR) at the University of Auckland in October 2019, Mark (a staff member in 

Dance Studies at UoA) suggested that probably I need to mention what choreographers who 

work in the state-owned institutions, theatres and universities look like, so that they can 

differentiate from the ‘independent choreographer’ I’m trying to picture. Indeed, the usage of 

‘independent choreographer’ has been questioned while discussing and interviewing with 

different people. In Lanzhou, Liu Liu (a colleague and dance scholar from Beijing) 

mentioned that she thinks ‘dance practitioner’ would be more inclusive than putting a label 
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for those choreographers as ‘independent’ or ‘non-independent’; In Changsha, Guo Rui, a 

Guangdong-based choreographer questioned that perhaps no choreographer in China can 

claim themselves as ‘independent’. The difference between choreographers working for the 

state and choreographers working for themselves have been depicted vaguely in my PYR. I 

felt that probably talking with Xinxin could provide some new viewpoints for my research. 

  

The first time I knew of her was during the performance season of the National Youth Dance 

Development in 2016, she was one of the choreographers commissioned in that season and 

presented My Mom and I in the National Center for Performing Arts, Beijing. After she 

finished that performance, she went to study in London Contemporary Dance School through 

the aid of the China Scholarship Council. Last year in Changsha, I met her again because she 

was giving a three-day workshop for students selected by the China Dancers Association. 

However, the most impressive moment about her was what happened in the Gallery 

Showcase, which is an integral part of the 1st China Contemporary Dance Biennale. 

  

She was experimenting with an interactive performance. In the beginning of her performance, 

she asked for volunteers to join her and inform them that she would instruct how participants 

act rather than let them worry about what to do. After several times of calling, the first three 

rows of people went to stage, four of them were Chinese, the rest of the participants were 

foreigners - invited guests from the Biennale - and they sat in the first three rows. The form 

of the whole performance was that Xinxin would ask a question and design how people 

should react according to their answer. Questions and responses like below, “Have you ever 

had thought of committing suicide? If you have, open your eyes; If you have not, just keep 

your eyes closed”, or “Do you believe that Communism will eventually come true? If you 

believe, go to the left side; if you don’t believe, go to the right side”, to name just a few. 

Viewers in that circumstance were captured by what happened in front of them, for it was 

really appealing to see how people answered those questions with their actions and 

movements. My colleague Bingbing and I were broadcasting the show through an online 

App, and we had followers who were watching their performance just like us.  

  

The image I can associate my feelings with my observations is an imaginative giant bubble or 

a greenhouse virtually shrouded in the spaces mentioned above. It also reminds me of the 

Chinese novelist’s work Fortress Besieged, that the writer Qian Zhongshuo use the fortress as 



 241 

the metaphor of marriage based on a French proverb “Marriage is like a fortress besieged: 

those who are outside want to get in, and those who are inside want to get out”.  
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Appendix 4: List of dance videos 

 

Zhang Xian 

Tongue’s Memory of Home (2006) 

Dream of the Red Chamber (2010) 

Stupid, Dance! (2012) 

 

Wen Hui 

100 Verbs (1994) 

Report on Given Birth (1999) 

Red (2016) 

 

Xiao Ke 

Republic of Dance (2016) 

Dance Deco Co (2017) 

CHINAME (2018) 

 

Jiang Fan 

Web Traffic (2018) 

 

 


