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NIDF2015 DISCUSSION PROGRAM

Agenda for Residential Dance Companies and the Future of Asia

Speakers:

Date: Sunday, August 23rd 14:30~16:30
Venue: Niigata Prefectural Civic Center, Small Hall

Sung Yop Hong Artistic Director, Daegu City Modern Dance Company

Willy Tsao
Jo Kanamori

Three Artistic Director’s from each contemporary dance
company in Korea, China and Japan participated as
speakers for the NIDF Discussion Program. While the
standard practice in the world of contemporary dance has
been known to hire dancers according to projects, the
dancers in each of these resident dance companies are
hired full time. Daegu City Modern Dance Company, with
Artistic Director Sung Yop Hong, is the only public dance
company in Korea to hire dancers on annual base which

is very much similar to Noism, Japan'’s first resident dance
company of public art center, with Jo Kanamori as the
Artistic Director.

City Contemporary Dance Company, with Artistic Director
Willy Tsao, is half privately owned and therefore their
operation may be slightly different from the two but they
also hire dancers on annual base. The discussion was for
the three Artistic Director’s, working in similar environment,
to share their thoughts and experience from how a dance
company should be to the daily training methods. The open
discussion and interaction between the three gave us the
opportunity to reaffirm the significance of having a resident

dance company in our society.

Background of the Artistic Directors and the future of

dancers in dance companies

Jo Kanamori—Willy-san, Hong-san, warm welcome to the
city of Niigata. As a leading Artistic Director in China and
Korea, and personally as my senior Artistic Directors, | am
happy and honored to be having the opportunity to talk
with you here in Niigata.

I would like to ask about both your companies but to begin
with, City Contemporary Dance Company (Hereafter
CCDC) was founded 35 years ago in 1979. Willy, |

understand that you were not the Artistic Director at the

Artistic Director, City Contemporary Dance Company

Artistic Director, Noism (Residential Dance Company for RYUTOPIA Niigata City Performing Arts center)

time but one of the dancers.

Willy Tsao—Yes. In the beginning, 36 years ago, we had

12 dancers plus myself. At that time, we ran the company
like a family. So we didn’t really divide who was the artistic
director or who were the dancers and we all worked
together. We did this kind of work for about 6 years and
then started to have division of works.

During that time Hong Kong had no contemporary dance at
all but I was fortunate to see the performance of American
modern dance company, Louis Falco Dance Company (*1).
limmediately fell in love but I had no place to dance until |
started my college study in the United States and | got my
degree in business administration and a degree in dance.
When I returned to Hong Kong, | discovered people who
were similar to my experience and so we gathered 12
dancers and formed this group.

Jo Kanamori— Hong-san, | heard you found your own
private company and ran the company for a long time. How
did it all start?

Sung Yop Hong—In Korea we have a unique situation.

The fundamentals of dance studies are constructed under
the academism of universities. | felt it would be difficult to
continue dance for the rest of my life within the university
environment and | found my first private dance company
‘Dance Theatre On’ with the people who followed me.

This was in 1993 and we continued for 17 years. During

the years we have many moments where we thought we
will not be able to continue, and just as | thought we really
faced a serious problem and could not continue, | was
fortunate to be asked by the Korea National Contemporary
Dance Company to become their Artistic Director. This was
in 2010. My contract with Korea National Contemporary
Dance Company ended in 2013 and from there | became

a choreographer for a ballet company in Germany. After

returning to Korea, | was invited to become the Artistic
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Director for Daegu City Modern Dance Company. When
you run your own private company, you must always take
the responsibility of the financial part of the operation.

At Korea National Contemporary Dance Company, the
dancers were hired and paid per project. Every time, the
dancers had to go through auditions for each project and
were guaranteed only if they receive a role. While the
administrative staff, as a government employee, had secure
positions in the Company. It’s a very difficult environment
for the dancers. Of course, two or three projects were
always running at the same time so if you were a talented
dancer you can sign with three projects at once. With
Daegu City Modern Dance Company, because we sign
annual contract with dancers, we operate similarly to Noism,
where you are the Artistic Director.

Jo Kanamori—Willy, how many dancers are there in
CCDC?

Willy Tsao— Currently there are 14 dancers. We sign an
annual contract and we will always have four productions
going on at the same time. We need to use all 14 dancers

in all four of our projects. So when we engage with

outside choreographers, one of the conditions for the
choreographers is that they must use all 14 members.

Jo Kanamori— Can’t you not designate your own dancers?
Willy Tsao—We can choose who will be the lead dancers
or give them more roles than the others, but we have this
obligations to give the dancers the opportunity to dance.
Jo Kanamori—At Daegu City Modern Dance Company
there are 35 dancers. How does this work?

Sung Yop Hong—TFirst of all, | would like to emphasize that
| did not choose to have 35. When | was appointed and later
heard that there were 35 dancers, | was quite surprised.
Why [ say this is because in contemporary dance, having

35 dancers is very unusual. Daegu City Modern Dance
Company has been around for 30 years. | hear that it was
not this way in the beginning but as time went by, unions
were formed and members started to claim their rights to
be equivalent to those of government employees. | only
joined Daegu City Modern Dance Company this November,
and am currently trying to solve these situations.

Jo Kanamori— | see. Well | am trying to increase the
number of dancers in my company so | envy the fact that
you have so many dancers but it must not be easy if you did

not choose your own dancers. Challenges with the union
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sounds similar to the dance company | was with in Northern
Europe. On the other hand, if CCDC only signs on annual
bases, do you sometimes receive requests from dancers
asking to sign for longer terms?

Willy Tsao— In Hong Kong there are lots of competition
among the dancers. Well, | believe everywhere it’s the
same. As is in other countries, the competition for dancers
are very tough in Hong Kong. More and more the new
young dancers are always graduating from schools. There
is a general tendency to have more say for the workers
and for this they have enjoyed more benefits and has great
insurance policies to cover for injuries and we have the
provident funding when you leave the company you have
certain coverage. But we do not have a clause saying that
you are not allowed to be fired.

We have one dancer who is already in her 50’s and she
has been dancing very well. When she is on stage nobody
will realize that she is in her 50s. She works very hard and

| don’t want her to leave. But some dancers are very lazy
and has difficulty keeping with the company’s classes and
performing schedules. These type of dancers will come
to ask they don’t want to continue. Because we are not a
national dance company the dancers need to understand
that they are not civil servants.

Jo Kanamori—lt is the same here at Noism. The dancers,
including myself, sign annually so we do not have the
security that perhaps the theater employees would

have. For Daegu City Modern Dance Company it may

be different. | believe there may be dancers who apply
because they want the security like the government
employees?

Sung Yop Hong—1 think the majority of the members
understand their duties. It’s always the very few who claim
for their rights.

Jo Kanamori— | think | can understand, and understand
how difficult it must be because as a dance company
working as a group, you cannot take this kind of problem
lightly.

Let me ask how the dancers are chosen in your company.
What are the process?

Willy Tsao—As an Artistic Director | usually make the

last decision. During the audition we have our resident
choreographers and assistant artistic director so we sort of

all agree on who would be more fitted to join the company.

Especially since the company’s repertoire are not just my
works. There are different choreographers so | have to
respect their suggestions.

Sung Yop Hong—When we audition we do not make our
decision alone to ensure fairness. However, when | was
with the Korea National Contemporary Dance Company,
the Artistic Director had all the power and has the right to
many decision makings. When | was the Artistic Director

| chose the choreographer for certain projects and |

give them the right to choose their dancers. | have been
approached with questions as to my way of may way of
work not being efficient, but | replied back to those people
that the creative process of the choreographer can only be
understood to themselves and therefore | want to honor
the choreographer to choose the dancers that best suits
their work. | hope people will understand that choosing

a good dancer and choosing dancers you need for your

production, are not the same.

Training method requirements for each company

Jo Kanamori—Both of your company’s have taken ballet
into your trainings. Do you think ballet is essential as a
training method?

Willy Tsao—I think the training itself is good for the
dancers. | don't want them to dance like a prince or like a
swan, but ballet has been studied for over the 300 years and
its system has been developed in a very methodological
way. So | think its good for people to understand their
body through the system and of course with the other
complementary study so they are not just using ballet as
the only way of training. In fact the dancers | trained in China
mostly train with ethnic dance with different moves from
like the Tibetan dance and Mongolian dance and | find their
body is very liberated, very free because of these different
types of training. So | think it is important to understand
the body and the system as a helping tool rather than the
system dictating and controlling you. The dancers need to

make this clear in their mind.

Jo Kanamori— | absolutely agree. Hong-san, how are your
thoughts?
Sung Yop Hong— I'll need to start by sharing my

background. When | was in the University | was studying

fabric engineering but | wanted to dance. So in my

sophomore year | started contemporary dance. From

there on, | wanted to train my body with the basics and |
began to take private ballet lessons. In 1989, | joined a ballet
company called the Universal Company and | was there for
three years. It was a Korean ballet company but they invited
famous ballet masters from Russia. Learning about my own
body was a consistent surprise. Now that | look back, my
experience with ballet has helped me to analyze the move
of my own body in a mathematical way. Which | think has
become the platform of my creation as a choreographer.
Since | became the Artistic Director of Daegu City Modern
Dance Company last autumn, for 10 month | have been
retraining our dancers with ballet. The ballet class we have
in the morning is most effective and | train every morning
thanking whomever that found ballet for creating this great
method.

Jo Kanamori—I see that you both have taken in classic
ballet as part of your training, but ballet was born in the
west. Do you have training methods from your ethnic
background and what are your thoughts to combine these
ethic dance with western ballet methods? Did you also think
of creating your own training methods?

Willy Tsao— I rather just see it come naturally. When |
started the company in Hong Kong, a lot of the advisors
asked me to do ‘Hong Kong style’. And of course when

| went to China, the government said | should not copy
western world but do ‘something Chinese*--but what is
Chinese? Often they like to see only the seminal and they
don’t see the deep things underneath. Understanding and
creating according to the basic methods may be important,
but I look at myself and the things that | want really deeply.

| cannot possibly create something American or Japanese.
It only belongs to me so | think it is up to the choreographer
and artists to really truly listen to themselves to create

in honesty what they want the most. And | think that

will reflect the essence of the work and that'’s the very
important value for creation. So to take this and make it
symbolic as Chinese may be difficult but | think in modern
dance and contemporary dance all the work reflects only
when you are honest. As long as the artists is true to face
themselves, | think it will naturally symbolize or represent
the culture itself.

Jo Kanamori—How do you feel about this, Hong-san?

Sung Yop Hong—1 very much agree with Willy. When
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we are in the creative process, | believe we should not be
effected by external influence. If we search deeply into our
spiritual world, | think the positive strength and the origin
within you will naturally appear. This comes from a unique
experience | had. | believe my creative works are based on
three elements. Ballet, contemporary and Ki (5 ). This is
not something that | learned in another country, but one
day | had a special encounter with someone who influenced
me to learn and understand your body with Ki. Ever since
that experience | was able to free myself from whatever
formality | had in the past. The Ki | learned was similar to
the method of breathing in traditional Korean dance. But
what'’s interesting about this experience, is that | don’t know
if | took Ki into my method because | am Korean, or if Ki had
been around naturally and | just happened to take it and
relate it to traditional Korean dance.

I've been asking myself but | still have not found my answer.
Jo Kanamori—Soon after | began directing for Noism, | felt
the necessity to find our own method. This was because |
did not want to just take in the western influence simply as
a classroom lesson but at the same time | have no intention
to deny the western methods nor would | want to simply
adapt to traditional culture. | just felt it was necessary to
find our own method of training if we wanted to create the
new style of Japanese dance for the 21st century. | am still

searching to find my answer.

Social values of dance companies and their

relationship with the local government

Jo Kanamori—I'd like to ask now about your thoughts to
how we dance companies should exist in our society. What
do you think of our social influence?

Willy Tsao—Well, we are all from Asia, right? | remember

| enjoyed so much dancing in NY and Europe. It was like so
free and you can do anything on stage. When | studied with
my teacher she told me to ‘be yourself’, because modern
dance is about your own believes. So when | returned

to Hong Kong and started the company, suddenly | find
itis not good to be myself because lot of expectations
bestowed on me. When | wanted to be free on stage, lot of
the people involved told me ‘don’t be westernized’. Many
years later when | met my teacher | had to tell her. “You

never told me that modern dance was western!’ But now
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| truly believe modern dance is about freedom. | want to
create a company in my country and city that allows dancers
the freedom to express. No matter what they do, it's okay.
Like | said, if they are truly and honestly showing themselves
they cannot possibly become another person. Then it

can only be Chinese or Hong Kong. Of course in Hong
Kong and China in many ways we are lacking in freedom.
Therefore | think to have a modern dance company is a very
good platform, a good vehicle, to free their body.

Jo Kanamori— Do you mean the importance of

portraying the freedom that we pursued as dancers and
choreographers to our audience?

Willy Tsao— Yes | think so. Especially nowadays for Asian
dancers there are lots of information from digital media
floating around so their vision is much wider so they are
expecting their peers on stage to really share the same
language or speaking of the language that is transferable.
For me, lot of the younger generation | don’t understand
what they are talking about. But | can certainly see that

they are speaking their language. | felt so good to see them
really be free on stage.

Jo Kanamori—How about you Hong-san? With Daegu City
Modern Dance Company being part of the government
how do you see the role of the dance company and how do
you think the administration see the company?

Sung Yop Hong—1 always remind my dancers that our
salaries are paid by the tax of the people of Daegu and ask
them to always remember their responsibilities. | think the
same can be said for the choreographers and sometimes
they are asked to create choreographies for the city.
Creative performance that we artists have in mind and what
may be expected from the society may be quite different
but we still need to have the ability to produce both artistic
creations. | believe it is our duty to contribute to the people
of the city even if we have to perform in different styles.

Jo Kanamori—I agree. This is why in Noism we have
different groups. Noism 2, which is a company for trainee
and they participate more locally with Niigata city activities.
Then we have Noism 1, which is our main company focusing
more towards global performance . The Mayor often comes
to see our performances and he is very supportive but he
too would sometimes make comments like ‘This was easier
to understand. We want to see more of these’. Of course

he would never force me to do something but | understand

that we have our obligations.

How is it for you Willy?

Willy Tsao— In China we have many national companies
supported by the government because they have to work
on certain projects and have certain expectations in our
choreography. They sit and watch and will tell us what to
do and what not to do. However recently in Hong Kong
and in Guandong, though both are run by the government,
they started to give certain freedom for us. They don't
come to see our work but they give us money. | think the
government has also learned that to support the artist is

it not just to give free performance to the public but to
provide the artist to create something important for this
era. Because the artists are very important and they are
valuing most sensitive mind and most creative persons in
the society so | think it is a dialogue always to talk to the
administrator or the government and | think the government
people---well some government people are really dumb,
stupid. But some are quite brilliant so you need to find the
right person.

In the case of Hong Kong, about 10 years ago, when the
government gave us money they were very concerned
how many audiences we had. They wanted to see numbers
because all the taxpayer money should be resource-able
for figures. But then | told them that if they think that way
they, should support the commercial works because they
have the most audience. The people’s money for culture is
not money for, something like the supermarket business so
they should consider to use that money to help expand. It's
like building a tower. People do not ask how many people
are using that tower but the existence of the tower reflect
the development of the society or the country and so art
should also be such.

This is why | was happy to hear few years ago that the
government decided to sponsor a small group of modern
dance performers but there were not many people buying
tickets to see them. | was worried and asked ‘there are not
many people showing up but are you going to support
them?’ and that government person said ‘that’s exactly the
reason why we support them. Because there are not many
people coming to see the show.

Jo Kanamori—I guess that’s what you mean by finding the
right kind of people.

Willy Tsao— That is right. And that’s why we, as an

administrator, need to keep talking to the government or
the people who have the money to convince them why they
need to support art. Not because many people want to
come see art but because not many are coming to see and
because the art itself is important. It’s for the audience. It’s
very difficult work, but we need to do it.

Jo Kanamori—1I too believe that is important part of my
duty. | also think facts such as a positive critic from oversees
or a feedback from a prominent figure in art will be an indirect
but effective way to convince the government. Of course,

most importantly the feedback from the local audience.

Dancers born from academism and

the reality they live with no promise for the future

Jo Kanamori— I've heard that many universities in Korea
have dance departments but in recent years these student
dancers are facing the difficulty of finding a job because
there are only so many dance companies in the country.

On the other hand, | understand that dance departments
are increasing in China with more and more students
graduating with a degree in dance or staying within

the university as dancers. What are your thoughts on
universities and colleges teaching dance?

Sung Yop Hong—1 believe the reasons we have many
dance departments in Korean universities are because many
who support talented dancers wished to grow more young
dancers. Meaning the dance departments were created

in hopes to create more talented professionals. However,
the other side of Korea is that young students must choose
career path and their universities before they even figure
out if they really want to become dancers. The reason why
we have so many dance departments even if there are no
place to work in the future, is simply because there are more
students who want to enroll in that university. There were
more students who just wanted to enroll in universities. But
these types of people have gradually started to decrease
since 15 years ago. When we think of Europe and how the
people who want to become dancers go to dance schools
rather than universities, | think we are different from the
point of departure. Currently with the population decreasing
in Korea, dance departments are being eliminated in
universities in the provinces. | believe five universities with

dance departments would be enough in Korea.
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Jo Kanamori— How many schools do you have now?
Sung Yop Hong—Well, at peak we had over 40 but |
believe it's now two-thirds of what we had in the past. And
even within those current departments, less and less they
are teaching conventional performing arts and are focusing
on teaching practical dance (*2) that would be more useful
in the society.

Jo Kanamori—There are several universities in Japan with
dance departments. Students in those universities may be
taught to think of ‘how they can contribute to the society’,
but when they graduate there are no organization they can
join to contribute to the society. Having many educational
facilities but less career opportunities, you create people
who lose the opportunity or the timing to quit and move
on. What will they have in their future with all the education
they have had only with dance?

Willy Tsao— | think both in Hong Kong and in mainland
China we are facing this situation. Before the year 2000,
China was a communist country and everyone graduating
from college, the government supposedly had to give
them jobs and created jobs for dancers. But after the year
2000, the government realized this was hot potato because
it is difficult to provide job for 1.3 billion people. So they
decided not to create those steps anymore. However, there
are more and more people coming up and they need jobs.
So the asked the universities to create programs for these
young people. But most of the young people do not have
the ability to get into like the philosophy department or
language department and so dance departments became
popular to get into the universities and there was a time
when suddenly we saw lots of universities in China creating
these dance departments for young people.

For example, | was teaching at the Tianjin University,
physical education, and they opened up a new dance
department with 200 students. | went there to teach and

| was given a class that was 200. There were about 10
students in front of the class who were really eager to learn.
The rest in the back were sitting and talking. All they want
is a piece of paper. Of course it is very difficult and these

4 years in the university are like an escape for the people
to not face the reality of finding a job. Of course, 99% of
these 200 would not find a job in a dance company. Itis a
big problem in China because we have all there labor force

floating around and not finding a job. But | also think this
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way from dance point of view; that these young people
after 4 years of studying dance, no matter how lazy they
were, at least they were involved in dance. Maybe after they
graduate they may become a taxi driver or a night shift as
body guard, but at least they will know something about
dance. Some may become dance audience. But again,
students may study in the philosophy department but that
doesn’t guarantee they will all become philosophers. But
education itself is important. So | just hope there are better
teachers to teach at the universities.

Jo Kanamori—Do you directly advise this to the
government or to the administration?

Willy Tsao— Beijing Dance Academy and the Hong Kong
Performing Arts Academy, these are the schools that have
the students who really want to become professional
dancers. But again its quite difficult in a case like Hong
Kong. Because the Honk Kong society is very small, and
their opportunity to become professional dancers are very
rare. Most of them have to go outside to study. However in
China, it’s a big opportunity for these graduates because

in many small cities they are building dance schools and
training kids so there are lots of opportunities for them to
go and to become a teacher. It’s difficult for me to reach the
Educational department but | think the higher education
departments are realizing the problem.

Sung Yop Hong—In Korea, when dance departments were
established, | don’t think there was any social responsibilities
attached. The departments were made because it was
useful part of the operation for universities. | don’t think
university professors were thinking of these responsibilities
either. Therefore it has been years of situation where
dancers graduating from dance departments are left
without a career. It is ironic because with these professional
departments, more and more the level of the dancers has
improved - an unexpected effect. Sometimes things may
begin without any good purpose that may end up to be
good results. Personally | still have mixed feelings about this
irony but | think it is about time we need to gather for a talk

with people from different fields.

Cooperating with the society and other organizations

as the only resident company in the region

Willy Tsao— Although CCDC is the only company

receiving a regular grant from the government, we

have another government foundation called the Arts
Development Council. They give money to smaller groups
on project base and annual base but they would have to
apply every year for special projects. Being the biggest
company in Hong Kong, we want to share the facilities with
the local dancers and we have studios that we rent out to
local dance company for one Hong Kong Dollar so they can
come to rehears. We have eight studios. We also organize
lots of workshops to do projects so we are trying to be a
leader rather than a fighting resource.

Jo Kanamori—Willy, you have developed many projects
in China and you are the leading figure in Chinese
contemporary dance. | think you would be able to create
other companies in China similar to CCDC.

Willy Tsao—1 worked with one company in Beijing and

a new company in Taiyuan 600 km away from Beijing. So

if there are opportunities in other cities | will go to help,
but it’s only if they have the resource and have the will.
Especially to have artists with real desire. | am sort of the
Atrtistic Director but in each company they will have their
own executive artistic director and their own resident
choreographer. Like the one you will see from CCDC Hong
Kong, they have their resident choreographer so | don’t
need to do anything. | think they want me to be the Artistic
Director because my artistic vision is to give freedom for
them to be free. | am not imposing my artistic style.

Jo Kanamori— How would this be in Korea? Currently,
Daegu City Modern Dance Company is the only resident
dance company in Korea. I'm interested to know if you have
the interest to help create more resident
companies in Korea or would you rather
focus more on your artistic side within
your company during your term.

Sung Yop Hong—When | was
appointed as the Artistic Director for
Korea National Contemporary Dance
Company, | created a long-term project
called the Dance Project. The Korea
National Contemporary Dance Company
will be the center based in Seoul, and
create small dance companies in other
provincial cities. The reason | chose to

do so was because contemporary dance

can only survive through the energy of diversity. | think it is
important that we value the individual talents.

Jo Kanamori— | agree with both of you. | sincerely hope
there will be more resident dance companies in Japan, not
just Noism, and | would like to continue to think of what we
can do to make things happen. Thank you both for joining

us today.

*1— Louis Falco (1942-1993) - Dancer, choreographer.

Born in New York City, Falco was considered an extraordinarily gifted dancer and
charismatic performer. He was one of the first choreographer to experiment with
rock bands and other innovations on stage. Falco was noted for works created for
his Louis Falco Dance Company and for his choreography for motion pictures in
the 1980’s and music videos for MTV artists.

*2— Living Dance / Practical Dance:

Specialized field in universities where students can be certificated to become
instructors in sports centers teacing pirates, aerobics, yoga, line dance, hip

hop and other movements to help enhance health in the society. Rather than
performance art, the course is more focused on work-related training. Korean
universities had individual dance departments for traditional dance, ballet and
contemporary dance but with the economic downturn, many universities found
these practical dance departments essential to keep their dance departments from
being eliminated from the university curriculum.

Sung Yop Hong

Artistic Director and Choreographer of the Daegu City Modern Dance
Company. Began learning modern dance in 1982 while studying fabric
engineering at Kyung Hee University. In 1993 Hong established South Korea’s
first professional dance company called Dance Theater On, and opened a
new perspective in the contemporary dance scene in the country. He won
the Choreography Award at the Seoul International Dance Festival in 1999,
the Korea France Culture Award in 2001, and was selected the Best Modern
Dancer by the East Asia Daily newspaper in 2003 and 05. Hong was the first
artistic director of the Korea National Contemporary Dance Company from
2010 to 13.

Willy Tsao

Willy Tsao established City Contemporary Dance Company (CCDC) in 1979
and has been Artistic Director since 1989. He currently leads three major
dance companies in China: CCDC, Guangdong Modern Dance Company and
BeijingDance/LDTX. As one of the most prolific Chinese choreographers,
Tsao takes inspiration from the full breadth of Chinese culture including
philosophy, history, opera and even Chinese rock music. His works have been
performed internationally. Tsao’s invaluable achievement and contributions to

the development of contemporary dance are widely recognised.
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