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I. Ancient Dance and Classical Dance

Ancient dance and classical dance – I have been dealing with these two terms and the entities they represent for a long time. However, in my own mind I still find it difficult to clearly distinguish the boundary between them, and I find myself unable to use distinct language to precisely describe them.
Early on in my attempts to understand the relationship between these two terms, I thought that one included the other. Later, I was convinced that they were separate but overlapping entities. Now, I sometimes see the two as parallel! 
When I thought that one included the other, it was because I understood ancient dance as a larger category containing many kinds of dance, of which classical dance was only one kind. At the very least, ancient dance must also include popular folk dance forms. When I saw them as intersecting, it was because I felt that ancient dances certainly must include classical dance and a dance that looks classical but cannot be called “classic” still counts as ancient dance. As for why I sometimes saw them as parallel, it is because two different kinds of works are created today – some that revive the postures of ancient dances, others that reflect the spirit of classical dance – and both kinds are considered to be good works. 

This having been said, when speaking of one’s profession and area of expertise, it is best not to remain ambiguous. It is important to come to a clear understanding of the distinctions between these two terms.

A. On Ancient Chinese Dance

Ancient dance, in the literal sense, clearly is not a modern, present or contemporary dance, nor is it dance of the future. It is a dance people participated in at the time relatively distant from now. If it must being quantified, ancient dance refers approximately to Chinese dance prior to 1840. To go back further, dances in primitive society (millions of years ago) and in slave society (several thousand years ago) and the dances from a few tens of millions of years ago to thousands of years ago were all within the realm of ancient dance. If so, a dance after 1840 is not ancient dance. In other words, dances after the Opium War are all modern, present or contemporary! Anyone who claims to be choreographing and performing ancient dance in that period is thus incorrect. To avoid such a mistake, one should add quotation marks or call a dance after 1840 a dance with an ancient-style or a dance antiquely based, imitated or modeled. Calling such a dance an ancient dance would more likely cheat than amuse the audiences!
B. On Chinese Classical Dance
As mentioned above, the idea of ancient dance contains a concept of time. What about classical dance? It contains the character for “ancient" (古) but does it also have a temporal constraint? It appears not to, and yet it seems inseparable from a particular time-span. This is the problem! I believe that the word “classical” (古典) is a biased word. Its most important part is not “古，” which means “ancient,” but rather “典”, which means exemplary or elegant. The character “典” also appears in the words “典范”, meaning model or paradigm, “典雅”, meaning refined or elegant. The character “典” also contains the ideas "orthodox mainstream" and "canonical principles." What, than, is the most important meaning of this character “典”? If we look at page 280 of the revised Modern Chinese Dictionary, we find that the primary definition given for “典” is “standard.” Which standard? A standard based on time? Surely not! If time cannot be the standard, then what is? I believe that from an artistic perspective this can only be an aesthetic standard. 

I’m sure right now there are people who would like to jump in and add a more precise definition to my formulation, that is: “ancient aesthetic standard.” Yet, the problem is that it is mistaken to take the cultural standard of a nation or a people and fix it to a certain time period. At first glance, a time period or dynastic era may seem to have set aesthetic characteristics, and the standards differ from one period to another. However, if we look at a people or culture that has sedimented over three to five thousand years of history, its aesthetic standard, I feel is basically consistent. Of course there are small changes, or changes in amount and degree, but the essence remains. For example, from Laozi and Zhuangzi to Confucius and Mencius, how much change is there? In other words, the meaning and use of the term “classical” is in the fostering and acquisition of an entire people’s cultural psychology, in its setting up and sustaining, in its purges and stabilizations, its appraisals and readjustments. Standard or classical really means the lasting root of a culture! What ancient or not ancient? That root is in the blood, body and mind of every Chinese person, long ago achieved innately, reproduced through the process of every generation. Mencius once said: “the happiness of today is just like the happiness of the ancients.” On the constant unity of classicism, his description is still the most brilliant.

C. On the Relationship between Ancient Chinese Dance and Chinese Classical Dance

If we accept that ancient dance is a temporal concept, then we must also admit that ancient dance has disappeared or died out. If we all agree that classical dance is a kind of aesthetic standard, then I want to describe it in this way: Any dance that accords with the aesthetic standards of classical dance is classical dance. 

Does anyone agree with this view? Apparently it is not that simple. Because standards are themselves not stable, therefore, this is a complicated problem. 

Let’s take assumption one: classical dance is selected from within ancient dance, upgraded and passed on. For example, a form of ancient dance over time takes on the feeling of “典” (standard or elegant), accords with the standards of “典” and is called by later generations “classical dance.” In other words, ancient dance is the mother of classical dance. Please note, this is a subordinate relationship. Assumption two: can we argue for the above ideas of an intersecting relationship or of a parallel relationship? We cannot. Because, in general, the popular is folk dance, the refined is classical dance. Folk dance and classical dance have a parallel relationship, both are included in ancient dance. From here then, we can say that classical dance has only one assumption, one parent, one source—ancient dance.     

D. The Significance of the Name “Chinese Classical Dance” 

The term “Chinese Classical Dance” has already been discussed in detail from multiple angles by numerous teachers and in theory is invulnerable. The problem is that although people inside this field are clear, those outside are not. You can’t every time give each audience member the following explanation: In around 1954 and around 1984 two groups of Chinese dance experts, on the basis of an inheriting, excavation, absorption, adaptation, and synthesis of Western ballet, Chinese traditional opera and Chinese martial arts, relayed to create a teaching system strong in classical style…

With regard to the Beijing Dance Academy, we should speak of the “Department of Chinese Ethnic Dance Drama,” this is more precise than the name “Department of Chinese Classical Dance.” Why? The meaning of the former is very clear, it is a department for training artists for ethnic dance dramas. The latter is acceptable, but with closer examination proves problematic. Because Chinese dance is not like Indian dance, passed down in one breath from one generation to another – our succession was broken in the middle! Today’s “Chinese Classical Dance” is not the original meaning of this term, rather is a contemporary creation. Now that we’ve come this far, I must admire Taiwan’s Dr. Liu Fengxue. Mr. Liu’s dance troupe has always been called “new classical dance”! What a modern and fairly precise name! It’s like taking foreign visitors to climb the Great Wall – you have to tell them if they are going to Badaling or Simatai. And, of course, apart from the word “new” you can also use the prefix “post-”, with more or less the same effect. For example, “post-classical dance.” 

II. Classical Beauty and the Classical Spirit

Many people devote their lives to classical dance and many people appreciate classical dance. The reason is that it is pleasing to the eye and the mind; what one seeks is the experience of classical beauty and to savor that classical spirit that lies within it.

Here I would like to borrow a traditional category of appraisal, that is, political standards and artistic standards. Although this combination is not necessary absolutely appropriate, I think it is akin to “form and content” – both are unavoidable and should not be avoided.   

If classical dance can be called “典”, then of course it must have a characteristic classical aesthetic standards, or artistic standards, which include numerous formal and stylistic elements. If classical dance can be called “典”, then of course it must have a characteristic classical spirit, or political standards, which are made up of all kinds of concepts and orientations. Only an organic and appropriate combination of these two factors can make a fine classical dance work.  

A. On the Aesthetic Standards of Classical Dance

At this point, I don’t want to discuss the so-called “form-spirit-force-rhythm”, “twist-incline-circle-bend”, “fold waist / toss sleeves” and other such key concepts and body positions in the Chinese classical dance lexicon. Instead, I want to do an analysis starting from aesthetics itself, the aesthetic environment and sequences of use. 

  When discussing aesthetics, it is important to first distinguish between the creation of beauty and the appreciation of beauty. As for the Beijing Dance Academy, we tend to place a great deal of emphasis on the creation of beauty but not enough, or hardly any, on whether the audience and the market will accept it or not. Of course there has often been great importance placed on audience reaction, but, actually, if we wait until the audience’s opinion has already come out before we place importance on it then this is a very passive approach. Regarding art works and art products, sooner or later we should put effort into the market. Before or during the process of creation, we should ask for what or whom we are creating, who will come to watch, and what is the ratio of those who understand it and those who do not understand it. That is, we should first do market predictions and market study. 


In principle, the Dance Academy is an a creative entity, not a setter of aesthetics. For questions such as “Is this work really ancient or not?” “Is it standard and elegant or not?” who should we listen to? I feel it is not choreographers, performers, inside audience members or inside expert academics. So-called “judges” are and should be those who purchase tickets to watch, in other words, the market. This view is not new but it is important. If we do not break down our “inner circle”, take the pens out of the hands of experienced judges and but them in the hands of regular audience members, then our future development will be even more limited. 

For the past half century, or since the appearance of Chinese Classical Dance, “is” or “is not”, “belongs to” or “does not belong to” classical dance has been an ongoing and unresolved argument. Today, is there still a need to debate these questions of categorization? How constructive is this kind of open or partially open, largely sectarian conflict? If we don’t argue, each does his or her own, then won’t the whole of Chinese Classical Dance become more healthy and relaxed? 

If we can give up such questions of categorization, we will have more free time and space for creation and teaching and a burst of new ideas will come forth! The unnecessary disputes, in-fighting and grief can be swept away in a single motion!

 Why do I need to take this indirect approach and discuss the problem of the greater environment of classical dance aesthetics? Because, for example, we run into the problem of always seeing the roles of “warrior” and “virtuous women” played out on the classical dance stage. Frankly speaking people are afraid of being told their work is not “classical” enough. If we can rid ourselves of this artificial and suffocating restriction, then what character roles cannot perform classical dance? Who says that classical dance must be all “gifted scholars and beautiful ladies”? 


Why are we seeing the complicated question of classical aesthetics so simply? A detailed appraisal requires the explanation of an experienced individual inside the profession. However, from the perspective of what Chinese people find pleasing, this is not such a huge question. Watching is easier than saying. Whether or not something is classical, audience members know as soon as they see it, yet experts have to explain the underlying reasons. Audiences don’t have this extra hassle – good is good, not good is not good, no need to go on and on justifying. What is the harm in allowing ordinary audience members to exercise a power that is already their own?

Let us take three examples to see what is classical beauty. 

First, Yellow River. This work had already received the title of a 20th century canon, the “standardness” of this piece is not in question. 

Second, Ta Ge. This piece is very beautiful. In short: Yellow River is robust beauty; Ta Ge is gentle beauty. Yellow River is the noble beauty of concern for the spirit of one’s nation and people; Ta Ge is an unassuming, leisurely and relaxed, in search of quality of life kind of beauty. 

Third, Qing Qing or Pale Youth. This piece doesn’t plead, doesn’t burst out in song, has no affection, no innocent joy. What it leaves with people, or makes people savor along with the dancer, is in a part a flying upward, the otherworldliness of that time just before dawn, and a bit of unfathomable pondering! The question of how to categorize this piece once caused a great uproar. The beauty of this piece is not in its movements or positions but it’s faintly familiar air, and as this air runs through the piece, it is just like rolling clouds and flowing water, with the utmost fluidity, almost impossible to describe! To use a metaphor, it’s like a poem by Li Bai. Speaking of Li Bai, the coordinates of Pale Youth become apparent – Taoist culture’s non-dependence, aloofness, penetrating openness, a relaxed and floating beauty!


   Above, I pointed out three examples to show the different implications of classical beauty that are created in classical dance works. But how many different concepts or significances of classical beauty are there? For a detailed explanation see Professor Yu Ping’s Introduction to Chinese and Western Dance Thought and Professor Yuan He’s Discussion of Imagery in Chinese Dance. Here, I pose this question not in order to answer it but rather in hopes of encouraging attention and reflection. In other words, when speaking of the scene and significance of Chinese classical beauty, even if you list one hundred kinds, one thousand categories, this will not exhaust its entire contents! Faced with such vast and magnificent aesthetic resources, we really don’t need to continue limiting ourselves to a lasting obsession with those two typical opera roles and their pre-scripted movements! 

Classical dance should contain classical beauty, but just beauty is not enough; it must also have classical spirit. Why? Because the assembly of these two aspects is the essence of classical dance. I emphasize these two aspects of its essence not in order to contradict anything but rather in order to make clear classical dance’s properties, appearance, standards and direction of development. 

In the above discussion, I didn’t offer a full definition of classical beauty. That would have extremely huge extension and research implications, for which my ability is not great enough. In this section too, I will not pull out an incisive concept of classical spirit. For, artistic standards are always “to each her own,” political standards are the ones kept unanimous. The so-called “three sayings” are the required course of the socialist cultural worker; the “three represents” are the guiding light for the “serving the people” and “serving the construction of socialism” of each cultural worker in the Party. Unfortunately, there are some unclear views stating that the “three sayings” and the “three represents” have little to do with dance creation and dance education. This view is seriously incorrect. Take special note, does “Represent Chinese advanced culture and advanced direction have nothing to do with us? Speaking of hairdos on stage, or of the appearance of dispirited pieces, can we still say it has nothing to do with us? 

In the quintessence of Chinese traditional ethnic culture, in the canonical works, there always exist multiple elements of the essence of humanity’s advanced culture. For example, in Confucius, Mencius, and Zhuangzi, we find the ideas of concern for one’s country, service to the people, disregard for fame and fortune, veneration for nature, etc; these are all part of advanced culture. Perhaps because of their forwardness, these ideas continued to be used, elucidated and revived through thousands of years of cultural history. Our so-called classical spirit refers precisely to these living cultural genes, which, though ancient, also have a definite advancedness, served as common understanding to millions upon millions of Chinese people.  

Perhaps we can put it this way: The Chinese people stands tall in the world forest of ethnicities, voluminous and full over five thousand years, this is thanks to the classical spirit. Of course, there are many negative aspects of our cultural tradition; these aspects should be discarded. However, our cultural marrow is certainly consummate, never outdated. In the ever more globalized contemporary world, our Chinese culture is something to be proud of!

We should study seriously and learn from the advanced aspects of the West, but at the same time we must inherit, pass on, and perfect that which also represents humanity’s forward-moving cultural development— the classical spirit of the Chinese people! This is the correct attitude and strategic resource that will allow us to stand up victoriously in the world. 

Using the form of dance to promote and carry forward China’s classical spirit and brilliant culture – that is the historical mission of we the workers of Chinese dance. 

If we are to fully carry out the above-stated mission, this is a giant task. The point of chief importance is that we must, from the perspective of classical dance, wholly, systematically, completely and scientifically answer the question of what is the classical spirit. According to Wu Xiaobang, a worrying mentality is the core of the classical spirit. This understanding expresses the admirable sense of strong responsibility to one’s country and ethnicity possessed by a former generation of dance artists. This worrying mentality, extended unbroken from Qu Yuan to Lu Xun. This conscience of the Chinese intellectual is the support beam of a people. No one can deny that this is the classical spirit, the strongest voice in the mainstream. 

If a worrying mentality contains a bit of tragedy, then Taizong’s “Pozhen Music” to Great Tide of The Seventh Asian Games Opening Ceremony, all make clear the air of glory and emulation of a nation’s prestige. This kind of mountainous work is of course also the grand opera of the classic spirit. From Su Shi’s “Dance to make the shadows clear” to the contemporary Pale Youth, should this kind of individual dance expressing personal emotion have a place within the exclusive walls of classical spirit? 

From the age old classic Nishang Yuyi to the contemporary Stream, River, Ocean, works full of fluidity and resplendent beauty have always been well-liked. There is a sense of ornate flavor in this kind of gorgeous work; does this border on classic spirit?

In summary, cannot all things romantic, humorous, pure, worrisome, absurd and otherwise part of regular human sentiment belong in the bounds of classical spirit?

I believe the answer should be yes. Classical spirit is a very large composite concept; it is not limited to a single political era. 

Probably the answer is no. Because classical spirit is a kind of superstructure, in cannot mix with common things. 

Yet, since “provide aid to all” is part of the classical spirit, then “pay attention to one’s own moral development” should be part as well. If the determined fighting spirit in the mythological story “Xingtian wu ganqi” counts as classical spirit, then why doesn’t “picking chrysanthemums under the eastern hedge” count as well? 

For now it’s best to leave this paradox unanswered. 

Classical spirit is so difficult to grasp, at least in part because of a contradiction in Chinese culture, that is: the contradiction between emotion and principle. This contradiction serves as the basic model for Chinese artistic and literary creation, and it is the basic guiding thread of Chinese dance works. In general, the principle (“理”) counts as classical spirit, but the emotion (“情”) counts as human feelings or relationships, not as “spirit” per se. The distinctions between so-called refined and coarse, good and evil, high and low then all relate to this contradiction. I wonder whether this traditional idea can change. Western advanced culture is human-centered, doesn’t this mean that it places great importance on and venerates the human temperament? If so, then we shouldn’t hold “principle” so dearly. This way, the home of the classical spirit will be more fit for human living. 

III. On Classical Consciousness 

Why am I planting a “classical consciousness” in between classical beauty and classical spirit, already two brilliant and vast resources, coordinates and objectives? Classical beauty is a relatively fixed aesthetic standard. Classical spirit is a relatively stable cultural concept. “Chinese Classical Dance” has already existed for fifty years and achieved a great deal of development. However, we today are still, as before, looking right and left, unsure, stuck between classical beauty and classical spirit; we are listing one and leaving out thousands, undecided, missing the main point. Strange, here are two existing entities, but we are unable to make them natural, to bring together all of their aspects into a correct and effective expression. 

I think we are missing a kind of consciousness, that all important consciousness which should be the guiding force of our education and subject-formation! Without this consciousness we are unable to appreciate and express classical beauty, lacking the ability to comprehend and explain classical spirit. 

Are we really lacking classical consciousness?

After Yellow River’s opening performance, how many people said it was modern dance? After Ta Ge’s opening how many people worried that it was vulgar? After Pale Youth’s opening, how many people shook their head and said they didn’t understand it? 

 Why do we always take our own things and say they belong to others? Why is it that works which clearly contain the flavor and connotation of classical aesthetics and classical spirit so often fail to incite the appropriate response? The modern fate of these three canonical works of classical dance tell us with a reality hard as steel: we really do lack classical consciousness, and not in a small way! 

What is classical consciousness? It is the composite ability to experience, discover, appreciate, sift out, create, and judge classical spirit. Let’s work together to build our classical consciousness! Once we have this, our Chinese classical dance will achieve rapid progress; without it, classical beauty and classical spirit will be like the visible but never reachable moon’s reflection in water, flower in the mirror. Likewise, our past achievement, because of a general lack of consciousness, will either be accidental or isolated. 

IV. Chinese Classical Dance’s Sub-sects and their Development 

Chinese Classical Dance has already been created, it should continue to develop. The development of Chinese Classical Dance has a number of required factors. The venerated Professor Tang Mancheng once wrote an essay on the “seven characteristics” that classical dance should possess, which I think is quite important. Here I will add one point, the problem of sub-sects. 

On Chinese Classical Dance’s sub-sects, the first question is whether they exist or not, and the second is whether or not they should exist; third, we ask what is the meaning and purpose of these sub-sects. 

On the first question, when I first started as an undergraduate I only knew of one school of thought, the Li Zhengyi / Tang Mancheng school. In my third year Sun Ying started rehearsing Ta Ge, so I learned of the second school. When writing my undergraduate thesis in my senior year, I met some people outside of the Chinese Classical Dance department, read some books not in our class assignments and finally heard that Chinese Classical Dance has several branches: One is Cui Chengxi, whose inheritors include Li Zhengyi, Shu Qiao, etc; another is Ouyang Yuqian, whose inheritors include Tang Mancheng, etc; then there is Qu Xiaobang, whose inheritor is Sun Ying, etc; another Dai Ailian, whose inheritor is Ye Ning, etc. There are of course many other important figures, including Wang Ping, Li Chengliang, Fu Zhaoxian, Xiong Jiatai, Zhu Qingyuan, Sun Guangyan, Qiu Youren, etc. 


Of course, once the above-mentioned early generation of founders of Chinese Classical Dance sprouted its own branches and leaves, the various sub-sects were not limited to the Beijing Dance Academy. Especially after the opening up and reform era, Si Lu Hua Yu and other ethnic dance dramas grew in number. All of a sudden imitations of the song and dance of every dynasty and period appeared, such that it would be difficult to describe them all. 

If these sub-secs have to be reduced to major styles, then according to works three major groups can be separated out: one is Li Zhengyi’s “body rhythm” (“身韵”) school, with representative works including Princess Wen Cheng, and Yellow River; another is Sun Ying’s “spirit rhythm” (“神韵”) school, with representative works including Tongque Ji and Ta Ge; and other is Gao Jinrong’s still pose (“造型”) school. The Li-Tang style is similar to traditional court opera, Sun Ying’s style is more like ancient folk dance, and Gao Jinrong’s draws more influences from Western China. 

If sub-sects are determined by educational systems and need the backing of an academic discipline, then the only one with the status of mainstream and central is the Li-Tang school. The “body rhythm” (“身韵”) curriculum has already spread to the entire country for twenty years, and its disciples have spread across the entire globe. Other sub-sects are working hard to develop but have not come close to reaching this kind of scale. 

I have included this section on sub-sects because I hope that the various schools of thought with complement one another, expand, and encourage one another. I hope that the various schools will have equal opportunities to carry out long-term and extensive competition, deep exchange, today produce a great burst of new ideas and creation in Chinese Classical Dance. 

As I have said above, Chinese Classical Dance is a diverse dance form with multiple branches whose generative mechanism accords with the regular principles of artistic development. Let us expand our horizons and move forward with the times! Let us approve the common principle of diversity, expand the greater meaning of Chinese Classical Dance, invest great energy into the work of creating academic disciplines; through this we will enrich and perfect the academic import and artistic strength of our branch and our school. 
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