A NZ Actor in Beijing , Sonia Yee
Before I begin, let me start by saying that some of what you may read, may not have been mentioned at the Banana Conference. On the day, after listening to the other speakers I found the need to delve more into my personal journey of realisations of how my experience in Beijing impacted on my perception of myself as an actor in NZ, and how it would help me to grow in other aspects of my work. I wanted to give my presentation with few bullet points, a few images, and speak as directly and sincerely as I could to the audience. For me as a creative person, my work is always integral to how I define who I am. Being creative for me is not what I do, but necessarily who I am… 

The Need for Research- Moving Beyond The Wholly Grain ( A Chinese-NZ Solo Show) 
Having completed a reworked season on my solo show The Wholly Grain- a story about a young girl who dreams of becoming an artist, I found the need to reach out, and go beyond what I knew of life in NZ and look to find something of an authenticity- an authenticity of voice, and movement that was purely Chinese. 
The Training

In going to Beijing to work with the International Centre for Beijing Opera, I was to learn elements of the physical style of movement associated with this incredible art-form. Having been instructed by my five tutors (each of whom would point out that I would  get but  a taste for Peking opera (traditionally it takes at least 15 years to become a master of this craft and actors are trained in one particular role throughout their entire training, making each actor a specialists at playing their character). 

I was taught a movement sequence for a female warrior including an entrance and exit, a female character who rides a horse, and carries a horse whip (to symbolise the horse), a ribbon dance, male warrior, and basic movements. 

Training was held outdoors in a park on most mornings, consisting of gruelling repetitions until (in my first week) my feel were so sore and my legs in pain that I could not walk. By the second week, I had been eaten alive by mosquitoes (training in the park in the early evening), so this was a class I looked forward to the least. 

All in the name of art, placing myself in an environment where for the first two weeks I had an interpreter (a Japanese girl who had been training in China for five years). She was multi-lingual and studied as an actor in Japan, where she was soon to return again. After that I was left to my own devices, learning as I went through mimicking the movement of my tutors who spoke very little English or none at all. The way to learn was to feel how the movement was to feel in my body when parts of my body were moved to the correct position. It certainly wasn’t something I could learn through reading a book. The movements worked in circular motions, and peculiar and unnatural feeling twisting of the body. The movement in general was purely designed to be a pleasing aesthetic for the audience. 
 I felt old learning these basic moves, and would get angry at myself at first (knowing full well, that those who would learn these movements started off as children at the age of about 8years old).  Even learning the traditional walk was something that I was told would take two years to perfect! But I would truck on… 
Language Barriers
Despite only being able to communicate with my tutors with nods, facial expressions and gestures, I came to feel very close to a couple of them. That through body language alone people can share a sense of humour and even laugh at the same thing. It was much the same as what I had remembered of my connection with my late grandmother who spoke no English. 

Let me put one thing straight, my reason for travelling to Beijing was not to become a Peking opera performer (not in the least) but to integrate the philosophy of the movement into my own devised theatre. 
A Distinct Visual and Physical Style 

What I had learnt while watching performances and training was that this was an art that had incorporated traditional styles of martial arts- instinctively the very thing I had been doing within my own devised work, but these people had perfected the art and performing for over a century!

In watching the beauty of movement when I would watch a performance (having been fortunate to see one from backstage in the wings sitting on a stairwell), and viewing a performance as a regular audience member from the front, I marvelled at the beauty of this art form. Its fluidity, and grace that could not be compared to standard conventional Western styles of theatre… I was almost jealous and annoyed that I had not been brought up in China, so that I could have the opportunity to become a Peking opera performer. A style of theatre that required the grace of a ballet dancer, the quick reflexes, and precision of a martial artist, and the acrobatic ability of a gymnast. The acting itself on top of the movement added to the complexity of the layers, that set this art apart from anything I had seen elsewhere. The visual elements of the costumes spun into a whirlwind of colours as the performers would circle around the stage, back flip so seamlessly and return again to appear, not without breath… 
What does it mean to be Chinese?

In my curiosity I had interviewed one of my teachers, a young man in his late twenties. I had asked him what it meant to be Chinese? This was purely for own selfish purpose to gain an understanding of what made me Chinese myself. It was the first question I was most urgent to ask.  What he said in reply made my whole world make sense... 

“Being Chinese,” he said, “is about everything around me, the food, the culture, the language, everything!  It is everything!”  

Ok, I thought, so does that mean that for me, being Chinese in NZ is about everything too-the mix of the two cultures, and accepting that both of these are my culture? Is it ok for me to even think I can say that Fish n’ chips are part of my culture, that I identify in many ways to NZ’s indigenous culture?  I think it was the simplicity of the way he spoke about it but also the underlying complexity, that helped me to put my own sense of identity into perspective. 

Being Chinese in a Foreign Land 
I loved being in Beijing, the struggle everyday and the adventure of choosing food from a menu that was only written in Chinese, or even choosing from a menu with pictures and the meal comes out looking nothing like what you would expect! I like not knowing, and having to question things. Getting by for almost a month in Beijing was challenging, and by the end I had picked up a bit more Mandarin, felt at home in the grotty hotel I had randomly chosen, with the paint falling off the walls and old tobacco stains that had slid down the walls from previous customers. 
I liked the business f walking to training in the mornings, and smelling the fresh vegetable buns coming from the steamers and watching as the elderly stretched and exercised in the local concrete parks equipped with weight training gear and elliptical machines built for the purpose of public use and concreted into the ground. 

One evening back stage I was permitted to watch the star of the opera putting on her makeup and having her hair done. She started to speak to my interpreter, and told her that I had the eyes of a foreigner! I was almost aghast, shocked that she coukd say that to me, when in fact I felt like China was my home. I wanted to move to Beijing in a work capacity, I had gotten used to the dust and heat of summer, the smell of China that permeates the back streets, but I admired its old- world charm too, and the hustle and bustle of everyday… 

For the first time I wanted to be told that I belonged, that I looked like one of them, not like a foreigner as I felt I was back in NZ! 
The actor who spoke referred to the shape of my eyes, as being un-Chinese. I have been told this before by both Chinese and Pakeha, and had previously been almost proud to say, yes, I am pleased I look like I could be part European!  As an actor this is something that could play to my favour, although I have missed out on opportunities because I didn’t look Chinese enough! 

I think this sense of belonging is so important to most people. I can’t think of anyone who doesn’t care to belong to any particular group, family, or otherwise. People want to feel like they have a connection with others and can identify with them, because who we identify with also helps to shape who we are or who we sometimes become. 

So on being told I had the eyes of a foreigner I would be unsettled, I started to feel less Chinese in China than I had felt before. Of course not speaking the language didn’t help but then again, as long as I said nothing I was safe in general. 

In NZ, the Chinese have been known to not be outspoken and to have kept stories, experiences hidden. I wonder whether this too would be the same of the people in China. Do they like to share their stories and experiences, and is there a need to keep these a secret? I ask this because it is the one thing in NZ (I feel) that has kept the Chinese voice from emerging until every recently. 
Bring Foreign Eyes Back Home
In many ways I see now that having foreign eyes is not such a big deal, and nothing to take offence from. I wanted to be like the people I was with, but the reality was that I was in fact a Foreigner, and seeing their world through my foreign eyes, living in their country in my Foreign Skin, that was not used to being eaten by its local insects! 

Seeing with new eyes is a blessing. It meant I could see the beauty in the dirt and dust, I could see beyond the unpleasant smells and the pushing-in to get onto the bus. 

Having had this experience in China I could start to look at my work with fresh eyes. Starting straight away with my research interviews towards a new script. The documented interviews were filmed and to be edited for a documentary called The Foreign Skin. This project looks at Chinese New Zealanders from all over the country, each with a different background, some families have been in NZ for generations and some have only recently arrived. The aim is to delve below the surface and show the diverse attitudes and faces of the Chinese NZer! 

I was also lucky enough to write and direct a show for the NZCA Easter Tournament held in Dunedin 2007. Gold Mountain Story proved to be a success with a storyline that evolved around a young girl who wants to become a champion basketball player like her brother. Using mostly Dunedin based talent, the characters and story had been reinforced by all of the above, and the gift of hearing young people speaking so proudly of their Chinese roots was certainly inspiring! 
I strive consciously to be Chinese in the only way I can be, through creative avenues I have been able to explore what it means to be Chinese in NZ and to see the complexties of this culture.  I want to keep exploring and growing and using what I know to relay this back to an audience, to generate more stories that come from a need for Chinese, Asians etc to be seen as individuals who may all have black hair but who are all unique and different. 

For me, being Chinese and being involved in the arts is about looking to the future, and making positive steps towards an integration into NZ, whereby Asian faces won’t only be playing Asian characters with Triad connections, won’t only be seen as nerdy doctors or  computer geeks, but as three dimensional people.  

Keep an ear out on the Access Radio website early next year for a Chinese Oral history audio documentary which I will be producing for Access Radio. www.accessradio.org.nz I will also be seeking participants for this project (Wellington) from the beginning of Oct. please email sonia@accessradio.org.nz
I also produce and host The Zone (arts show for Access Radio) with film reviews by Tim Wong from The Lumiere reader : www.accessradio.org.nz/the_zone.html (I’ll be back on deck at the end of Sept) after performing at centre Point Theatre in PNth during Aug/Sept. www.myspace.com/accessthezone for updates on featuring artists …

For any other insight into the work I have been doing got to my profile page: www.myspace.com/silkwormgirl 

If you have any other questions please feel free to contact me. randomyee@yahoo.co .nz
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