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Mengfan Wang, born in 1990, studied art history at the Central
Academy of Fine Arts and the University of Munich and now
continues creating her theatre work in Beijing. Her artistic
productions demonstrate the quality of life through the body.
Her works present the memory of people and the culture of an
era.
One of her signature works is the dance theatre When My Cue
Comes, Call Me, and I Will Answer (2019, Wuzhen Theatre
Festival). This work shows how the two retired ballerinas
rediscover their bodies by creating false memories and how
they accept their decaying bodies. The Divine Sewing
Machine (2017, Beijing International Youth Theatre Festival)
displays how children see and understand the world. In 50/60 Dance Theatre with Dama (2016, Italy VIE Theatre Festival),
Mengfan converses with a group of women born in the 1950s
and 60s regarding their aesthetics in dancing.
This independent theatre director and choreographer
accommodates the constant questioning of life and language
into her dance creations and also encourages the audiences to
do continuously reflective thinking. In September 2022, Ying
Ming Theatre contacted Wang Mengfan remotely for a oneand-a-half-hour interview.
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Cao: Ms. Wang, thank you so much for
accepting our interview. We followed your
work before and were interested in your
ideas, particularly in your artistic
approach of combining body memory and
cultural memory with dance. Would you
tell us how you started this idea?
Wang: This idea is not an idle one. I slowly
saw some clues in the process of production.
In my works, the body has always been one of
the most crucial mediums, or in my opinion,
the body is most important in the theater. In
domestic theater, the body has not received
enough attention. Even in dancing theater,
creators more often use the body to showcase
skills or as a carrier of emotion rather than let
the audience see the body. So I want to do a
direction to allow people to see the body.
When I first went to live and study abroad, I
felt a distinct physical difference between
myself and so-called foreigners. That's when I
began to reflect on my past education and the
control and restraint I experienced in a
collectivized life. I would wonder what it
would be like to have such a body displayed
in a performative way. I hope to use this
performative way to explore my experiences
and want to rethink the body issues I faced
while being educated in China. At the same
time, I still want to present the original beauty
of the body. These are some of the initial
ideas.

Cao: You just mentioned that you saw the difference in
your body from the bodies of our friend peers. Could you
be more specific about the differences? What has inspired
you?
Wang: First of all, our bodies are different from one another.
Our skeletal structure and how we organize our bodies to act
are different. Everything we experience in life leaves its mark
on the body, as does our education and the social culture we
live. The "different" I said first reflects in the latter two points.
After graduating with my undergraduate degree, I went to
Germany and continued to study art history major. Later, I
transferred to a dance academy.
Although I still studied theory, I had chances to observe
dancers up close and learned various things related to the
body. At that time, I found my foreign classmates around me
were generally better at getting along with their bodies. In
contrast, Chinese students who had similar educational
backgrounds previously in China faced difficulties in concrete
training situations. We failed to return to our bodies but
needed to find a form to continue. I see a limitation, a mutual
limitation between the body and the mind.
There is a very contradictory situation. I realized I must break
through the restrictions to become free, but my intuition told
me to perceive everything with the obstacles because that was
the unique way I had experienced the world. In When My Cue
Comes, Call Me, and I will Answer, although two older
dancers seemed to have many "obstacles,” we did not take
them as difficulties to overcome or to break through but
accepted them as parts of the bodies. In the end, I saw the
"freedom" I wanted to express in my works.
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Cao: Why did you choose retired ballet dancers? How did
you guide them to understand and express what you wanted?
Wang: The idea of working with retired ballet dancers came from
my experience as an intern at a German ballet company. I'm
curious about how their lives as dancers continue when they're
injured or not signed by the company. In the past China, ballet
dancers would leave the stage before getting 35 years old, and I
wanted to find a way for them to continue dancing. Also, I
became interested in the aging bodies in dance. In the first two
weeks of rehearsals, we just sat and talked, learning about each
other's pasts. This process was necessary. Even though both
actors had decades of stage experience, their field of work was
ballet which was very different from my creative background. As
dancers, they were still used to following instructions to move,
but what I needed was for them to create spontaneously. In the
next three months, they and I tried different ways of practicing,
more inwardly experiencing our bodies, including touching.
"Walking" was also an important exercise. How to let go of ballet
footwork and feel the ground in the current state of your body?
They began to gradually understand that now they were not going
to do flashy and complex body movements but to return to their
aging bodies and ask themselves: What else can I do? Why
would I do this?
Cao: I'm curious. Did you have any difficulties
communicating with the performers? Or did the performers
ever ask you what they thought during the rehearsal? How do
you manage this relationship?
Wang: There are many difficulties. For example, when working
with two older dancers who strongly believed in a set of artistic
language and concepts. When I proposed my ideas, they would
think it was something new and needed to learn. But when he
tried to accept it, he would find that what we were doing was
shaking his most fundamental view of art. It was a tough time.
Meanwhile, our discussions of specific issues would be affected
by our age differences and our respective experiences as art
workers. Many times we felt like we were compromising on each
other.

As mentioned earlier, I always was more gentle,
and those physical exercises became my vessel
for observing them. I wanted to help them see
themselves while getting to know them. But I
came to realize that this idea is a bit arrogant. If I
didn't change myself and didn't allow their beliefs
to come into my body, they would just become
the body I "control," which was the most
unbearable situation. Later, I started studying
ballet with them, learning all the things I wanted
to take out of this work in the first place and reunderstanding them from a different perspective.
We made three versions of this work, and the
performance has developed because we have
changed by getting older.
Cao: In When My Cue Comes, Call Me, and I
Will Answer, the male dancer said, "I need art
and progress, and so do you." With this line, what
art and progress do "I" need? And for the
audience, what do you think they need in terms of
art and progress?
Wang: We should not take the words out of the
play to make sense of it. The scriptwriter I was
working with wrote all these texts. I sent her the
recordings of our rehearsals because she could not
come to the rehearsal place. She listened to our
conversations and happenings there. This
sentence was something she thought the two
actors might say but never really spoke about in
their lifetime. Many of the words in the text are a
bit like slogans, and some sentences I feel are cut
off, such as this sentence, "I need art and
progress." It is a strange juxtaposition of “art” and
“progress,” and also the second half of the
sentence, "so do you." I do not mean to convey
how much we need art. It is more about how
language is combined with presence and then
brought to the stage, which you certainly can
choose to accept or reject.
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Body Image,
Perception
and Illusions

The body is our primary interface with the world: it allows us to gather inputs
from the outside, to build a representation of the world, to act and directly
manipulate the environment.
"Body perception," research by Max Plank Institute for Empirical Aesthetics
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Cao: You talked about language and transfer. I want
to ask. What kind of language do you use?

Cao: You talked about language and transfer. I
want to ask. What kind of language do you use?

Wang: In The Divine Sewing Machine, I let the children
speak in their games and let the rhythm of their bodies
drive the sound. When My Cue Comes, Call me, and I'll
Answer, dancers also need to speak in action, exploring
how to use speaking as acting. In my work, language is
not attached to physical activities, but the appearance of
every word affects actions. I was thinking, why does
Chinese always sound so unnatural on stage? It never
seemed to be integrated with the body.

Wang: In The Divine Sewing Machine, I let the
children speak in their games and let the rhythm of their
bodies drive the sound. When My Cue Comes, Call me,
and I'll Answer, dancers also need to speak in action,
exploring how to use speaking as acting. In my work,
language is not attached to physical activities, but the
appearance of every word affects actions. I was
thinking, why does Chinese always sound so unnatural
on stage? It never seemed to be integrated with the
body. Concerning this issue, the practice of Japanese
experimental theatre has inspired me somehow. From
the late 1960s, through generations, Japanese theater
creators have been exploring and updating their speak
way. They know that modern theatre is not an Asian
product, so they go back to traditional performing arts,
such as Noh and Kabuki, to find the connection
between the body and singing or vocalizing. In the
1970s, Suzuki Tadashi and Don Juro developed a very
explosive and screaming method. Then in the 1990s,
silent theater appeared, where the actors spoke very
calmly or did not even speak at all but only used the
existence of their bodies to reflect the complete script.
Up to now, you can see the current discussion of the
Japanese daily dialogue in the theater. And all of these
practices put the body in a very prominent position. As
a result, Japanese theater has developed different styles
of physical training. I hope to continue making some
attempts in a similar direction.

Concerning this issue, the practice of Japanese
experimental theatre has inspired me somehow. From
the late 1960s, through generations, Japanese theater
creators have been exploring and updating their speak
way. They know that modern theatre is not an Asian
product, so they go back to traditional performing arts,
such as Noh and Kabuki, to find the connection between
the body and singing or vocalizing. In the 1970s, Suzuki
Tadashi and Don Juro developed a very explosive and
screaming method. Then in the 1990s, silent theater
appeared, where the actors spoke very calmly or did not
even speak at all but only used the existence of their
bodies to reflect the complete script. Up to now, you can
see the current discussion of the Japanese daily dialogue
in the theater. And all of these practices put the body in
a very prominent position. As a result, Japanese theater
has developed different styles of physical training. I
hope to continue making some attempts in a similar
direction.
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AO: You talked about the approach
to speaking. Could you elaborate on
this point?
Wang: I'll probably leave the dialect
issue aside, just talking about the
Mandarin. Quite often, it is easier for
us to read Chinese visually, like when
we watch TV, there will always be a
line of subtitles, and we will habitually
follow those words, resulting in the
use of "watching" more than
"listening." I do not simply think
anyone has consciously dealt with the
language issue in Chinese yet.
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Like Tian Gebing, he uses the
dancers' bodies because dancers can
do better after intensive training. He
lets dancers speak, but he doesn't
care what they say. He presents the
feeling of their times with loud
speaking, bringing up emotions after
mechanical repetition, or even
hissing. This way of speaking
belongs to the prior era in which he
lived before. But when I see actors
born in the 80s or 90s talking like
that on stage, I feel very unnatural.
Of course, we also have our anger
or passion, but it should be
presented in a completely different
form. It is more likely to be very
introverted and quiet.
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Cao: You work with the post-80s and post-90s and are making some new
attempts. Do you have any specific plans or goals for the future? Could
you introduce them?
Wang: I now focus on exploring the relationship between physical action,
vocal approaches, and text writing. Several of us come from very different
creative backgrounds, but when working together. Each of us needs to do both
text writing and performance rather than dividing up the work and just doing
with which we are familiar. We wanted to translate literary language into
muscles, breath, and consciousness. We also want to use drawings and notes to
compose body texts. The concept of "body text" is something we have
developed and want to put into practice. The first work will probably come out
this year.

Cao: Will your work this year be very different from your previous
productions, compared to When My Cue Comes, Call me, and I Will
Answer, or The Divine Sewing Machine? What texts are you referring to?
Wang: In The Divine Sewing Machine, we tried to express the pleasure and
rhythm of Chinese through the children's voices. It is something I want to
continue with my own body and voice. There is another direction, taking
Beckett as an example. He had a work called Not I. There was a mouth on
stage that kept talking. It was a mouth of a dead 70-year-old woman. Beckett
was dissatisfied with the first performance at the time, so he went back to his
favorite actress to rephrase it. He said he did not want the voice to enter the
minds of the audiences but to hit their nervous system directly, that is, function
on the human body. This awareness is significant to me. I want to use the body
to transmit Chinese texts and make texts go directly into people's bodies. It is
more important to be perceived, not to be understood.

34

In August 2013, the Wall Street Journal
used "Dama" as a brand-new English word
to describe those middle-class female
consumers in China for the first time in a
video posted on its website.
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Cao: I am looking forward to your new work. In the end, I want to
ask you. What is the relationship between your productions and
yourself, the person "Mengfan Wang?" Could you tell us a little bit
about the purpose of your creation or the meaning it brings to you?
Wang: I rarely wanted to face myself as a person in my work. It did
cause some problems. Now when looking back at my past work, I can
see my avoidance of these problems. This avoidance comes from my
contempt for my own body and some specific feelings. It was no longer
the case after I produced When My Cue Comes. I appeared on stage with
the two older dancers, and I seemed to be starting to return to my body.
They changed me, and in being with them, I realized that I could trust my
body.
I desperately need my creations. I am a person who relies on intuition
very much. If intuition is an inner unconscious and formless thinking,
then I think I need to grasp its form through creation. The theater and the
body are ways that I am closest. Artistic creation is a thorough
observation of myself. I can see my habits and obstacles. I want to create
an environment for myself to face all kinds of things. When I see a
production presented in the theater, I often wonder whether this is what I
created. Because at that time, the work became a mirror, allowing me to
start reading myself and understanding myself, including those parts I
haven't known. For me, the meaning of creation is self-exploration.

■

36

