Sunday 19 August

Speech at Going Bananas

Tena Koutu, tena koutou, tena tatou katoa 

Before going any further I would like to apologize in advance for the excruciating pronunciation of Chinese names throughout this talk. I hope that it does not insult your ears too much. 

The arts in China and Chinese artists are on the rise.  And the western world is waking up and starting to take notice.  In fact in you could say that Chinese artists are hot these days.

Just try Googling a few names and see how many pages you get in response. I could give you just three names and surfing the net would show you how prolific and influential they are and their work is. These three are leading and in-demand international artists – all of who are Chinese and more surprisingly all from the same province of Hunan and all trained in classical Chinese opera.   However, today these three multi-talented artists are all based in NY and are most well known as a composer, a director and a choreographer. 

Search for Chen Shi-Zheng and you will find that he has made theatre and opera work for Lincoln Center in NYC, Festival d'Automne in Paris, Kunstenfestival des Arts in Brussels, Hebbel-Theater in Berlin, Hong Kong International Arts Festival, Danish National Opera and the Athens Festival. Of course in 1998 Shi-Zheng directed Alley, an opera by Jack Body for the New Zealand International Arts Festival. This year he not only directed Monkey which opened Manchester International Festival to rave reviews but also directed Meryl Streep in an award winning film. Ad you can see, if you want Shi-Zheng now you will need to book him years in advance.  

And you may never have heard of choreographer Shen Wei but in just 7 short years his contemporary dance company has appeared in renowned festivals around the world, from Sydney to NYC, Montpellier, Venice and Rome in Europe as well as Mexico and Hong Kong.  Shen Wei is definitely a young man on the rise.

Heralded by the New York Times as one of the ten most important composers in the world, and senior of these three artists, is composer Tan Dun. 

Tan Dun has made an indelible mark on the world's music scene with a creative repertoire that spans the boundaries of classical, multimedia and Eastern and Western musical styles. A winner of today's most prestigious honors — the Grawemeyer Award for classical composition, a Grammy Award and an Oscar for the “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon” film score, and Musical America's "Composer of The Year".  

Tan Dun's music has been played throughout the world by the leading orchestras, opera houses, international festivals, and on radio and television. Recent work includes a new opera, The First Emperor, one of the first commissions ever by the NYC Metropolitan Opera, which premiered last December.  Tan Dun’s output over the last 15 years has been enormous, there are few in the music or film world who have not heard of him.

I first heard the music of Tan Dun at a Saturday morning rehearsal of the National Orchestra of China in Beijing where the ensemble played North West Suites, a haunting work that reflects the many mysteries of this area of China.  I immediately fell in love with his music and the sound of a Chinese instrument Orchestra.  Two weeks later I was in Singapore where not only did I hear the local Symphony Orchestra, play the Gate and Water Percussion conducted by Tan Dun but I also met the man himself in a hotel foyer. It was then that I asked him to come to New Zealand.  His immediate response was yes, and his second was “how is Wellington”. For Tan Dun was guest composer at Victoria University in 1987.  

Tan Dun, Chen Shi-Zheng and Shen Wei are thee Chinese artists who steeped in their traditional culture have taken the west by storm, bringing east and west closer together. So Shi-Zheng’s 18 hour Peony Pavilllion, or his The Orphan of Zhao performed one day in English the second in Mandarin, or his latest hit Monkey blurr boundaries, bringing the traditional art forms of China, including Peking Opera, acrobatics and Chinese stories into western theatres. 

While Shen Wei’s work Folding melds the ancient and the modern, and is clearly influenced by his training in  painting and calligraphy, dancers set against a backdrop that re- creates an 18th century Chinese watercolor.

Tan Dun has created many opera’s including Marco Polo, Peony Pavillion and the superb Tea which was presented in Wellington last year. These works along with the Map and Water Concerto and his opera the Emperor mix western orchestras, with Chinese and western singers and musicians into a unique and innovative style that is all his own.     

However, these three artists are not alone in changing the face of Chinese arts in the west.  

Others include: Composer Bright Sheng whose work was performed by the T’anq Quartet in Wellington. 

Pipa player extraordinaire Wu Man who is cited by the Los Angeles Times as the artist most responsible for bringing the pipa to the western world was in Wellington the 90s with the Kronos Quartet.  

The other arts area that has been extraordinarily influential in the way the western world views China is through the eyes of her filmmakers.  

Since Red Sorghum won the Golden Bear award at the Berlin Film Festival, a prize that shot its director Zhang Yimou to instant international fame, many Chinese filmmakers, inspired by his success, began to set their sights on winning international awards. Others include Chen Kaige’s Farewell my Concubine which was widely lauded.  

However, until recently China was better known for its low-budget art-house films. Lavished with critical praise and Oscar nominations, such films made little money, either in China or abroad. Some, like Zhang Yimou's To Live were even banned at home.

"Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon" changed all that. Released in the United States in late 2000, the film went on to become the highest-grossing foreign-language film in American history.

The film industry, and the Chinese government, took notice. Now they also hoped to make films that could be successfully exported to the rest of the world during a time of growing interest in all things Chinese.

Zhang Yimou dropped his small-town social dramas to make "Hero," another elaborate martial-arts epic, which featured music by composer Tan Dun. 

Other big budget films followed; House of Flying Daggers, then Curse of the Golden Flower, the most expensive film ever made in China.

Chen Kaige, also started creating bigger productions. In 2005 he released The Promise, a $35 million fantasy epic that was promoted as a Chinese "Lord of the Rings."   

The Performing Arts in China

Also in China, there is another quieter revolution happening in the performing arts.  With the film success, companies such the National Ballet of China, are now no longer content to only perform Swan Lake, or even the iconic Red Detachment of Women, they too want blockbusters.   And the government of China wants to ensure that their artists are seen world wide.  Part of the opening of China and the success of movies like Crouching Tiger, has lead both the government and performing arts companies to look for shows that can fuse east and west or taking popular forms and embeding them within traditional arts. 

The National Ballet brought in director Zhang Yimou to create a dazzling contemporary ballet version of Raise the Red Lantern which has been a hit world wide. 

Featuring a western orchestra, Chinese musicians, a cast of 1000s with lavish costumes and sets, Raise the Red Lantern has played from Paris and London, to the USA and Singapore.  Through the haunting tale, Zhang brings a fresh perspective to dance staging, intermingling gorgeous pas de deux with elements of folk dance, Chinese opera, acrobatics, and emotionally charged scenes of love, jealousy, and tragedy.  With its extraordinary virtuoso dancing, a mixture of ancient Chinese forms with ballet and cinematic effects, Raise the Red Lantern has played to overwhelming responses all around the world. 

Then there is Chinese rock cross-over band Twelve Girls Band, who draw on more than 1,500 years of traditional Chinese music, the group blends that rich legacy with classical, folk, and contemporary sounds. Each member of the Twelve Girls Band ensemble is classically trained. Skilled multi-instrumentalists, they perform on traditional Chinese instruments that include the erhu and pipa alongside electronic keyboards and percussion creating modern textures for spellbinding creations that span the centuries. Hugely in demand in the States, Twelve Girls Band is inspired by the female chamber orchestras that played in the royal courts of the Tang Dynasty.


In 2000, the Beijing Modern Dance Company wasn’t on the approved list for visitors such as me, but I did get to meet them and see their work.  Directed by Willie Tsao who also has a company in Hong Kong, Beijing Modern Dance Company’s  work One Table Two Chairs is based on Chinese Opera, while their latest work Midnight Rain was commissioned and premiered at 2006 Venice Biennale.  They are now definitely on the list for international promoters to buy.  

Chinese Acrobatics is one of the oldest performing arts and has a two thousand year history.   It used to be the most popular art form among Chinese people but its popularity is dwindling.  

However, some have seen a need for revolution.  Ning Genfu, director of the Guangdong Acrobatics, went to Shanghai choreographer Zhao Ming with the idea to create a full-length Swan Lake.  His ambition was to produce a brand new theatrical work featuring drama, dance and acrobatics.  He felt that many of the acrobatics shows had become routine and were not up to the standard of what was happening elsewhere in the arts and they were certainly loosing audiences.

In 2005, the acrobatic version of Swan Lake made its debut and has since taken China by storm, filling houses in more than half a dozen cities, including more than 30 sold-out performances at the Shanghai Grand Theater. It is now on an international tour, which is expected to last up to five years, that includes Russia, Japan, Germany, Malaysia and the United States 

Shows like "Acrobatic Swan Lake" face a receptive market overseas - the show's U.S. tour already includes 150 performances in Las Vegas. China's next big export product may be high-quality, hybrid performing arts shows like this one.  And I can tell you that this show which I saw in Hong Kong last month is truly amazing and very different from any Acrobats that have ever been in New Zealand.

 

Lastly, the Chinese Diaspora is worldwide, including in New Zealand where we too have some wonderful artists of Chinese heritage.   

In some countries, such as Singapore, Chinese are the majority and their arts reflect a strong, vibrant, living changing culture.  In Singapore, we see artists like avant garde theatre director Ong Keng Sen whose work is extremely popular in Europe, and Ivan Heng whose company Wild Rice performed Animal Farm, a commentary on their government, at the Festival in Wellington, while music groups such as the classical T’ang Quartet are performing in Edinburgh Festival this year, and the wonderful and extremely innovative Singapore Chinese Orchestra were a hit in London last year.   

Throughout the world are many artists of Chinese heritage and decent whose influence is felt in a variety of ways.

Cello player, Yo Yo Ma was born in Paris to Chinese parents who later moved the family to New York, has made his mark worldwide.

Not only for his breath-taking playing but also through the creation of the Silk Road Ensemble an international group of musicians performing compositions commissioned from composers from China & Mongolia to Iran and Turkey. These  pieces complement performances of traditional music from the lands of the Silk Road.  While these artists hail from many lands, they share a desire to explore new ideas, participate in uncommon collaborations and celebrate the shared cultural history of Silk Road lands. 

To quote Yo Yo Ma, "Every time I open a newspaper, I am reminded that we live in a world where we can no longer afford not to know our neighbors. The Silk Road Project is a musical way to get to know our neighbors."
I agree with Yo Yo Ma. I have presented a number of Chinese artists in New Zealand and have tried to bring more. I think by experiencing the work of contemporary Chinese artists, we will understand each other more.  The artists I have talked about today are just the tip of the iceberg.   Artists can tell us a bit about China, its past, its present and future. They tell us about our world, where China is an essential and influential part of it.  
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