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Into Dance!

In a park in Shanghai I saw men and women, 
all much older than myself. They were in 
small or large groups and some were alone. 
They were doing their daily exercises.
Two groups of kindergarten children were 

doing much the same to some lovely music. 

Wushu

Their stillness was astonishing. The 
balance and the physical ingenuity 
shown by the older people and the 
children was utterly remarkable. A 
Chinese student, who is a friend of 
my daughter, gently explained: �This 
is not tai chi, it is traditional wushu.�

Back home in Yorkshire I looked 
for tai chi or wushu courses but 
could not �nd anything close to 
my home. Books and videos were 
not much help in getting started.

Then entirely by accident I 
found, in Leeds of all places, the 
well-established College of Chinese 
Physical Culture. I saw a class in 
progress, in a university gym, and it 
was like being in a Chinese temple 
courtyard. Most of the students were 
of university age. They were showing 
respect to their teachers, to fellow 
students and to their training system 
by bowing. Bowing was a part of 
every exercise, both before and after. 
There was little noise, no aggression 
and what seemed no great physical 
effort. No �exing of big muscles. In 
fact, none of the students looked 
muscular. But they did look lithe 
and relaxed and they were all agile. 

I saw movements that reminded 
me of Chinese martial arts �lms; 
movements I had seen at the Bejing 
Opera, the Chinese State Circus 
and in the work of an increasing 
number of Western contemporary 
dance companies. Some students 
were holding silk scarves, others had 
blunt wooden swords, others had 
large fans and some were making 
gentle contact with long sticks. 
They were twisting and twirling 
whatever they were holding and 
gradually my inexperienced eye saw 
de�nite patterns emerging. I could 
recognise some of the animal stances 
they were making: riding horse, 
praying mantis, leopard, dragon and 

duck. The students were graceful and serene, 
supremely con�dent and oblivious of my staring. 
Their control was astonishing. When they came 
together for class breathing exercises there was 
a sound like a mighty wind or a strong tide.

�This is Daoist dancing,� explained Alex Boyd, 

Wushu is an all-embracing term used to describe the many 
different styles of tai chi, internal and external kung fu, 
martial arts and yoga practised in China. The martial arts 
�lm star Jet Li was China�s national wushu champion many 
times. Kevin Berry explains more about it

Students 
rehearsing 
for the Royal 
Albert Hall 
Dancefest. 
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