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Leaping
over their
differences
An African-American dance troupe’s
tour of China provided both sides with
the chance for cultural exchange,
writes Debra Levine

Main picture: The Lula Washington
Dance Theatre perform Global
Village, choreographed by troupe
founder and namesake Lula
Washington herself, a dance which
enthralled audiences during their
tour of the mainland.

A

lumni weekend was a wild
ride at Henan’s Sias
University this year. But the
wildness was not caused by
drinking or carousing. It was the
arrival of a dance company from Los
Angeles that stirred the commotion.
Lula Washington Dance Theatre’s
brand of African-derived jazz, hip
hop and modern dance shocked
and excited the audience.
Lula Washington Dance Theatre,
whose eponymous founder is
behind the choreography of the
Na’vi in the 2009 Hollywood
blockbuster Avatar, brought a
diverse programme to China. This
included a challenging new work,
Reign, by hip hop choreographer
Rennie Harris, a Guggenheim fellow
and a specialist in bringing
underground “house” dance onto
the concert stage.
A moody, rambling, soulful work
that’s charged with tribal energy, the
work hews to the African-American
spiritual journey of transcendence
and redemption.
Seeing the troupe – primarily
African-Americans – perform Reign,
Sias dance instructor Huo Zhujun
says: “My heart is pounding. Yes, I
love it. The movement is explosive,
the rhythm infectious.”
Shawn Chen, founder and
chairman of what is said to be the
mainland’s first American-style
university, recognises the motorboogying, super-bad energy of Reign
and says that he wants to see that

same drive and commitment in
his students.
“Reign is a powerful dance,”
Chen says. “We didn’t want to bring
traditional stuff. We didn’t want a
demonstration of African national
dance – that’s what Chinese see all
the time. We wanted to wake people
up and show them there is more [for
them] in life.
“The new generation is bored by
what is happening in China. Before,
they had nothing. They barely had
food. Now food is abundant, but
they have lost something. They need
excitement, that there is something
beyond food and spending money. I
want to wake people up with
powerful energy.”
The 31-year-old company has
been on the road since the last week
of May, visiting 12 cities in Shanxi,
Henan, Hubei and Zhejiang
provinces. Their mainland tour will
conclude after a performance in
Hangzhou. Two works by
Washington – Global Village, a
festive and funky foray to music by
Fela, and Mask, Washington’s take
on American racial stereotypes
whose mask props resonate with
Chinese opera – also fascinated the
Chinese audience.
Erwin Washington, company cofounder, business manager and the
choreographer’s husband, says he
isn’t surprised by the ease with
which his company has found a
niche in China. “We work with the
Chinese as creative equals … Not

I wasn’t sure how they
would feel about a
black dance company
like Lula’s. I was
pleasantly
surprised.
DWAYNE BROWN,
DANCER
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It’s not often that a single artwork
can hold my attention for more than
a few minutes, let alone hours. Yet
that is precisely what Christian
Marclay’s The Clock, on show at this
year’s Venice Biennale, has
achieved.
The work by the American artist –
a 24-hour video montage made up
of thousands of cinematic moments
– debuted in galleries and museums
in the US, Britain and South Korea
last year. It has won acclaim from
both critics and the public. It is, as
one spectator pointed out,
“intoxicating”.
I cannot agree more. The first
time I checked out The Clock was at
1.30pm. Clip after clip of movie
scenes, in black-and-white or
technicolour, played on a large
screen. Each clip featured a clock, or
a watch, or a character, announcing
the time – 1.30pm, then slightly after
1.30pm, then 1.35pm.
Not knowing what the piece was
really about (yet) I spent the first few
minutes trying to figure out what
movies were being featured. I
thought it quite amusing that all the
selected scenes should be referring
to 1.30pm or thereabout. In fact, I
thought the whole piece was about
events in movieland at 1.30pm.
Until I returned to The Clock a
couple of days later, this time at
10.30am. And sure enough, all the
timepieces – from clock towers to
wristwatches to digital alarm clocks
– in the scenes were showing
10.30am. I can’t recall the exact
sequence but in the following
couple of hours we had Harry Potter

and his friend Ron Weasley missing
their train to Hogwarts, Cruella de
Vil running late for her appointment
in 102 Dalmatians as well as a host of
screen icons – Sophia Loren, Paul
Newman, Marlon Brando, Robert
Redford, Dustin Hoffman, Al Pacino,
Dirk Bogarde and so on – all caught
at particular moments in time.
Then it dawned on me that
Marclay had ingeniously taken each
of these moments out of their
original context and edited them to
form a 24-hour montage which
unfolded in real time. The Clock
really does tell you the time – and
there is now demand for the work to
be turned into a real timepiece.
“I wish I could have this as a real
clock in my house,” one viewer
commented on YouTube. “Just
maybe put it on a small LCD screen
on the wall?”
But Marclay’s work, a technical
feat for which he deservedly won the
Golden Lion for best artist at this
year’s main exhibition, tells more
than just the time of day. It also tells
us something about the passage of
time and shows how one split
second can alter the course of
history and the future.
I have yet to see the work in its
entirety – I would have to set aside a
whole day for that. I wonder
whether that classic moment in
Hong Kong cinema – when
characters played by Leslie Cheung
Kwok-wing and Maggie Cheung
Man-yuk become “one-minute
friends” at 3pm in Wong Kar-wai’s
Days of Being Wild – made it in.
kevin.kwong@scmp.com

REVIEW
Gerard Henry
Interior Landscapes
Ox Warehouse, Macau, until June 26
many companies are flexible in
doing this. My dancers are loving
this place and talk about coming
back on their own.
“It’s a cultural interaction
residency. We teach choreography
[to the Chinese] and we’ve learned
their material. We’re really seeing
the culture. We see a clear respect
for the arts and artists and how
much they love their history.”
He sees the mainland tour as
natural progression for the dance
company: “We have some deep
community roots at home, so for us
to engage with another community
is fun. It’s natural.”
Some of the 13 dancers on the
tour admit to some surprises.
Dwayne Brown was initially
intimidated about coming to China,
he says: “I wasn’t sure how they
would greet a company like Lula’s,
as we are a black company. But I was
pleasantly surprised by how warm
and receptive they have been.”
Pittsburgh-born Queala Clancy, a
lanky, lyrical dancer who enjoyed a
stint as a Las Vegas showgirl, says
she thought nothing could top the
experience of the company’s 20-city
tour of Russia last year. “But I am
having a great, magical experience
here. The culture, the language, the
food and the energy we’re getting
from the audience are making this a
wonderful journey. Friendships are
being formed on this trip,” she says.
“One Chinese guy, in rehearsal,
gave me my prep, my cue, my 5-6-

7-8. I enjoyed his helping hand. He
could have given me the brush-off,
but he was so patient. He gave me a
beautiful lucky charm which his
mother had given to him. He wanted
me to have it on the road. I feel a
dancer’s love for him.”
Michael Battle, a strapping,
talented mover from Detroit, who at
21 is one of the company’s youngest
members, says: “When I was a kid I
saw a cereal commercial on TV,
something about digging a hole to
China. So I went to the backyard and
dug a hole. I was six or seven. And
here I am.
“In Russia it was hotel, bus,
theatre, then repeat. Before I saw
our itinerary, I didn’t know we
would have cultural exchange here.
When I found out, I thought, ‘I’m
going to let my guard down. Let me
learn the language.’ I’m interacting
with students here, and it’s all
because of dance. The body is
bringing us together.”
Chen invited Lula Washington
Dance Theatre to his school after
seeing them perform at the Broad
Stage in Los Angeles, where he now
lives. The US government, also
impressed by the troupe’s work, has
offered a six-figure grant to the
cultural exchange initiative. It has
been a resounding success,
according to all three parties.
Despite the mainland’s
developing economy, or perhaps
because of it, the arts component of
a liberal arts education matters a lot,

says Chen. “China is the world’s
copycat manufacturer. The Chinese
– mind, body, and soul – don’t have
the creativity of the West.
“We need formal education to
reconstruct the real mind of China.
The most creative people are artists
like Lula. She shows how human
beings can express, and make
something that normally the body
cannot do,” Chen says, connecting
the dots between his school’s
mission and the visiting artists.
Washington, striking in her
colourful, trademark head wrap,
began her career as a dance-loving
nurse. Now 61, she’s Los Angeles’
best-known African-American
choreographer, community
organiser and advocate for the arts.
“Shawn is loveable,” she says of
Chen. “He gets out and does things,
signals that ‘it’s okay to try this’.
When I teased him about his
dancing, he replied: ‘Teach me’.”
Keith Lommel, assistant cultural
affairs officer with the US Embassy
in Beijing, says the dancers are
cultural envoys. “There are huge
misconceptions about the US in
China. The single best way to give
people accurate impressions is by
facilitating people-to-people
meetings, interacting on a face-toface basis, making friendships.
“This troupe took every
opportunity to interact with Chinese
culture, make friends, and learn
[Putonghua]. We don’t always see
that,” Lommel says.

Gerard Henry describes himself as
“a writer who also practises drawing
and sketching”. This modest
biographical summary understates
Henry’s daytime job as editor of
cultural magazine Paroles,
published by Alliance Francaise. His
active and involved commentary on
Hong Kong’s arts scene for more
than 20 years is well portrayed in this
exhibition.
Interior Landscapes is an
exhibition of drawings in series, but
presented like an illustrated diary.
Written anecdotes introduce a range
of friends, artists and locations, and
each set of drawings offers
psychological depth to the subjects.
Henry describes many of these
drawings as “portraits of people
[but] not by drawing the person
itself but by drawing their interior,
their objects and walls which reflect
their occupations and personality”.
This surprisingly formidable
exhibition uses the simple tools of
ink and pencil on paper to strip back
each depicted view to a humane and
romantic core. Viewers are
privileged to see the crowded
interior of artist Wong Yan-kwai’s
previous two studios, each exuding
Wong’s polymathic preoccupations
as a musician, visual artist, designer,
photographer and writer. Similarly,
Suzy Cheung’s ceramic studio in Tai
Hang is packed with objects
dominated by an incongruous
chandelier.
Artists’ sketches have generally

been a preliminary to more
substantial work, such as studies
done for painting or sculpture, but
Henry starts and ends with drawing.
They complement and expand on
his own writing, similar to how
interest in Allen Ginsberg’s
photography added a visual
dimension to his poetry and life.
By introducing a friend as
Laurence “of Montmartre”, Henry
echoes Kiki of Montparnasse, the
famously liberated muse of Parisian
artists in the 1920s. Laurence’s Paris
apartment is similarly depicted as a
trove of intellectual openness. Henry
relates that Laurence lent her flat to
him if he drew the “shape” of the
walls, “I took a pencil and travelled
from one wall to another, from one
room to another. On the seventh day
I sat down by the window… It was a
winter morning in Montmartre; high
in the trees crows were squabbling
and emitting raucous cawing”.
The drawings offer glimpses of
balconies and corners of piled
books, the scene neatly balanced
with the allusion of disorder
provided by brawling crows.
John Batten

A sketch of the artist’s wife

