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Xiaoyi Liu is an artist and theatre director in contemporary
China, where he worked for the National Theatre of China
and founded the Touch Laboratory, as well as a
choreographer and actor. He graduated from Beijing Dance
Academy. Below are some of his works: War Horse (puppet
director of the Chinese version), Little Soldier Chang Katse, The Tiny Planet, Monster, Spring Awakening (Chinese
version), Wu Kong, and The Throne and the Poetry, etc. He
has performed at the Edinburgh International Festival, the
London Southbank Center’s Festival, the Wuzhen Theatre
Festival, the Beijing Fringe Festival, etc. He has been
awarded “Craftsmanship Spirit - Director of the Year” by
the Beijing Youth Weekly.
Xiaoyi is affectionately known to audiences as a theatre
artist with “treasures” because there seem to be countless
tools inside and labels outside Xiaoyi’s suitcase. Not only
can he design, make and manipulate wooden puppets, but
also he is a choreographer and dancer; he is a domestically
well-known musical director and the founder of a children’s
theatre company, which is very rare in China. He says he
was born to be an artist and also an adventurous producer. In
the conversation with him, we can get a glimpse of the
artist’s life in multiple dimensions, from his dreams and
childlike fantasies of art to his shining spirit, which formed
during his gradual adaptation and reconciliation with the
world.
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Musical Director: Artistic Creation and
Scientific Management
Q: The musical The Throne and the Poetry, which received good reviews and
interest in 2020, is restarting its domestic tour this year with high anticipations. You
are the director and the choreographer of this production. How do you explain its
popularity and recognition in the commercial theatre marketplace?
A: The reasons for success are complex and accumulated by multiple factors.
Personally speaking, I have been producing and directing musicals for many years. I
believe in continuous learning by doing. When working in London, I commanded
and built up scientific working methods. And all of our team members are young,
talented, and professional. Additionally, few original musicals are excellent enough
to be such a rising force in China so far. I have never been a fan of copyrighted
adaptation because artists and actors must show creativity and talent during the core
production from 0 to 1 instead of adaptation from 1 to 99. The audience needs
excellent pieces with the impressive subject matter and a compelling storyline, such
as a great tragedy with family-country affection. It, as a musical, fits in with the
aesthetic taste of the young generation and doesn’t set a very high threshold that
requires much expertise or background knowledge, so it makes people willing to go
to the theatre to enjoy a live show.

Q: There are three rounds of “incubation” in producing The Throne and the Poetry.
Could you tell us more about the stages and steps in the incubation?
A: In the first round, we lined up the script and the music to see whether the structure
works well or not. In the second round, the actors rehearsed it. This step is crucial
but advantageous. Only through visualizing the text could the whole team check if it
was what we imagined. It was different from the conventional way of production, in
which members of all divisions started separate working after they got the script and
then aggregated their outcomes in the final rehearsal. In the third round, we had the
stage art, costumes, and props designed, and we revised the script again. During the
whole process of production, we all shared the same image and referred to the
accordant standard. If stuck in our fields, we would only find that we were running in
opposite directions, with our respective outcomes that cannot live up to each others’
imaginations.
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Q: What methods did you adopt to enhance teamwork and
cooperation?
A: The four divisions of musical production - writing, composing,
directing, and choreographing - must understand how to cooperate
with others, which requires an effective working method. I am good
at organizing a team to cohesively produce higher-quality content
with higher efficiency within a limited time. As a director, I must
inspire, lead and embrace the artists so they will build trust with me,
or they can't open up to me or focus on their creative work. Since I
started my own business at a young age and have been the head of
my own company, I have gained much management experience and
a lot of methods. The most important thing to do with a big project is
to balance the work of all team members. I always believe that it is
easy to manage an art project, while a commercial project is the most
difficult to do. It requires not only a scientific approach but also
needs to be creative and enjoyable enough to bring it to a broader
audience.
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Musical Wu Kong 2020
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Q: The artists may have unlimited creativity and adopt various
expression skills. You also emphasize the freedom of collective
creation, which means infinite possibilities. However, each idea needs
counting so all kinds of options can be collected and organized to form
a final product. As a director and project manager, how do you find the
point and the thread?
A: It is all about experience and judgment based on intuition, which has
been trained for a very long time so that your instinct can catch it and
make a judgment immediately if you have received a multitude of
outcomes in hand. "Oh, that's it. That's what I want!" That is what an
artist can do, but not that easy to train. It is hard and painful when you
have to tell the truth and express your feelings precisely at the moment
you are touched and moved, rather than feeling nothing or being afraid
to speak out. It may offend others, so excellent artists don't talk so much
in their daily lives.
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Q: What will you do if your intuition or judgment conflicts with the views of your
teammates or others around?
A: A written contract signed indicates who will be a team leader. There is always someone
who has to make the decision. Usually, a director must do it. There is no being right or
wrong in the theatre other than being the most accurate and appropriate. The theatre is
considered the form of art of regret, and it is going to be what it is when it shows on stage it can just be this decoration, this music, this lyric at this moment. The older a director is,
the more valuable he becomes. I have done this for nearly twenty years and have made
twenty or thirty studio theatre productions. I believe I have gained enough experience to
make a correct judgment with constraint time and a budget limit.
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Rehearsal for Musical Wu Kong 2020
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Q: In recent years, you have been working on several musicals as both a director
and a choreographer. Could you please give us more details about the
choreography and physical movements of the two original musicals Wukong and
The Throne and the Poetry?
A: First and foremost, in a musical production, the dance and physical
movements should not be divorced from the music style. Meanwhile, the actions
in the story should be considered and then stylized. The music of Wu Kong is
mainly hip-hop and rock, so I created the dance movements to be modern,
violent, and open, with completely extroverted images to show off the hormones
and energy of fertility worship. In contrast, the dance movements of The Throne
and the Poetry are introverted even when the character is going particularly
crazy. This craziness has extreme effects because the extreme restraint of
feelings is more likely to drive the audience mad.
I have adopted the styles and movements of Korean dance in The Throne and the
Poetry. One of the styles, called “Xianlang,” in which scholars dance with a fan, is
fit for the temperament of the protagonist. There are two kinds of Korean dance:
North Korean dance and South Korean dance. The former is worldly and wild,
while the latter is courtly and elegant. We apply this distinction to the emperor
and poet Li Yu - when he writes poetry, or when the country is in ruins, he
performs the North Korean dance in a frenzied manner; while when he is the
emperor with dignity, he performs he South Korean courtly dance.
77

Q: You emphasize physical style and body language in
your creative work.
A: I think a great production should always concern the
body, as stage and theatre arts are the art of the body
instead of words. The body does not deceive us, but the
words do. Especially in contemporary theatre with a
large proscenium stage, if there is no physical
expression but merely actors standing still and reciting
the lines, why doesn’t the audience choose to listen to a
radio play? The theatre is a theatre only when we create
something that cannot be done in real life or a film.
Although it’s just a box with a stage, we can make
unlimited possibilities and spaces in such a limited
space, which is the most creative and appealing
characteristic of theatre art.
Q: You arranged some workshops and courses during
the rehearsals. Why did you take this way to rehearse?
Does it aim at training the body of actors?
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A: The body is the essence of acting. Many
theatre masters, such as Tadashi Suzuki,
Jacques Lecoq, and Meyerhold, emphasized
the training of the body. If problems of the
body are not addressed enough, the resonance
will not have the power to reach and thrill the
audience. Quite a few actors have not trained
well, so I have to re-train them. A good
director is a good trainer who helps the actors
set free, motivates their bodies with scientific
methods, and engages their minds and
emotions in a performance. Acting in theatre
requires skills and techniques in controlling
your body and mind because, every night, a
show must go and move the audience at the
very moment. If the actors are stiff, rigid, and
do not feel free enough, they will not be able
to create a vibrant character. They require
nourishment from me to grow up on their own.
I want to give them some good training, to let
them know that they can do it, to help them
build confidence to create, to go on an
adventure with them, and face mistakes and
risks as well as wonders on this journey.
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Q: Could you introduce some of your training methods?
You mentioned in an interview that you helped the
actors discover on their own how the wind blows rather
than telling them the exact movements.
A: It is one of my training methods, the purpose of
which is to break the regular rhythm or habit of their
bodies instead of just imitating the wind. The feelings
and emotions of human beings are not always in a
monotonic rhythm, so actors utilize different kinds of
energy, including wind, fire, and soil, imagining the
desolation and solidity of the earth or the slow flow of
rivers. It's all about various kinds of energy and
changeable rhythms of body and language. It is hard for
actors to be always full of emotions every night, but
emotions will run high as soon as they can remember
and utilize the exact energy of wind or fire.

（

Rehearsal for Musical Wu Kong 2020

Q: Many of your works have shown that you achieved a
balance between commercial profits and artistic effects.
How do you think of and deal with this issue?
A: I do not intentionally think of and deal with it as a
real issue. Firstly, as professional artists, we should keep
learning and improving our expertise and aesthetic
tastes. I believe that good artwork itself is a profitable
commercial product. It is a must to reach a high level of
artistry so that I will have opportunities to choose an
appropriate position to do my work. Furthermore, we
shall put the audience in our hearts and minds and hold a
spirit of dedication to accommodate a broader audience.
The stories for the public should not be too radical but
acceptable to the majority. I make this judgment based
on a great deal of experience with sit-down productions
and performances, from which we can learn the
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Q: What do you think touring means to production, a
theatrical company, and its staff?
A: Personally speaking, in terms of what kept me
working on theatre till now, one of the most important
factors is that I love touring. I tour almost every week. I
can't wait to meet the audience in different cities to see
their attitudes, reception, and feedback on a cultural
event and to see the fact that they come from different
cultural, economic, educational backgrounds, and social
classes. Touring is the best energy and nourishment for
me to absorb, which helps me know how to create my
works and show different content to audiences in many
cities.

audience’s average level of appreciation. The way of
musical expression is determined to be a compelling and
concise story with a linear narrative rather than a tangled
and complicated story with a multi-linear or non-linear
narrative. Simplicity is greatness, for it allows more
people to become theatergoers and understand your
works first, which makes it possible to strike a balance
between art and business.
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Speaking of the development of Chinese
musical theatres, one of the most
intractable problems is the way of
production. I learned a lot of scientific
ways of production in London, which
require money, time, and methods.
These ways and methods function well
in my team. It is not only about property
and materials but also spirits and hearts how to work with the artists and
organize an inclusive team in which we
can speak honestly and frankly enough
to express our initial and true feelings
just after a rehearsal. Only in this way
can we together continuously create the
best things and let there be wonders on
stage.
Q: In the context of theatre in China,
you can find and capture what the
domestic audience would enjoy and
appreciate. Meanwhile, some of your
productions went abroad. In such a
cross-cultural context, do you think it is
necessary to reinterpret your works? Are
there any dimensions that are
inaccessible to an audience from
different cultures?

The Tiny Planet (2014) Image © Xiaoyi Liu
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A: First, my works are relatively general
with an international perspective, and
the physical performance is a language
understood without national borders.
Secondly, I believe that if I like it, most
people will also like it because I am in
the same position as the audience when I
work in theatres. Whether in a crosscultural context or not, there will be
something in every theatre production
beyond the audience's general
knowledge or common sense. I would
slowly help them to establish their
cognition so they can gently accept the
new information and unfamiliar feelings
I would like to bring them over the twohour course. We want to raise their
curiosity rather than show off a distinct
attitude that "I am better than you."

Founder of Children’s Theatre Company Dreaming as a Child and Reconcile as an Adult

Q: You founded the “Touch Laboratory,” an all-round
theatre company containing creation, production,
performance, education, and training, whose original
works tour China and Europe all year round. Why did
you found the “Touch Laboratory” initially?
A: I founded the “Touch Lab” to earn a living, which
was the only way I could make money at that moment.
Its revenue is not very high even today, but our actors
are now living a better life or at least living with
dignity. It is because we keep putting on shows and
selling the production copyrights of our original works.
Producing theatres for families and children has kept me
working in the theatre every day and provides me with
practical opportunities for commercial theatre
productions and training more professional staff in basic
techniques and operations for the industry.
Image © Xiaoyi Liu

Q: Why do you work on theatrical productions and
courses for children?
A: I think I am still a child myself, and I have not grown
up yet. I grew up in a single-parent family with an
incomplete childhood, so art has been the outlet and
anchor of my emotions. If I did not create it, I would
have felt insecure. On the other hand, however, I had a
very happy and fulfilling childhood, without family
violence, and learned a lot of things, including piano,
Chinese painting, root carving, basketball, football, and
so on. That was very important to me, and I made these
choices and decisions myself. Each of my children's
theatre productions, revised every year, is an
opportunity for me to recall, read, and remedy my
childhood and to grow up from it again. Since I became
a father, my understanding of children has changed, and
I have become more open-minded about my childhood.
Image © Xiaoyi Liu
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I like kids. Making theatre for children is more
challenging than for adults, for it needs to be pure and
inclusive, with higher artistry instead of the stink of
money. We should show them excellent artwork to
reach out to their little hearts, to plant a seed, and then
leave quietly.
Q: How did you come up with the idea to do Mini
Theatre in a Suitcase?
A: I have toured many cities, visited some places where
many other theatre companies are unwilling to go, and
witnessed situations of performance that they have never
seen before. As a result, I know better what I am going
to do. I once went to a city without a single theatre,
where a businessman booked a nightclub and invited us
to perform for kids by daylight. After putting a cloth
around and setting up small chairs, we put on a show for
kids. The man said that he had watched our shows in
Beijing and hoped children in his small city could watch
them too. In some remote towns and villages, many
children have never been to the theatre and watched a
show. The issue is hard to deal with, but I’ve seen it and
tried my best to do something.
Since then, I have had an idea to do some non-theatre
performances on the street or in public spaces so that
more people have the chance to feel and enjoy the
delight and nourishment of arts. Art has saved me, so I
believe it can save other people too.
Q: From your perspective and experience as a director,
how is a puppetry theatre created, taking the piece The
Wing Maker as an example? What is the relationship
like between a man and a puppet?

A: The Wing Maker is a puppet production dedicated to a
grandpa making wings for his little friends. The play is
drawn from my affection for living in this country all these
years. It is a story about the relationship between a man
and a puppet. Everyone does not like this eccentric
grandpa, but he loves himself, which is likewise a mirror
image of myself. I feel that children nowadays are in lack
of dreams, and I hope that this character can go deep into
their hearts.
Q: When designing the characters and storyline of the
puppet show, you may put a lot of emotions and values
into it. I am also curious about the relationship between the
puppeteer and his puppet when he manipulates it in a
performance.
A: A puppet show involves three types of people:
designers, makers who bring to life through the shape and
joints of a puppet, and puppeteers who give it a new life
with their characteristics, attitudes, and understandings.
Puppets all look the same, but they can become distinct
characters in the hands of different puppeteers. If I can
make a puppet and also manipulate it all by myself, the
whole life of this puppet will belong to me, and I can
experience its lifespan from a block of wood to a body
shape, and then my hands make it breathe, jump, see, move
and finally come to real life.
A puppet master who is my mentor once told me that I
should forget myself when manipulating puppets. He
meant that I was not controlling a puppet. Instead, it was a
puppet that took me somewhere. I think all actors should
learn about puppetry. It is a method of training and
understanding performance because it provides a new
vision - the characters lead you, not the other way around.

82

Image © WallpaperFlare

Suitcase
Puppet
Theatre
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Puppet
THEATRE
（ ）Image © Xiaoyi Liu

Little Soldier Chang Ka-tse 2016
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The Chinese adaptation of the play War Horse is
a joint production by the Royal National Theatre of
Britain and the National Theatre Company of China.
It was directed by Alex Sims and Li Dong and
premiered in Beijing on 4 September 2015.

戰馬

War Horse
Image © National Theatre of China
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The Life of a Theatre
Artist, and the Life as a
Theatre
Q: You became known to audiences owing to the livestream show Theatre for Living, which presents the
living conditions of artists and their attitudes toward life.
You said in a previous interview, “We must face the
reality of life. The moment when you finally stand up
will deliver power and courage to the audience.”
As a theatre artist and producer, how do you acquire
strength and energy for yourself when you have
hardship in your personal life?
A: Perhaps as a Sagittarius man, I hardly fall when the
going gets tough, and it even makes me better every
time in crises. I have a strange strong desire and heroism
in life - the more furious the storm becomes, the more
courage I hold to sacrifice and fight against it. At the
same time, however, I am so pessimistic and sensitive
that I would always try to prepare in advance.

Q: Crises encounter artists in their work, life, or survival.
How could you find a way out if you are in crisis while
still having a strong desire to create? If you survive a crisis
and live a rich life, is it necessary, and how to keep
yourself creative?
A: I think artists should live a good life because we are
born to do everything to make our lives better. I have no
more worries about material living since 2017, with an
amount of money to spend on my creative work. I have my
studio and workshop, where I can make props and bring
them to the next-door rehearsal room directly for use. If an
artist struggles and suffers, he may create something bitter
and sore. The arts must criticize reality, but we prefer to do
pure arts. To some extent, there is critical thinking in our
works now, but I think it is more important to have
conversations with the present time.

■

For example, Shanghai was attacked by the new round
of pandemic this year. In the third month of the
lockdown, I asked some members of my company to
leave Shanghai and go back to their hometowns to finish
the quarantine to be ready for the tours outside of
Shanghai.
Additionally, knowing that it would be difficult for the
whole industry this year, we decided to take the
initiative to contact theatre operators we used to have
business with and to develop new modes of cooperation.
If we do not keep the shows going on, the actors will not
be able to survive. As the boss of a theatre company, I
must stand on a higher point to see the whole picture, to
spend and dedicate more. The process in which you
overcome and control your fears is somehow to stand up
and become stronger.
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