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he late nights, six-day intensive weeks, and

I six-month-long tours don't feel like an over-

whelming schedule to dancer Angela Xiao.

What for many of us would be a great personal sac-
rifice, for her is a life well-lived.

“I don’t like wasting time,” said Xiao, who has
been dancing for ten years with the world’s premier
classical Chinese dance company, Shen Yun Per-
forming Arts. Exuding a fascinating mix of bubbli-
ness and sincerity, she said that she feels lucky to be
doing something purposeful; in fact, sometimes on
vacation, she doesn’t know what to do with her time.

Xiao loves the excitement of touring—trying new
foods and learning new things—but after nearly a
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decade of traveling all over the world, she doesn’t rely
on novelty to keep her going. Rather, a big part of
what keeps her on point is consciously working on her
outlook to overcome those subtle negative thoughts
that otherwise build up and make long-term commit-
ments difficult.

“I’ve had to learn to be more selfless,” she said.
“When you put yourself first, it actually just causes a
bunch of troubles.” Due to the nature of her art, this
selflessness is also a key to improving her dance skills.

FACING HER SELF

In ancient Chinese culture, there was awareness that
spiritual principles were behind the workings of nat-
ural phenomenon, as well as guiding the events of a
person’s life. It was held that to produce great art,
artists must align themselves with spiritual princi-
ples. People of high caliber would have brightly shin-
ing spirits and transmit some of this light to others
through their art. The art of someone with a negative
outlook would be dark and spread unhappiness.

For Xiao, there is very practical and tangible appli-
cation of this in her art. She explained to Elite Life-
style Magazine how, beneath the gorgeous costumes
and perfectly timed moves, confident selflessness
gives her dance life.

“You can’t escape yourself,” she said. “In classical
Chinese dance, you show your inner self because
when dancing—you can’t hide anything. People can
see your personality,” she explained.

“Sometimes my moves are too small, and I feel like
that’s connected with my personality ... [So] I try to
be more open,” she said.

EXPRESSING FEELINGS THROUGH DANCING

A dancer’s emotion is also directly addressed in
classical Chinese dance training, through a skill
called bearing. “Bearing emphasizes internal spirit,
breath, intent, personal aura, and deep emotional ex-
pression,” the Shen Yun website explains.

Left page: Angela Xiao was born in China and grew up in
Canada. She moved to New York to study classical Chinese
dance, which eventually enticed her to pursue the art form as
a career. (Courtesy of Daniel Ulrich)

Top and skirt by ESCADA
Location courtesy of Sotheby's International Realty
(MLS ID 4957096)

Angela Xiao performs in A Renewal. In this classical Chinese
dance piece, deities from a golden celestial paradise descend
to Earth, incarnating in the grand imperial court of China’s
Han Dynasty. (Courtesy of Shen Yun Performing Arts)
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Bearing is one of the more advanced skills. For
Xiao, it comes more naturally to her in court dances,
which are her favorites.

She has also played a number of different char-
acter roles. Each role presents a unique challenge
because she needs to understand the character’s
emotions.

She recalls one of the first roles she played—a god-
dess of mercy. After being cast, she felt that it was
a good opportunity to cultivate greater mercy and
compassion in herself.

Other roles have required her to portray more
human emotions, including ones that she would nor-
mally not experience; for example, those of a mother
on her deathbed. For her to understand these feel-
ings and give them form through her movements, it
takes great empathy and letting go of her self.

CULTURAL INSPIRATION

The sparkle and grandeur of ancient Chinese court
life has intrigued Xiao since she was young. Now, af-
ter a decade of performing classical Chinese dance,
she’s come about as close to it as possible in the mod-
ern era.

Xiao grew up in Canada, having moved there
when she was only four years old. However, she was
lucky enough to have her grandparents living with
her; they kept her connected to her roots by telling
her many Chinese children’s stories.

In her teens, she read the four Chinese classic nov-
els; her favorite is Romance of the Three Kingdoms.
And she has an affinity for the poem “The Sea” writ-
ten by the Han Dynasty warlord Cao Cao. In it, he
describes his great delight in gazing at the ocean.“Tt
makes me feel very refreshed after reading it,” Xiao
shared with Elite.

In addition to performing with Shen Yun, Xiao
has studied at Fei Tian Academy of the Arts, a pri-
vate school in upstate New York, where she was
further immersed in traditional Chinese culture
through in-depth, bilingual courses in history and
Chinese language.

Two of her current favorite historical charac-
ters are Emperor Taizong and his wife, Empress
Zhangsun. Following his father’s death, Taizong be-
came the second emperor of China’s Tang Dynasty—
the dynasty that is considered China’s golden age.
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In the 2016 NTD International Classical Chinese Dance Competition, Angela Xiao portrayed Lady Wenji, a poet and
musician who lived during China’s late Eastern Han Dynasty. She spent part of her life as a captive of the Xiongnu until
207, when the warlord Cao Cao, who controlled the Han central government in the final years of the Eastern Han, paid
a heavy ransom to bring her back to Han territory. Her twelve-year ordeal became a legend that has been celebrated
in ancient Chinese classical poetry, paintings, and dramas. (Courtesy of Larry Dye)

His wife then became empress and was known for
her tolerance, wisdom, and personal sacrifices for
the country.

For example, when she fell ill, it was suggested
that the emperor donate more money to temples so
that the divine might be inclined to bless her and re-
store her health. But Empress Zhangsun objected to
this, saying that her death would be determined by
fate and that the country’s resources should not be
wasted on trying to change her destiny.

Empress Zhangsun passed away at age 36, but be-
fore she left, she made two requests of her husband:
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that under no circumstance should he promote her
family members who didn’t hold merit (some were
profiting off their relationship to the empress) and
that again, the country should not waste resources
on building her a fancy tomb.

Xiao said that she admires the empress’s intelli-
gence and selflessness.

“I like how she intelligently supported the country
behind the scenes. She
didn’t show off what
she accomplished, but
she contributed a lot to
make the country bet-
ter,” Xiao wrote in a fol-

low-up interview email.

INGREDIENTS G RE »
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Reflecting on the life
lessons that being a
part of such a close-
knit group has taught
her, Xiao said that it’s
important to care for

PR 22 -

others and have a real-
istic perception of your
own abilities. If you
care too much about sEHR A
what others think of
you, it makes things
harder.

When helping some-
one correct a mistake,
it is important to al-
ways be kind. However,
if it’s her own mistake,
she says that it’s best to face it head-on and fix it,
not letting fear get in the way. “The fear of making
mistakes is a barrier. ...You learn more if youre not
afraid to be wrong.”

She also constantly strives to be humble, and to
keep an open mind. “It’s always good to be humble,”
she said. “You know more when you admit you don’t
know something.”

118 1 The Sea
By 1% Cao Cao

I come to view the boundless ocean
LIy - From Stony Hill on eastern shore.

Its water rolls in rhythmic motion
&l - And islands stand amid its roar.
BIAR#ELE >  Tree on tree grows from peak to peak;
F e . Grass on grass looks lush far and nigh.
The autumn wind blows drear and bleak;
Pty yE#L o The monstrous billows surge up high.
HH2Z%7> Thesun by day, the moon by night
FiHH o Appear to rise up from the deep.
S > The Milky Way with stars so bright
FHHHEH A - Sinks down into the sea in sleep.

How happy I feel at this sight!

M LlEk&E e Icroon this poem in delight.

English translation of the poem by Xu Yuanchong.
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