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The Cloud Dance Troupe brought about a revival of Western modern dance in Taiwan.

By Zheng Wanyu

Translated by Kevin Lax

Photo by Xu Bin

Women Dance Workers
In fact, there is substantial room for female dancers to express themselves in
Taiwan, where dance has always been a female-dominated realm. From the folk
dances researched by Taiwan’s first dance PhD, Liu Fengxue, to the first founder
of a Taiwan dance school, Cai Ruiyue, to the Western ballet led by National Col-
lege of Art professors in the 1980s and 1990s as well as the modern mainstream
represented by Luo Manfei, Gu Mingshen and Lin Xiuwei, female dancers have
been playing important roles, whether as dancers, choreographers or dance teach-
ers in Taiwan. As a result, it is not unusual to see dances concerning women in
terms of thinking, creativity or the selection of issues, while dances expressing the
characteristics of the female body prevail
In the 1930s and 40s, a Japan-educated dancer, Cai Ruiyue opened Taiwan's

first dance research center. In those conservative days, there were no dance courses
in colleges and no public dance performances in Taiwan. Drawing inspiration from
her own experience under political persecution, Cai developed dance themes re-
lated to politics and society and became the first female in Taiwan who expressed
innermost feelings through dancing. The “Chunghwa Dance School” she estab-
lished was the biggest center of the time. Not only did renowned dancers like You
Haoyan and Cao Jinling study there, foreign dancers visiting Taiwan also visited
there to exchange ideas.

However, the government at that time was only interested in promoling tra-
ditional Chinese dance and there was not much room for modern dance to develop.
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WOMEN'S CULTURAL SPACE

Cal Rulyue opened the first dance research cen-
ter In Taiwan,

Taiwan's first dance PhD, Liu Fengxue,

60 | Discover Taipel Bimonthiy

Only in the last decade or so has the Cloud Gate Dance Troupe led by Lin Hi
brought Western modern dance performance methods to Taiwan, allowing
vival of modern dance with its rhythmic body movements and inner feel
Women have been & driving force behind this development, The former dire
the Department of Dance at Taipei University of A, Wang Yunyou, resean
issues like “Women's right and political society™ and found inspiration for
creativity within. Other dance troupes whose creativity focuses on women
sues include the “Wild Strawberries Dance Troupe.” There are also a numiber,
dance workshops which, while not limiting themselves to women's issues,
rally express women's feminine characteristics and ways of thinking in their
because most of their choreographers and dancers are women.

Although dance circles in Taiwan are dominated by women this does
mesn that women do not encounter difficulties or obstacles. Actually, beg
the women-heavy nature of Taiwan dance circles, female dancers in Taiwan
mare pressure in their studies than do their Western counterparts and temp
imbatance of “gender change.” Chen Shali, who, was always given male rof
folk dances in her childhood because of her height, said; “When 1 was ds
folk dance 1 had to tell myself ‘I am a boy now.' and all My moyements
expressions had to be masculine; however, when dancing ballet 1 had to dangel
a girl, telling myself ‘T am a giel, and girls are wender.’ Afier a while | found.
when dancing 4 female role in a folk dance my movements were not fi
enough. The feeling was deepened when | saw the delicate femininity of
male dancers in a traditional dance troupe from China, This is 4 problem
all female dancers in Taiwan, We have all been trained as male dancers p
which is a paradoxical situation sbout dance in Tuiwan. When we have
choreographer, who more often than not could understand things like won
physical flexibility, the difficulties of the dances increase.

Chen Shali received strict dance training as a child, and later went
dance classes and dance courses 10 the dance department at university and
onto dance graduate school. After graduating from Taipei University of Art (Na
College of Art at the time), because of a leg injury, at one point she contemp
giving up dancing and moving into choreography and teaching. Later, she
opportunity to enter a dance graduate school in the US. During her stay in
she learned that the ultimate objective in dance is not only fine movement
good dance skills but expressing inner feelings is alsa important. This reali
won her an outstanding 100 grade from her professor
in her Dance Practical course, She said “Actually, be-
fore 1 went to the US, I hadn’t danced seriously for
seven years and my physical condition was certainly
not as good as before becanse I was older. But | know
that when I was dancing in the US, | was dancing the
best | have ever danced.”

After she returned to Taiwan she moved into art
marketing out of personal interest, She thinks that in
the past the “dancer™ was always put first. In the realm
of dancing, it seemed that only becoming an excel-
lent dancer and becoming a dance artist was regarded
successful, Only those who were less talented and e EEEEREIE.
could nat dance would move into choreography: only chenShalils the:
those who were even less talented would move into i ""l °"’=‘l:’,'m' :
teaching, The administration and marketing work was v
neglected, usually assumed by a young female
assistant. The long-term effect of this situation has
been a widespread lack of administrative profession-
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pancer Luo Manfel performed an elegy in 1996,

alism in dance troupes in Taiwan. In fact, administration is vital to the very sur-
vival of dance troupes: it is a key 1o become well-known. She wants to prove lo
the dance community in Taiwan that it 15 not those who can’t dance well go into
marketing; and that people who dance well can do a professional job in
administration

Working in art dance has always been a hard path in Taiwan, especially for
dancers on the stage. To stand out from the crowd, in addition to having good
dance skills, a dancer also needs to have an attractive face and figure. Thus gradu-
ates from dance departments in Taiwan's colleges would either teach dance in
school or private dance institutes, or they engage in works unrelated to dance.
Only very few continue to pursue dancing as their ideals. A present Taiwan 's over-
all dance environment needs to be improved, while support given by the govern-
ment and society to dancers and dance troupes is not enough

Chen Shali, who works in the Taipei City Government's Department of Cul-
ture Affairs at present, believes dancers shouldn't restrict themselves to the nar-
row field of “just dancing" and should look to develop possibilities apart from
physical ones, to observe their environment and feel the pulse of society, not just
lock themselves in an ivory tower and complain. Through observation, a person’s
thinking can change: when one retumns to dance creativity or interpretation after
experiencing different jobs, one’s style is bound to be more mature than before.
All experience is worthwhile and helpful to dance skills. Speaking from her own
experience, although she hasn't danced for the last year, the energy she has accu-
mulated from her life experiences will one day enable her to return to the dance
stage.

Wild Strawberries Dance Troupe’s dancing focuses
on women's issues, (Photo by Xu Bin)
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Dancer Lin Xiuwel,

3 F
Dancer Gu Mingshen.
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