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Guangyen Sun, a veteran teacher of traditional Chinese
dance from the Beijing National Dance Company, gives

By BRUCE WATSON
Staff Writer

More than half a world sepa-
rates modern American teen-
agers from the traditional dances
of China. The dances, replete with
gentle gestures and hand move-
ments, tell stories of working in
fields and picking fruit, not exact-
ly common fare for those raised
on MTV. But at the Amherst
Ballet Centre, Guangyen Sun has
been helping to bridge the culture
gap

Trained as a traditional dancer
in China, Sun has taught her art
for 37 years at the Beijing Dance
Academy. Since February, she
has been teaching at the Amherst
Ballet Theater School, instructing
a handful of dancers in the grace-
ful movements of her native coun-
try’s dance

Six traditional Chinese dances
will be among the works per-
formed by young dancers from
the Amherst ballet school at 7:30
p.m. Sunday in the Amherst Re-
gional Junior High School Audito-
rium. The 19th annual school
presentation also will feature
Spanish and jazz dances. Admis-
sion is $2 for adults, free for
children through high school age.

“Chinese people are generally
brave, industrious, and optimis-
tic,” said Sun, speaking through
an nterpreter. “Chinese dances
try to express the love of labor,

HICHARD CARPENTEK

instructions to Nashema Morales, left, and Hannah Blitzblau
at the Amherst Ballet Theater School.

Ambherst dances to China’s past

Six traditional Chinese dances will be among the
works performed by young dancers from the
Ambherst ballet school at 7:30 p.m. Sunday in the
Amherst Regional Junior High School

auditorium.

love of nature, love of men and
women."”’

The dances from rural villages
date back more than 1,000 years,
but have been formalized in na-
tional companies, Sun explained.
Yet the movements, the stories,
and the sentiments expressed re-
main rooted in rural China, and
many of the dances are still per-
formed regularly in villages
there, she said.

In her classes and in person,
Sun speaks as much with her
hands as with her voice. She
began teaching at the Amherst
school six months after arriving
in Amherst last September to join
her husband, Zhang Zhong-Zai,
who is teaching British literature
at the University of Massachu-
setls.

At first, communication with
students was difficult, Sun admit-
ted, but with the help of the
school’s director, Therese Dono-
hue, and through her own move-
ments, she made herself
understood.

— e

“Dance is the international lan-
guage,” she said. And when words
failed her, she used the sweeping
hand gestures that comprise the
fine points of the dance style that
has taken her around the world as
both dancer and dance teacher.

Entering the Beijing National
Dance Academy at 14, Sun soon
had to choose between traditional
folk dancing and classical ballet
She chose the former and began
dancing professionally a few
years later. Dancing with the
national company, she toured
Asia and the Middle East, then
after passing a rigorous exam,
qualified as a teacher. She has
taught dance ever since

Only one out of 1,000 prospeclive
dancers is admitted to the presti-
gious Beijing academy. As a de-
manding, disciplined teacher, Sun
has worked with some of the stars
of Chinese traditional dance. One
of her students, Zhong Mei-Li,
danced in Ambherst in Februa
and is now studying in New Yorl
with the Alvin Ailey Company.
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Bul until February, Sun had
never taught young girls who gig-
gled when asked to perform the
dainty movements of Chincse
traditional dance

“Some of our students have had
a difficult time with the move
ments,”" said Donahue. **They
weren't raised to think of women
as dainty, fragile. and cute. They
do the movements, but they giggle
alot”

Sun praised her American stu-
dents as “'very smart. They have
the basic lraiming in dance so
these dances haven't been very
difficult for them.”

The teaching of cultures has not
been a one-way street, said Sun
When she returns to China in
June, she will take back memo-
ries of American cullure, espe-
cially her favorite movies, shows,
and celebrities — Madonna, Mi-
chael Jackson, The Cosby Show
and “Dances with Wolves ™

Through videotapes, often cop
ied from one tape brought into the
country, Chinese dancers know
Madonna and Michael Jackson
almost as well as they know the
works of Martha Graham and
Merce Cunningham, Sun said

She will also return to China
with memories of Amherst

“If 1 were mayor of Beijing, 1
would invite all my students o
dance in China,” she said of her
Amberst classes.
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