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editors

A
sian Americans are
among the fastest
growing groups in
Philadelphia; with a
population increase
of 140% since 1980.

At the same time, Asian
Americans are among the most
invisible, poorly served and
marginalized communities in
our region. Working-class
Asian American immigrants
and refugees are among the
city’s most impoverished. (The
$8,285 average per capita
income ranks below that of
whites, African Americans, and
Native Americans). Arts
programs organized by Asian
Americans United (AAU) and
the Philadelphia Folklore
Project serve mostly low-
income immigrant people with
limited English profiency living
in two of the major residential
concentrations of Asians in
Philadelphia: Chinatown and
South Philadelphia’s South 7th
Street neighborhood. Each
neighborhood is underserved
by city departments, social
service agencies, and
community organizations.
Each continually struggles with
ongoing racism, neglect, and
disinvestment. At the same
time, diminishing support for
public education has led to
massive cuts in programs for
children. What would have
been taken for granted a
generation ago as core parts of
a school experience—the
presence of arts, of crafts, of
extracurricular clubs—are
sacrificed to a short-sighted
slash-and-burn approach to
saving money.

This is the background
against which the essays in this
special issue should be read.
Through the Folklore Project’s
technical assistance programs,
artists residencies, and Dance
Happens Here initiative, and
through our collaboration with
Asian Americans United (AAU)

and the School District of
Philadelphia, we are working to
make folk arts resources for
change in some of our city’s
most neglected neighborhoods. 

Through our programs, Sifu
Cheung and Oliver Nie are
currently teaching Chinese
folk arts in Philadelphia’s
Chinatown, a 130-year-old
community with no public
school, recreation center, park,
playground or library. The
majority of the 4,000 residents
work evening and early
morning jobs in the poorly
paying restaurant and garment
industries, leaving little time
for culturally meaningful
family and community-based
activities. Language gaps
between parents and children,
and the disrespect and
disregard of US institutions are
among the factors putting
Chinatown children and the
community further at risk. 74%
of Chinatown children live in
poverty. Often viewed by
policy makers as a dining and
tourist zone rather than as a
residential neighborhood,
Chinatown has been shaped
by the interests of commerce
and consequently hemmed in
by city projects: an expressway,
urban mall, convention center,
commuter rail tunnel and bus
terminal—all urban
“improvement” projects
undertaken within the last 30
years at the expense of our
community. In the face of this
history, the city’s plan last year
to build a baseball stadium in
Chinatown was criminal. 

Leendavy Koung and
Chamroeun Yin teach
Cambodian arts in two
elementary schools in the
city’s South 7th Street
neighborhood, home to one
of the highest concentrations
of Asians in the city. Most are
refugees from Cambodia,
Laos, and Vietnam with
limited English proficiency.

Since the public library in
this neighborhood was shut
down in 1993, few programs
serve Asian children and

youth. Facing pressure from
European neighbors, the
Cambodian temple serving 
this community is 
considering leaving. 

We see the youth folk arts
ensembles led by these artists
as central to developing a
culturally relevant language for
social change. By this, we
don’t mean simply translating
English to Khmer or Chinese
or Korean. We must reinstate
and revitalize tools that have
traditionally been used to
name experience, convey
values, and enable collective
action. We see the develop-
ment of youth folk arts
ensembles, the building of
community festivals, the
reclaiming of history, and the
empowering of under-
employed artists as central to
the business of making art that
is adequate to the task of
translating peoples’
experiences in the artistic
languages they recognize,
know and value. And we see
these acts of naming as
necessary and revolutionary
steps in the contexts in which
we work, and in the struggle
for community transformation.
Through collaborations with
AAU, the School District and
others, PFP continues to
search for options for
communities and artists whose
choices have become
increasingly limited.

— Debora Kodish, PFP

Deborah Wei, Office of

Curriculum Support,

School District of

Philadelphia

from the
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I
magine New Year’s Eve in

Philadelphia’s Chinatown. As

midnight nears, elders from

the community’s various

associations light incense and

offer prayers. Then the drums

and gongs sound as lion dancers

come forward, making their way

down narrow stairs and into the

streets, going from one

association’s door to 

the next to complete the rituals of 

New Year. This night in Chinatown

is a night of liberation, the one 

night of the year when the 

Chinese community owns the

neighborhood’s streets. And on this

night, time-honored folk arts are

used for the sacred sustained

practice of maintaining culture 

and community.

Why are folk arts so seldom
seen as progressive or political?
Why are those who practice rit-
ual and tradition often labeled
quaint or seen as doing some-
thing safe and non-threatening? 

Imagine the sounds of footsteps,

as, adults, and elders walk the side-

walks bordering the high walls of

Girard College—a Philadelphia insti-

tution that in 1968 still refuses to

open its doors to people of color.

Sometimes protesters chant.

Sometimes they walk silently. Most

carry signs or wear placards strung

over their shoulders, demanding an

end to the school’s racist policies.

They march surrounded by armed

lines of police.

Images of progressive activism
—of protests, demonstrations,
chants, and civil disobedience—

are taught and passed on within
communities, through oral tra-
dition and shared practice, just
like the most “classic” of folk
arts. Why is the practice of
working for justice so infre-
quently seen as a tradition? 
Why are artifacts of political
expression so rarely seen as 
art-making? 

These troubling invisibilities 

are a challenge to educators,

activists and folklorists who strug-

gle to shape a critical folklore and

a pedagogy for liberation.

Unspeakable dangers, 
unspeakable loves:  the 
politics of folklore

Folk arts are compelling to

many people, including educators,

Chinatown’s
unified opposition

to the proposed
stadium included

drums supplied
by Sifu Cheung’s
kung fu academy

Photo:
Rodney Atienza 
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who see these traditions as accessi-

ble ways to introduce “diversity”

into their classrooms and lives,

and also as tremendously impor-

tant alternatives to the values, arts,

and options offered by mainstream

commercial culture. Folklore offers

a way to talk about “beauty” within

all cultures, to explore cross-

cultural similarities and to reach

for continuities and common

bonds. Folklore can be a strategy

for inclusion, a way of naming

everyone as part of a human fami-

ly, and a way of making connec-

tions between the school and the

community. Insofar as any of us

grow outside the initial “givens” of

our lives, this movement toward

embracing the “other” allows many

of us a first step past the con-

straints of learned borders. This

approach begins a process of

respecting diversity and

practicing pluralism.

And then there is an opposing

position. The words “folk art”

strike terror in the hearts of those

multiculturalists who shun the “F”

words—foods, festivals, folk

dances, folk tales, famous people,

flags and February. For them, such

superficial approaches to “diversify-

ing the curriculum” have cost the

field of multicultural education a

critical edge. From this perspective,

folk arts are seen as the fluff and

dross of which a “tourist” curricu-

lum is built, keeping critical discus-

sions of race, class, and gender

from American classrooms. Folk

arts are shunned for other reasons

as well. When asked, students often

define folk arts as “something old

or something that gets passed

down” and hence something of

absolutely no relevance for them.

One group of predominantly Asian

American students we worked with

described folk arts as “a bunch of

stereotypes.” 
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by Debora Kodish and Deborah Wei
Pang Xiong 

Sirirathasuk Sikoun (left)
teaching paj ndaub. 
Photo: Jane Levine

Koung Peang (right)
shows Ry Khem how to

put on  lakhon bassac 
make-up, 1993. 

Photo: Bill Westerman

On one hand, 

what is considered

to be “risky” in

classrooms is often

simply a part of

everyday practice

in homes and 

communities.

s t r u g g l e
bringing folklore and social change into the classroom



T
hese two approaches to

folk arts education are

grounded in opposed and

emotional positions. In

effect, people love folk-

lore because it is risky or

hate folklore because it is safe. But

both these identifications come

from places of privilege and dis-

tance. We believe that these are the

perspectives of teachers and

schools, of institutions outside

communities, not those of people

who are living the experiences

communicated so effectively

through folk traditions.

On one hand, what is consid-

ered to be “risky” in classrooms is

often simply a part of everyday

practice in homes and communi-

ties. For example, classroom dis-

cussions of race are often viewed

as risky. But race permeates nearly

every aspect of daily existence for

people of color in this country.

Observations about race are cata-

lysts for stories around dinner

tables, asides to friends who share

one’s experiences, and lessons

taught to help children who 

negotiate their positions in a racist 

society. Traditional stories and 

wisdoms marking the dangers of

life are, within communities of

color, considered commonplace

necessities. They only come to be

viewed as risky, dangerous, or edgy

in our classrooms.

On the other hand, foods and

festivals are viewed as “safe” in

classrooms. For practitioners of

folk arts—those whose language is

devalued and whose forms of 

cultural production are taken as

strange or exotic—practicing their

art is an often difficult and daily act

of resistance. Folk arts may be

shared only under conditions of

relative and often hard-won safety

in everyday life, in the privacy of

the home or among peers in com-

munities of common culture. What

appears to be “safe” in the class-

room becomes risky for those who

find real meaning and value in the

practice of these folk arts in places

far removed from school. The risks

faced include misinterpretation,

exoticization, commodification,

and having to explain over and

over. Practicing folk arts outside

classroom settings can involve

great sacrifice, unbending defiance,

and courage in the face of vilifica-

tion. If these dangers are silenced

or erased so that the folklore pre-

sented in our classrooms appears

safe, one more danger has 

been added.

Basic common sense should tell

us that a festival which takes

months of preparation and lasts all

night in a community setting is not

the same as a one-hour event in a

classroom. And a story recited in a

classroom to earn a grade can

never be the same as a story told to

maintain your sanity and spirit.

What does it mean when we act as

if these experiences are the same? 

Blanche Epps grows and cans

her own vegetables and cultivates

herbs from heritage seeds passed

down and saved from her great-

great-grandparents. They grew

these plants for their own suste-

nance and survival, in secret, as

acts of resistance to enslavement.

The spirit of resistance in these

foodways, the responsibility to

resist, and the responsibility to

name and honor those acts of

resistance should be central to

what we value as education. If we

bring Mrs. Epps’s African American

southern cooking into schools for

a “multicultural meal” without 

providing any meaningful context,

we are rendering invisible the 

critical and dangerous knowledge

that is essential to understanding

the power of her art. We are 

denying the real and continuing

dangers, sacrifices, costs and risks

that these arts present. And we are 

losing the possibility of the kind of

liberation education that this folk

art can allow.

Why are food, festivals and 

folklore so easily dismissed? We 

wonder if the answer hasn’t a great

deal to do with gender, race and

class. Who does the cooking? Who

makes the festivals? To whom are

these forms meaningful? 

A critical folklore and a 
pedagogy for liberation

Consider some of the lessons

taught through folklore and outside

official institutions. A first and basic

lesson has to do with learning how

to recognize and create safe spaces

to speak from the heart. A second

has to do with finding trustworthy

community vehicles for passing on

useful information and critical analy-

ses. The forms of folklore—recogniz-

able genres, tried and true expres-

sions—can also offer alternative and

powerfully relevant measuring sticks

to judge learning. 
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Photos:
Chamroeun Yin 
(far left and far

right) and Koung
Peang (middle
three photos)

teaching Cambodian
folk arts to children

(l-r) Leap Koung,
Sidany Kuong,

Sokha Phy, Sidany
Kuong, and  an

unidentified student.
Photos (l-r) by  

René Marquez,
Jane Levine and

Thomas B. Morton

Sites of struggle /continued from p. 5



We need to recognize that folk

pedagogy happens inside and 

outside school hours—whenever

someone decides that learning is

necessary. People talk about “walk-

ing the walk” and “following in the

footsteps” of others, about “taking 

a stand,” “standing firm,” and

“standing tall.” Such folklore gives

us ways

of 

naming

valued

forms

of

behav-

ior. It is

a truism

that 

traditional arts and culture serve to

present lessons of responsibility,

persistence and community. But in

today’s climate of “ethnic chic,” a

vessel traditionally used to pass on

values and morals has become an

empty shell—something else to be

bought, sold or traded. Whether the

transaction involves money, grades,

or social recognition, culture and

folk art forms are judged only in

terms of their face value. When this

happens, we miss the deeper

lessons taught by these alterna-

tive forms—lessons that have rel-

evance for educational reform. 

Current educational reform

movements focus on standards,

high stakes tests, graduation and

promotion requirements. But if all

these reforms are achieved tomor-

row, will it really mean that our

children are truly educated? How

is the current form of education

meaningful to our children and

our communities? We are propos-

ing that those of us in education,

and those of us in folklore, use the

power we have seen in the cre-

ation of folk arts to build a new

vision for educational reform. If an

education system used the funda-

mental structures, markers, inten-

tions and values of folk arts as its

core, what would that system look

like? Consider some implications

of folklore for curriculum, peda-

gogy, standards and assessment.

What is an education? What
does education have to do with
the lives of our children? We often

tell young people that they need

an education to “get a job.” Many

folk artists are grounded in an

ethics and a set of values that chal-

lenge mainstream education and

economics: they do not equate all

art with entertainment, do not see

art or learning as goods to be

exchanged for dollars, and do not

primarily seek satisfaction in indi-

vidual fulfillment or “success.”

Blanche Epps and other folk artists

offer alternative and fundamentally

counter-institutional value systems.

Our friend Chamroeun Yin survived

the killing fields in Cambodia when

many of the practitioners of court

dance were killed precisely because

they were dancers. Mr. Yin now

teaches Khmer dance because he

needs to: for those who went before

and for those who will come after. 

A
lthough we fight for equi-

ty in funding and real

opportunities for Mr. Yin

and other artists, we

deeply respect the fact

that many of these artists

see knowledge as rightfully belong-

ing to the community, rather than

to themselves alone. They see it as

fundamentally wrong to hold on to

knowledge for personal benefit or

isolated use. They will practice

their art—even in the face of mini-

mal resources or none at all. Mr.

Yin and many others have been

stunningly undeterred by the lack

of tangible resources and by

racism, disregard, ignorance, and

lack of public mention. While

many folk artists are silenced by

these and a host of other burdens,

an astonishing number of folk

artists still persevere in passing on

the knowledge that they believe is

critically important for the good of

the community. One key lesson we

learn from folk arts—and from

effective social change move-

ments—is exactly what Mr. Yin and

others know: while we struggle for

social justice, we cannot forget to

keep passing on knowledge. 
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People talk about “walking the walk” and “following 

in the footsteps” of others, about “taking a stand,” 

“standing firm,” and “standing tall.” Such folklore 

gives us ways of naming valued forms of behavior.

[Continued on page 8 ➝ ]



In education, it means that we have

an unremitting responsibility, no 

matter what, to pass on the 

knowledge that our communities

need in order to resist oppression,

survive and thrive. 

Who owns and makes 
knowledge? Who has access to
knowledge? What is knowledge for?
Most people have had moments of

transformation through stories. We

have had times when we heard the

truth—painful, terrifying, liberating

and joyful—and times when our

experiences were named in the sto-

ries of others. The stories that name

these critical experiences exist in

our communities and our collective

memories. The existence and legiti-

macy of those stories and the need

to search for them are lessons we

learn from folklore. Folklore

reminds us that those stories have

to become the center, not the

periphery, of our education. 

Who teaches? How do we teach?
For what purposes? We may have

answers, but they aren’t the only

ones. Consider Koung Peang’s class

in Cambodian folk opera, lakhon

bassac, where everyone studied all

the roles. The purpose was not just

to ensure a never-ending supply of

understudies, or to remind a for-

getful actor of his or her lines.

Students learned all the roles to

fulfill their responsibility to reteach

the stories and know them as a

whole. The pedagogy embodies

collectivity. What is taught is the

responsibility of every student in

the class to the whole—and not

just the whole performing troupe,

but the whole community, and not

just the community as it exists now,

but also the elders who passed on

the tradition and the descendants

who will inherit it. A clear commit-

ment to collective good and social

justice raises standards in ways that

reams of printed mandates cannot.

Such a pedagogy understands that

how we teach must always be

informed by why we teach. 

What is excellence? How do we
know it? What are our standards

and what do they measure? These

are currently big questions in the

field of education. What does folk

art have to teach us there? When we

assisted Chinese traditional folk

artists in applying for a major fel-

lowship in the arts, we were

stumped by one of the require-

ments. The application asked for a

work sample: slides or video or

audio showing the artist perform-

ing. But all the artists we spoke to

said, “We aren’t the ones you

should be looking at. In China, a

traditional artist’s mastery is mea-

sured by the performance of our

students. People look at the stu-

dents, and from the students, they

know who is a good teacher, and

from that they know who is a mas-

ter artist. And it is not just the stu-

dent’s artistic performance that is

measured, but the moral character.

If the student is an excellent dancer

but a bad human being, the teacher

did not meet a high standard.”

What if our standards measured us

by looking at the people whose

lives we impacted, the good we

have done for the community? By

these standards, knowledge is

important, but what is most impor-

tant is what that knowledge means

for the whole community. 

Aaron’s story
We want to place all of this in the

context of a story about a child

named Aaron. Aaron was five years

old when he announced one day

that he didn’t want to be Chinese.

When his mother asked him why

not, he answered, “Because

Chinese people are stupid.”

Incredulous, his mother asked why

he thought Chinese people were

stupid. Aaron said, “In school,

everyone calls me ‘stupid Chinese

boy.’” So his mother asked, “Is

Mommy stupid? Is Daddy stupid? Is

Grandpa stupid? Is Auntie stupid?”

On and on, and to each question,

Aaron answered “No.”

“So why do you think Chinese

people are stupid?” asked his

mother. And his answer: “Because

everyone says so.” Improvising, his

mother grabbed a number of his

toys and pointed to the “made in

China” labels. In desperation, she

asked him, “If Chinese people are

so stupid, why do they know how

to make such cool toys?” It was a

short-term answer to a long-term

dilemma.

But Aaron’s identity was saved by

folk art. One day, his mother was

walking in Philadelphia’s Chinatown

when she saw her old Sifu, her

Sites of struggle /continued from p. 7
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Lion dancers, and
Aaron Chau perform-
ing kung fu, both at
Mid-Autumn 
Festival, 2000. 
Photos: Rodney 
Atienza

kung fu teacher. Sifu looked at

Aaron and said, “Do you want to

come and study kung fu?” Aaron

looked at him, his eyes wide, and

said “Yeah.” He started kung fu

classes—and after that he became

proud of being Chinese. His kung

fu school is the one place in

Philadelphia where all the other

guys are listening to the Chinese guy.

N
ow, at ten, Aaron negoti-

ates his identity and

world in a very different

way. He loves kung fu.

He lives to go to class.

When Aaron lion dances,

he knows he is carrying more than

a lion head on his shoulders. He

carries a responsibility to the com-

munity—the responsibility of creat-

ing celebration, of holding tradition

as a source of strength. And every

night, before he leaves kung fu

school, he stops and stares at the

wall of photographs that feature his

Sifu, his Sifu’s Sifu, and the Sifu

before him. He knows he carries a

debt to them as well. His Chinese

American friends all know he’s a

lion dancer in Chinatown, but he

doesn’t let any of his other friends

or his teachers know. When he

needs to lion dance, he asks that

his excuse notes say he has a doc-

tor’s appointment. He says, “They

won’t understand at school. They’ll

laugh at me. They think kung fu is

like those dumb movies they see on

Saturdays where the Chinese guys

are all speaking stupid English.

Besides, they think kung fu is some-

thing really different and if I say I

practice it, they’ll think I’m trying

to brag or something. I don’t want

to have to explain it all the time.” 

One day, Aaron underwent an

interview by a graduate student

doing research on multiple intelli-

gence. Later, when asked what

questions he had to respond to, he

said, “Oh, she asked me stuff like

‘Who do you admire?’ ‘Who do you

think is a hero?’ ‘What do you do

best?’” His mother asked him what

he thought of those questions.

Without missing a beat, he said,

“Well, I really admire my Sifu. He

teaches me lots of stuff. Not just

kung fu. He teaches me Chinese,

and tells me how to be a good per-

son and how to help others. And

Wong Fei Hung was a real hero in

China. Of course, I think the thing

I do best is kung fu.” His mother

said, “Oh, so did the woman have

questions about what you said?”

Aaron looked puzzled. “I didn’t tell

her that stuff. I told her I admired

you and Dad. I told her what I did

best was soccer. I told her I didn’t

know any heroes.” 

Somewhere, someone is writing

an evaluation of Aaron based on

answers that bear no resemblance

to what he really thinks or feels. At

his young age, he already has decid-

ed—rightly or wrongly—how to

negotiate the borders of his life. He

already knows that the folk art he

learns has complexities and depth

which cross lines of culture, lan-

guage and race in ways that he does

not want to have to explain. We do

not believe that these lines are so

deep that they cannot be

addressed. But Aaron sees that in

the current educational atmosphere

at his school, the lessons he learns

at kung fu class—the ones that tell

him how to be a good person, how

to practice patience, self-control,

and meditation, and how to dance

his heart out for the community—

are obscured by the assumptions

people have about the art form he

practices. Furthermore, these

lessons are lost and these teachings

are not valued in the education

system that we all have helped cre-

ate. Anyway, as a ten year old it

should hardly be Aaron’s role to

build those bridges, to create the

processes, which would help

to communicate the complexity and

values he wishes could

be conveyed. 

Coda
Aaron’s story, like that of other folk

artists and activists in our commu-

nities, can push us to think about

values, ethics and morality. His

story can push us to think about

complexity. And it pushes us to

consider the silences, the omis-

sions, the truths that we render

unspeakable because we aren’t try-

ing to hear. His story reminds us

that our best teachers don’t always

call themselves teachers, that our

best lessons aren’t always found in

books, and that our sites of strug-

gle neither begin nor end at the

classroom door. 



I didn’t dance 
after I left Changsha

I
was born in China, in 1943, before 

liberation. My home was in

Changsha, the capital of Hunan

province. I was the second of five

brothers and sisters. We had a very hard

life. I was pretty poor growing up. My

father had to support his whole

extended family, and his income as a

clerk was not so high. 

by Oliver Nie    
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My mother was a teacher.

Sometimes, she taught in the big

cities, and sometimes she taught

in the countryside. And when

she was in the countryside, I

always followed and sat in and

so I began school very, very

early—maybe when I was just

three or four. 

My father liked to sing

Chinese opera and folk songs

and my mother liked to play

some musical instruments. She

played the flute— we call it

"xiao." It sounds very beautiful.

We children all liked art, singing,

and dancing. You know, my

brother, he can play violin,

accordion, and erhu, the two-

stringed fiddle, and my sisters all

play traditional Chinese instru-

ments: erhu, violins, others.

When I was very young, I

liked anything that had to do

with the arts. I learned how to

dance and to sing, but I never

had the idea that I would take

dance as my career. In China,

there are art teachers in all the

schools, and they find talented

kids and give them chances to

practice. I was just five, six, or

seven when I started to learn

dances. I know that when I was

young I was really a very good

pupil! The teachers and my

classmates all liked me. I was a

really good boy. A nice boy.

In China, after liberation, the

government paid attention to

the young kids’ all-around

health, including their moral

and artistic development. Each

big city had a Youth and

Pioneers Palace that was a spe-

cial place for young people to

go and have fun and receive arts

education. Each of the 80 to 100

middle schools in a city would

get to choose four or five of

their best students who were

also talented in arts. But your

grades had to be really good.

That was very important. So all

those who were chosen to go

the Palace were the all-around

well-developed kids. 

I was chosen when I was 12

or 13. At the audition, the teach-

ers first looked to see if your

body and appearance were

good. Then, you had an individ-

ual test. They asked you to sing.

Music is the soul of dance. If

you want to dance, you must be

a good singer. You must have a

feeling for the music. So they

checked your singing to see if

you could sing with feeling.

That’s very important. And then,

11

The good students
always changed

their steps because
they moved accord-

ing to the music.
But the bad stu-

dents would just do
movements that

they had already
learned. They

would ignore the
music. That’s no

good.

[Continued on following page ➝ ]

Oliver Nie
and his students
practicing folk dance
at Asian Americans
United.
Photos: Rodney 
Atienza
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they let you listen to a piece of

music that you had never heard

before. And they said, "Hey,

you—just dance to this music."

Many young kids would feel

confused. They would say, "Well,

I never heard this music. I don’t

know how it goes." And they

would say, "It doesn’t matter.

You just dance." And at this

time, you had to try your best to

dance in the music. The good

students always changed their

steps because they moved

according to the music. But the

bad students would just do

movements that they had

already learned. They would

ignore the music. That’s no

good. After all this, if the teach-

ers felt that you might still be a

candidate for training, they

would ask you to perform, and

you would audition the piece

you had prepared.

When I was 12, I started at

the Palace. I went there every

Saturday, and sometimes on

Sunday. We had a special

teacher. They gave us some

training and a chance to learn

some different dances, and

sometimes they gave us a

chance to perform. That lasted

three years for me. I had some

very good friends in that group.

They were all the top students

in the city. I felt proud to be a

member. The Palace was a real

good place for me. I always

thought about it and just couldn’t

wait to go there. I had to walk a

long distance. But that didn’t

stop any of us. Everyone was

just longing to go there and to

enjoy that life. During that time,

I think I got the idea that I want-

ed to be a professional dancer.

But my parents strictly opposed

this because they wanted me to

go to college. And my principal,

my teachers—they all wanted

me to go to college because I

was a very good student. But I

made up my mind. I really want-

ed to be a dancer. I liked to be

on stage. Even now, I’m old so

normally, I have a very low spir-

it. But if I get on the stage, the

audience gives you applause,

they clap their hands, and you

feel as though you are in high

spirits. You can’t help laughing.

You can’t help feeling inspired

and you just want to give them

your art. You want people to

enjoy the art with you. So, up to

now, I still have that feeling. Yes,

that’s true.

You know, Chinese teachers

are very strict, but the teachers

at the Palace were very kind.

They didn’t have to be mean,

because the students were

among the best. All of the stu-

dents in this group later gradu-

ated from very good schools—

Beijing University, Qinghua

University, Nanjing University. As

for me, I graduated from

Nanjing-Wuhan University.

(These are all famous colleges.)

We loved our teachers very

much. They were really good

teachers. Three years ago, in

1996, I went back to China and

I went to see my teacher, Chen

Qi. He is now very old, maybe

about 80, but when he saw me,

he was very happy. He still

remembered me. Each time any

of us get back to our home-

town, we all have a party with

our teacher. We all love him and

respect him very much. He him-

self was a middle school music

teacher, but in his spare time,

he taught in the Palace. 

When I received professional

training in my province, we

learned ballet, but we didn’t

have a real ballet troupe. In bal-

let, you must stretch your foot

and point your toes. But in

Chinese dance, you must flex

your ankle and that is very, very

different. If you flex your ankle,

your muscles will get tighter and

it’s more difficult. But if you can

do this well, then to dance bal-

let will be easier. 

Oliver Nie teaching his
folk dance 
students. 

Photos: Rodney Atienza

I didn’t dance after I left Changsha /continued from p. 11

I liked to be on stage. Even now, I’m old so normally, I
have a very low spirit. But if I get on the stage, the

audience gives you applause, they clap their hands,
and you feel as though you are in high spirits. 

You can’t help laughing.
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We have a great variety of

Chinese arts, especially dance. At

least, I think before the Cultural

Revolution. Then, all the arts

had to conform to a political

aim. So everything had to incor-

porate some political slogans.

But young kids still enjoyed the

creative side as well. 

I think that Chinese dance is

a branch of Chinese opera. And I

think opera has something like a

2000-year history, and Chinese

dance also. In dance, we have

some influences from other

nations. During the Tang

Dynasty, which was thriving and

very strong, people from all over

the world came to Chang-An, the

capital. They brought their own

culture and their own art. China

absorbed some of the art. 

Chinese dance is divided into

classical, folk and national.

Three different kinds. What we

call folk dance is Han dance. In

China, the Han are the majority

people, making up about 95% of

the population. The rest of the

population are about 58 nation-

alities, such as Mongolians,

Tibetans, Koreans, Miao, Dai,

and others. The folk dance of

other groups would actually be

called nationality dances and

they have their own styles that

are quite different than Chinese

dance. But these different

nations also have both their clas-

sical dance and their folk dance.

Each nation has its own history.

For instance, during the Yuan

Dynasty, the Mongolian national-

ity was the ruling class and the

king was Mongolian. At that

time, they had their classical

dance. But time changes and cul-

ture also develops. And now,

they also have their folk and

modern dance. In some

Mongolian dances, the dress is

traditional. The women have

gowns. Very noble. And the

movements are like all the noble

ladies. That is classical dance. It’s

defined by class. In folk dance,

people don’t live in the court,

but in the grasslands, so their

movements are very vigorous

and very open—such as riding a

horse, or something like that.

It’s quite different. We can tell.

So, after middle school, you

needed to decide what school

you would apply for. At that

time, I wanted to go to the arts

department of the teacher’s col-

lege, but my parents didn’t want

me to be a performer. But I

made up my mind and applied

and I was accepted. Hunan

province is very big—I think the

population is 40 million or

more. And this school had to

admit students from the whole

province, so only four of us from

Changsha got in. 

This was in 1959. I should

have studied there for four years

to get my diploma, but during

that time, the Hunan Song and

Dance Ensemble was going to

Beijing for the Tenth Anniversary

Celebration of the founding of

the People’s Republic of China.

They needed some good actors

and dancers. They came to my

school and picked me to join the

troupe. I was just 16, the

youngest member.

It’s very funny. Our teachers

told me they were going to

found a dance troupe. So when

the provincial troupe wanted to

take us, the teachers had an

argument. They didn’t want to

send me off. They wanted to

keep the good students so that

they could form their own dance

troupe. So at that time, I think I

received the teachers’ ideas. I

ran away and cried. I wanted to

finish my education and to be a

good dancer.

But anyway, at the age of 16, I

was picked to be part of the

provincial performing troupe

and had to prepare for national

celebrations in Beijing. That is

the point when I turned from a

student into a worker—a dancer.

It was a good opportunity for

me. I had never left my home-

town before. I traveled all over

the country, first to Beijing, then

Tianjin, Shenyang, Chang Cheng,

Zi Ling, Guangzhou, Chungjing,

Wuhan—all the big cities. In this

troupe, there were 150 dancers,

actors and actresses. At each per-

formance, we had at least a thou-

sand people in the audience. It

was always in a big theater. We

[Continued on page 30 ➝ ]



The
story 
of 
Ki-Wook
Kim

K
i-Wook Kim has
been a p’ungmul-
kkun for over 30
years—a person
who performs
p’ungmul, a
Korean ritual that

incorporates drumming, dance,
drama and theater. I am a mem-
ber of SoRi-MoRi, “the gather-
ing of sound,” a cultural troupe
of first generation, 1.5 genera-
tion, and second generation
Korean Americans in Philadel-
phia. Through p’ungmul, we
learn about and experience
Korea’s cultural heritage, re-
discover our identities and our
roots as Korean Americans, and
discuss and act on social, cul-
tural, political, and economic

issues impacting our communi-
ties. Last year, Mr. Kim contact-
ed us to express his desire to
teach us. Needless to say, we
consider ourselves extremely
lucky to have met him and to
have him as a teacher.

I would like to introduce
p’ungmul to Philadelphia
through an account of Ki-Wook
Kim’s life. An artist’s life is a hard
one wherever you are, always
accompanied by financial diffi-
culties. In Korea, the perception
of p’ungmul-kkun may be differ-
ent from the perception of artists
in other areas. Today, in Korea,
artists who perform Western
classical music and dance are
treated as “real” artists, while
artists who perform Korean tra-

ditional music and dance are
treated as “workmen.” Korean
traditional art forms have long
been despised thanks to the
influence of Chinese Confucian-
ism, Christian ideology, the
“obligation policy” under Japan-
ese colonization, and, in the
1970s, the New Village Move-
ment, the modernization policy
of President Chunghee Park. 

I went to Mr. Kim’s house on
January 12, 2001, to talk about
his life. Like most p’ungmul-
kkun, he likes to share food and
drink, give out what he has, and
care for others. 

Mr. Kim grew up near
Kyung-Ju Kim village, a place
between Su-Won and Yong-In
in the middle western part of14

by Ju-Yeon Ryu  

The
story 
of 
Ki-Wook
Kim

Ki-Wook Kim, p’ung-
mul artist, 2001.

Photo: Rodney Atienza
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the country, where Kim people
formerly from the Kyung-Ju
area of southeastern Korea had
settled. Mr. Kim’s ancestors
were aristocrats, and his parents
saw p’ungmul as music of the
lower classes. However, p’ung-
mul was the only entertainment
available at that time, and he
was curious about it. By the
time he went to middle school,
it was harder to see p’ungmul.
The reservoir in his village was
converted into an amusement
park, and p’ungmul was not the
only entertainment any more. 

Mr. Kim did not subscribe to
any specific organized religion
when he was young. He had
faith in what he called “totemism,”
which I, as a Korean scholar,
understand as “muism,” an
ancient Korean belief in which
every living thing in the uni-
verse has a life that must be
respected. He saw p’ungmul as
related to these beliefs. 

He was accepted as a Korean
literature major at Sangji Uni-
versity in Won-Ju City, Kang-
won province, in 1981. He was
still curious about p’ungmul and
joined the p’ungmul club at

school, but was disappointed
because the group had devel-
oped from a club devoted to
Korean mask dance (t’al-ch’um),
in which p’ungmul was consid-
ered only as an accompaniment
genre. The members who want-
ed to focus on p’ungmul formed
a new club. Their skills were not
great, but they decided to go to
the rural areas and learn more
p’ungmul from real farmers.

At Bojeul p’ungmul training
center in the P’ilbong area, one
of Korea’s “living national trea-
sures,” Soon-Yong Yang,
cooked rice for them and taught
them p’ungmul. On the very last
night of their training, Master
Yang performed Yong-San Da-
Du-Rae-Ki, a very refined and
complicated p’ungmul rhythm
originating in shamanist rituals.
When he heard this, Mr. Kim
thought that it was a sound
from heaven, not one initiated
by a human being. He quit
school and stayed in P’ilbong to
learn p’ungmul from Master
Yang and farming from the
villagers. Korean men were
excused from conscription while
they were in college, but auto-

matically lost their student
deferments if they quit school.
Mr. Kim had to do his military
service; he won lots of prizes in
army talent shows because of
his p’ungmul skills. 

After his discharge from the
military in 1985, he did not
return to P’ilbong. This was very
unusual—traditionally, p’ung-
mul students would obey and
stay with their mentor for their
lifetime. Even if a student want-
ed to learn different styles of
p’ungmul, leaving a mentor and
learning p’ungmul from some-
one else was considered betrayal.
It was hard even to say that one
wanted to learn from other
teachers. This kind of mentor-
ship has changed now. Since
p’ungmul became popularized,
a student can take lessons
wherever he or she wants. Back
then, however, it must have
been a very difficult decision for
Mr. Kim to go to another men-
tor. He learned P’yongt’aek
Gat’aek Wut-da-ri-style p’ung-
mul from Eun-Chang Choi, but
he found the rhythms too easy.

The Sori-Mori
p’ungmul ensemble,
2001. Photo: Rodney
Atienza

[Continued on following page ➝ ] 



He then went to Seoul and
learned samulnori-style from
Kwang-Su Lee for two years.
Samulnori is the “sitting style”
of Korean drumming choreo-
graphed for Western theater
settings. Created by Duk-Su
Kim in 1978, samulnori does
not require lower body move-
ment.  Some Korean ethnogra-
phers and anthropologists think
of it not as traditional Korean
drumming, but as a “tourist”
art form. Others see it as signif-
icant because of its contribution
to publicizing Korean drum-
ming throughout the world. Mr.
Kim learned how to play k’k-
wanggwari, a small gong
played by the “lead” in p’ung-
mul, how to perform sangmo—
a hat with a long paper string
attached for swirling moves,
and how to play bu-po, a hat
with a bunch of pheasant feath-
ers planted on top of it. 

Around 1986, he met his
wife and got married. Mr. Kim
then went back to Su-Won and
started playing p’ungmul again,
instead of samulnori. He went
to the Korean Folk Village, a liv-
ing history museum and park
run by the government for
more than three decades pri-
marily as a site for foreign

tourists to experience Korean
traditional art, performances
and customs. In-Sam Chung, a
p’ungmul master, was the artistic
director of the p’ungmul perfor-
mance group at the park. Under
his instruction, Mr. Kim learned
Ik-San Wu-do, or Ee-Ri Wu-do-
style p’ungmul, one of the
orthodox p’ungmul styles. They
performed twice every day, at
noon and at three in the after-
noon, unless it rained. It was an
easy life. However, Mr. Kim
thought that he was not
improving his p’ungmul skills
and he quit. 

At this time he started his
own private studio for teaching
p’ungmul. He was named a
chief judge of the p’ungmul
evaluation board of the Korean
P’ungmul Association for
Kyung-Ki province. He also
received an award for best
choreography of Korean folk
music. He became famous, per-
forming here and there and
teaching his own pupils.
Despite his growing fame, he
was committed to learning and
decided to go to college to learn
Korean court music. He was
accepted as a Korean music
major at Yong-In University in
1994. This was a very difficult

time for him as a father and a
husband. Many people quit
p’ungmul because of financial
difficulties, but with the help of
his parents, who paid for his
tuition, Mr. Kim was able to
continue his education, perfor-
mances, and teaching. Even
though he was a student, his
extensive and unique experi-
ence and skills allowed him to
teach the professors of his
school. He taught countless stu-
dents at that time—one of
whom he met recently in
Philadelphia. What a small
world!  

Mr. Kim’s feelings about
p’ungmul are complex. He first
started learning it because he
liked it. For a time, he per-
formed it because he “just
did.” Finally, he performed
because he needed money. He
started disliking p’ungmul
when he was performing
because he had to do it to earn
a living. (When he was teaching
and relying on another job for
his income, he came to enjoy
p’ungmul again.) 

While attending Yong-In Uni-
versity, he taught at Gang-Nam
University as an adjunct faculty
member. He also served as a
judge for p’ungmul competi-
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tions which provided “fame
without money.” About this
time, he applied for a job with a
regular salary as a performer in
the Kyung-ki province perform-
ing troupe. In 1998, while play-
fully wrestling with a friend, he
injured his knee and had to
undergo knee surgery. In 1999,
he injured his fingers while he
was doing housework and
underwent surgery on his right
hand. After his surgeries, he felt
that he could no longer give his
students advice or comments
about their performances.
Although he might have contin-
ued to teach, even with reduced
use of his knee and hand, he
said, “My way…my art…
collapsed…on the spur of the
moment…” He could not finish
the sentence. I could not say any-
thing; I just looked at my note-
book. He could have continued
actively performing p’ungmul
had he chosen to do samulnori.
But, he continued, “I do not like
sitting style, samulnori-style, and
I do not even do it…”

Mr. Kim is a naturalist, a believ-
er in nature. To an artist like him,

these injuries are fatal blows. He
thought of himself as disabled, as
a man without a leg and a hand.
He decided to emigrate to the
U.S. to start a new life. 

When I asked Mr. Kim what
kinds of thing we should know
as people who practice p’ung-
mul, he answered, “P’ungmul is
an art. If you do anything long
enough to become a master,
you have this shape—atmos-
phere in and around you. The
audience can see it while you
are performing. They can see
something that they cannot see
while you are not performing.”
He believes that we, as p’ung-
mul-kkun, people of p’ungmul,
should have pride in ourselves
because p’ungmul is the most
complicated, skillful, and best
music in the world. He thinks
that p’ungmul people generally
do not have such pride. P’ung-
mul should, he thinks, be more
widely known and become a
music of the world that every-
body can enjoy because it is a
music that can bond people into
one being. 

Mr. Kim plays dae-geum, a

Korean flute, and learned a little
bit of Korean folk dance while
he played p’ungmul for other
artists. He thinks that both Kore-
an folk and masked dance origi-
nated from p’ungmul. “P’ungmul
is a dance!” he says, yet he also
thinks that confining it to
“dance” is too limiting. He said,
“P’ungmul is p’ungmul. It is not
dance, it is not music. P’ung
means ‘wind.’ Mul means
‘thing.’ Therefore, it is a thing
with wind. P’ungmul is the
sound of nature— with fascina-
tion and without worries.”
Dance without music is mute
and dance is a speech for music.
P’ungmul is something you
dance and play at the same
time.

I asked him, “What is the
function of p’ungmul in modern
Korean society?” He mentioned
Chinese opera, noting that
many Chinese people love their
opera and are eager to see it
because it is their traditional
music and dance and contains
the essence of their national
spirit. Ironically, he observes

[Continued on page 31 ➝ ] 17
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Cliff Lee (left)
and Sori-Mori
p’ungmul ensemble.
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ifu Cheung and his students are an integral part of Philadelphia Chinatown’s major

events—Chinese New Year, Mid-Autumn Festival, business openings, weddings

and other celebrations. They have performed all around the Philadelphia area,

including the Thanksgiving and Independence Day parades, universities, colleges,

and many primary and secondary schools, and they have been featured in several

media presentations about Chinatown and Chinese New Year. They average

between 12 and 15 major performances a year. In addition, Sifu Cheung directs his own kung fu

academy, which he opened in 1977 and has been running ever since. He teaches Hung Gar-style

kung fu, in which there are some 40 forms, each one taking students between three and six

months to master. While the basic forms are the same in each kung fu tradition, each school and

each Sifu develops a particular style and innovations. For Sifu Cheung, kung fu is just one arm of

a program of moral character development; therefore he also teaches Chinese language and

calligraphy, Chinese painting and Chinese chess to the students in his academy. A remarkable

and dedicated teacher, Sifu Cheung Shu Pui  is currently teaching students in a folk arts education

program organized by the PFP and Asian Americans United. Here, he shares something of his story.
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by Sifu Cheung Shu Pui

Facing page: Sifu
Shu Pui Cheung in
his Hung Gar Kung
Fu studio, in front
of photographs of
his teachers, 2001.
Photo: Rodney
Atienza

This page, clock-
wise: Sifu Cheung
(far left, 2nd row)
in the Chung Saan
Middle School,
Hong Kong, July 8,
1960.

Sifu’s sifu’s sifu
(his teacher’s
teacher): Tung
Fang, c. 1952,
at 75. 

Sifu’s sifu (his
teacher), Ho Lap
Tin, in Hong Kong.

Sifu, in cat stance
(kwan do),
Philadelphia, 1984. 
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hen I was young, life was very
hard and difficult. My father
worked in the Kaitek
International Airport in Hong
Kong as a fire department
officer. I had five brothers and
two younger sisters. In those
days, the government had some
dormitories for the workers
inside Kaitek Airport, and we
lived there in the government
housing. 

I studied at Chung Saan
Middle School. The students
were all very poor. At that time,
my family didn’t have any
money. I studied and
completed elementary school
and graduated from Form One
(which is the equivalent of
about seventh grade in the
United States) and after that, I
didn’t have formal schooling. I
went out to work and started
working at Kingwah Hotel
where I opened doors and
carried suitcases and things
like that. I was about sixteen
years old. 

When I was about 18, I
worked at the Kaitek Airport as a
ground worker, moving luggage
and doing other types of work.
At that time, there were a lot of
movies out about Wong Fei
Hung, a legendary kung fu
master and herbal doctor,
starring a very famous actor
called Kuan Dak Hing. When I
saw those movies, I got very
interested in Hung Gar Kung Fu.
I thought this could really teach
someone how to be a good
person. I decided to go out and
look for a Sifu to study with. 

At that time, I had already
moved to Shaukiwan on Hong
Kong island. I saw my Sifu’s
name, Ho Lap Tin, there, near
Sai Wan Ho, about a 15-minute
walk from my house. I went to
look this Sifu up and then I
immediately went into his
school to study kung fu. I didn’t
know anything at that time. I
was really kind of silly. I just
watched a movie and then went
out to look for a Sifu.

The first time I went to the
kung fu school, I burned candles

and incense for the ceremonies
and rituals to study kung fu. I
bowed to the god Kuan Gung.
(Kuan Gung is a warrior god. He
is known for his loyalty. He is
something like a patron saint to
police officers, firefighters and
workers.) Then, I started to
learn how to do horse stance. I
was a little scared because my
Sifu at that time was very stern
and strict. For the first two or
three years, I didn’t talk to him
very much at all. At that time, my
Sifu never talked much to the
students. The older students—
the older brothers in the
school—talked to Sifu. The
younger students—the younger
brothers—never talked to Sifu. If
we saw him, we said hello, and
when we left the school, we said
good night to him, but that was
it. We would very rarely go out

for tea or go out for dinner with
Sifu. So I didn’t know all of
Sifu’s history. I didn’t know
much at all.

Usually the older brothers in
the school taught me. After I had
studied for four years, my Sifu
started a National Martial Arts
Special Class to teach the more
attentive and obedient students.
That class consisted of a few of
my older brothers, a few of my
younger brothers, and myself.
Sifu began to teach us especially.
There were 11 or 12 of us who
were the heart of the school. We
had to help the master, listen to
what he said, follow him and
study him, and we couldn’t 
really oppose anything.

At that time, there were a lot
of people who came to study
for a short time, and then left.

Chinatown without lion dancers /continued from p. 19

Sifu Cheung in his
studio. Photo:

Rodney Atienza
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They didn’t have the patience
to stick it out and learn
everything. To learn kung fu,
you definitely need patience.
That’s the first requirement.
And after patience you need to
have time for yourself. After you
determine you have the time,
you need to practice hard—you
can’t fear difficulty or pain.
Those are the important
characteristics for studying
kung fu. At that time there
weren’t any women in my
school. I never saw women
studying. But I heard that there
had been girls who had come to
study with Sifu, but they didn’t
study very long. During the time
I studied, for seven years, I never

saw any women in the school.

After the special class started,
Sifu taught kung fu directly to
me. And at that time, I took a lot
of time to study tit da, Chinese
herbal medicine that deals with
bruises, sprains and contusions.
Sifu gave me some recipes for
herbal medicine. The
prescriptions are complicated
and consist of a lengthy list of
ingredients. He gave the recipes
to me and taught me how to
cook the medicine. My Sifu
didn’t really teach. He told me
to go stand aside and observe
how to cook and wrap the
medicine. He made us follow
him and watch him. We lived
together and slept at the school,
so we could study everything
with him all the time. At that
time, we talked a lot about how
to make the herbal medicine,
how to prepare and organize the
ingredients, and how to
examine patients and take care
of their wounds through
performing surgery. I also
helped my Sifu clean up

the kung fu school.

My Sifu was very serious
and detailed. For instance, he
carefully recorded all the kung
fu forms, the weapon forms,
and the fighting forms inside
of books. Also the herbal
prescriptions for tit da—all
were written down in books.
In the future, he would never
forget those things. I slowly
was given the kung fu steps
and forms and the
prescriptions for herbal
medicine. He eventually gave
me all the books.

Ho Lap Tin also gave me
some of his personal history
books to read. So I know he was
part of the anti-Japanese army,

an anti-imperialist who trained
anti-Japanese forces in hand-to-
hand combat in Canton during
World War II. In Hong Kong, he
was also the Sifu to the
fishermen who lived and
worked near the Shaukiwan fish
market. He wouldn’t tell the
students these things. In those
days, Sifus wouldn’t talk about
themselves to students unless
you were a student who was
with the Sifu all the time. Unless
you lived with him. Then maybe
you would be told. 

My Sifu gave me a lot of
information about the history of
Hung Gar Kung Fu as well.
Some of my older brothers
know this history. The others
didn’t. This is kind of a secret.
Sifu didn’t want everyone to
know because he didn’t want
everyone to know about his life.
Now there is all kind of stuff on
the internet about kung fu and
the history of Hung Gar form.
But the people on the internet
wouldn’t know anything about
my Sifu because he was a very

private guy. The things they say
about my Sifu are the things
they think up themselves. Only
the most beloved of the students
would really know my Sifu’s life
and his life story.

The stuff they write about
Hung Gar and other Sifus—
well, of course they can write
whatever they want. I don’t
know if what they write actually
follows what their own masters
told them. In the future, I will
write about the history of my
Sifu’s Sifu, my Sigung Tang
Fang’s history.

Every Sifu has his own kung
fu values. Twenty or 30 years
ago, very few of them had
values. The vast majority of Sifus

were not moral; a lot of them
were corrupt, they were
criminals. Many of the Sifus
were really bad people. They
really did know kung fu. But at
the time the government was
really messed up, and there was
the KMT and the Communist
party and the society was so
chaotic. So lots of the Sifus just
used kung fu for crime. 

When I wanted to study kung
fu, I went to Ho Lap Tin of
course because I could see how
he was and how he taught his
students. If you studied for half
a year anywhere, that’s enough
time to see if the Sifu is a good
person. I discovered that my
Sifu was a good person. He
wouldn’t teach anyone
gambling. I trusted his conduct.

First I was working as a
ground worker at the airport,
then as a messenger, and then I
took a test to be a foreman. I
was working as the assistant
foreman for about two years.

The future for Chinese martial arts doesn’t look great. 
Children now like to play basketball and soccer. To tell

them to do horse stance or to study fist forms—there are
very, very few kids who will have this kind of talent. And

making lion heads is almost a lost art in Hong Kong. 

[Continued on following page➝ ]



And so the position of foreman
—they should have given it to
me after that. But after the test,
they didn’t give it to me. They
gave it to another guy. And this
was really a disappointment. It
was really depressing. 

Right at that time, this other
Sifu came from Hawaii to Hong
Kong and was looking for a few
Sifus to come to America to
teach kung fu. At that time in
America, Bruce Lee was just
becoming popular, and all these
Americans wanted to learn kung
fu. So this Sifu decided he would
find partners in different cities
who wanted to try and start a
school. He came to Hong Kong
and found my Sifu and asked
him whether or not he had any
students who would like to go to

the United States to teach kung
fu. My Sifu asked all the older
brothers, but no one really
wanted to go. They had careers
that paid more than teaching
kung fu. So they didn’t want to
leave their wives and children to
go to America and teach kung fu.
But it was right at that time that I
didn’t get the promotion, and so
I thought I would go to Philadel-
phia for just one year. 

After I came to America, it was

so pitiful. I was alone and I
didn’t have any friends. I didn’t
speak English. I was extremely
lonely. It was also winter, so it
felt even more depressing. At
that time, every place had a
holiday vacation, and it was
Sunday, and everywhere was
closed. It wasn’t anything like
Hong Kong, where everything is
so lively. So I would sit at home
and wouldn’t know what I
should do. I couldn’t drive and I
didn’t know how to go anywhere.
It was really depressing.

After a year, I started to have a
little disagreement with that boss
because he kept telling me that I
had to teach people how to fight.
These American guys liked free
fighting. Sparring. But I wanted
to teach kung fu—fist forms,

two-man forms and weapon
forms. And I wanted to teach
Westerners the heart—the real
authentic Chinese kung fu. I
didn’t come here to teach
Americans how to fight. So I told
the boss, “You invited me here to
teach kung fu. I cannot teach
people to fight.” So the boss was
really unhappy.

This guy didn’t know
anything about kung fu. He
didn’t understand Chinese

values or morality. He wasn’t a
Chinese guy, he was an
American. I mean, the guy who
came to Hong Kong to recruit us
was a Sifu who taught in Hawaii.
But these two guys didn’t really
talk to each other. He just
helped this American find
people. So I was teaching people
real kung fu, and he wanted to
teach people to fight. I told him
it was very dangerous to teach
people to fight. If I hurt
somebody, that would be bad.
And if people hurt me, that
would also be bad. I told him,
“Why don’t you buy some lions,
some drums, some weapons,
and let me teach.” And he said,
“Why should I buy that stuff? It’s
noisy.” So I sat there and
thought, “This is really wrong.” 

I had very few students. And I
was teaching kung fu on the first
floor. He lived on the second
floor. He would smoke
cigarettes, smoke cigars, drink
beer. The whole school was dirty,
messed up. I said, “What are you
trying to do here? I am trying to
teach kung fu and trying to teach
people to be healthy and strong,
to do good things for their
bodies. You’re always smoking
cigars and cigarettes and
drinking beer, the air is dirty.” He
and his friends would talk and
laugh loudly. It made me really
unhappy. He said, “This isn’t a
problem. It doesn’t affect you.” I
said, “Of course it affects me. I
am trying to teach kung fu.
You’re always making this
unnecessary and annoying noise.
How can I teach kung fu?” 

And then there was another
problem—the biggest problem.
He was supposed to pay me 600
dollars every month. I told him
to help me and send this 600
directly to my mom. One year
later, I found out he hadn’t sent
her the money. Not even for one
month. He cheated me. He was
so hard-hearted. He had cheated
me, and I didn’t know. He
personally went to the bank and
told me he was sending the
money. I believed him because
he was my boss. But I found out,

Sifu Cheung teaching
kung fu at AAU, 2001.
Photos: Rodney
Atienza
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and then we fought even more.

After a year, my contract was
done. And our relationship kept
getting worse and worse. So he
telephoned the immigration
department, and the INS came
and locked me up. They locked
me up and took me to the
headquarters on Race Street,
and I was in jail for a night. At
that time I was so depressed, I
cried. The next day, I had to go
to court. But I had a few
students—Corney, Bob and
Rick—these guys immediately
went to try and help me to get
immigration papers. The judge
saw that I had so many students
willing to help me. He gave me
three months to find a job, and
if I could find a job, he said I
could apply for a green card. We
thought Chinatown probably
would like to offer me a job, so
we all cooperated and
supported each other and went
down to Chinatown and asked
the associations if there might
be a possibility that they might
hire me to teach kung fu. 

Originally I wanted to teach at
the CBA (Chinese Benevolent
Association). But the CBA said
they didn’t have funding and

couldn’t hire me. They said,
“Why don’t you go to the On
Leong Association. Maybe they’ll
hire you.” So On Leong
Association hired me to teach the
children of their members. I
started teaching there and taught
there for about three years—
1975 through 1977. During that
time, almost all my students
were Chinese. There were three,
four, or five kids who were
Americans. They were all the
senior students. They followed
me to On Leong Association and
studied with all the other
students there. By 1977,
September, I started my own
school in Upper Darby.

I used my heart a lot when I
studied kung fu. And I always
trained myself in every step and
form. Even now, I don’t have any
difficulty remembering how to
teach. Actually, I have talent for
kung fu. I can’t forget anything. I
won’t forget. The fist forms and
weapon forms—I won’t forget
any of that. I remember 100
percent. I have a god-given
talent. I missed my family very
much, but I had the determination
and motivation to stay in America
and teach and hope that people

here wouldn’t look down on me.
If I went back to Hong Kong,
people would look at me and say,
“Man, you’re a loser. What are
you doing coming back to Hong
Kong?” I said to myself, “You are
Cheung Shu Pui. You have the
heart to make it. You can have
the determination to make it.”

When I started teaching, 
Chinatown was small and there
weren’t many people there.
There were only six or seven
restaurants, and there were
three or four grocery stores. At
that time, when I taught
students, I had to speak English
100 percent of the time. There
were some language difficulties.
After a while, the language
difficulties lessened because my
relationship with my students
was a little more open. We
played together and went out to
eat together. We’d go out and
see movies. We’d go to New
York Chinatown and watch
Chinese movies about Hung Hei
Kuen and Fong Sai Yuk. I wasn’t
so stubborn or strict. 

In the future, there will be
fewer and fewer people studying

[Continued on page 32 ➝ ]



Zhenguo Liu, jinghu
player, and members

of Philadelphia Chi-
nese Opera Society.

Photos: courtesy
Juan Xu
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by Juan Xu

The deep void in my heart has beenfilled: Beijing Opera in PhiladelphiaThe deep void in my heart has beenfilled: Beijing Opera in Philadelphia

ver the past two years, a remarkable ensemble has

come together in our region. Extraordinary masters from

some of the first families of Beijing opera, along with

many dedicated learners, have established the

Philadelphia Chinese Opera Society (PCOS). The group

has in a very short time made great strides in developing

a repertoire of classic and well-loved performances, which

they are performing to considerable acclaim both inside

and outside the community. Practicing in members’

homes and at the Holy Redeemer School in Chinatown,

they are committed to discovering and perpetuating

Chinese opera, and they draw equal value from the art

form itself and from the community that they are

creating in learning and performing together. Professor

Kenny K. Huang from the Department of Classical and

Oriental Studies, Hunter College, City University of New

York, has observed that the persistence of this art

depends on overseas Chinese taking such steps to learn

and practice it. And newcomers to the art form speak

thoughtfully about how their involvement helps them

fulfill lifelong dreams.
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Beijing opera, or Jing Ju, 
is generally referred to as 
Chinese Opera, or Peking Opera.
It is a complex and ancient art,
with deep roots in Chinese folk
culture and heritage. Involving
singing, music, dance, art,
drama, martial arts, acrobatics,
narrative traditions and other
elements, the Beijing opera is
just one of over 300 different
folk opera forms currently
practiced in China. While they
share some similarities, each of
these opera traditions is unique,
grounded in a particular set of
local folk arts and customs. With
its distinctive face painting,
masks and colorful and
elaborate costumes, Beijing
opera has been called the most
influential and the most
representative of all these
traditions. In its current form,
the Beijing opera dates back
about 200 years, but elements of
the tradition can be traced back
thousands of years.

Actually, Beijing opera as we
know it now combines elements
from both Beijing and Kun
opera traditions. Jing Ju
originally came from the
province: the local opera troupe
came to the capital to perform
for the emperor, became his
favorite, and gained popularity.
(The name Jing Ju literally
means the “opera of the
capital.”) Beijing opera has since
absorbed features of other local
operas, drawing from their
repertoires and gradually
evolving into its current form. It
is now hailed as one of the three
national treasures of China, the
other two being Chinese
medicine and Chinese painting. 

Before mass media, Chinese
opera was a major form of
entertainment. People would
flock to the opera house to
watch their favorite shows over
tea. (Chinese opera is sometimes
compared to Shakespearean
theater in Elizabethan England
in this regard.) In recent years,
however, this ancient art form
has suffered a setback due to the
rise of commercialism. Out of a

repertoire of 5000 operas, only
about 100 are frequently
performed these days.

To learn Beijing opera, you
must train in four areas: voice
and singing, dialogue and
chanting, acting and pantomime,
and martial arts and acrobatics.
The art of Jing Ju also involves
mastery of related folk arts such
as face-painting, hair-dressing,
and costume-making. Each role
requires accessories, which must
be used in particular ways.

Jing Ju has its own unique
orchestra consisting of string,
wind, and percussion
instruments. The major

instrument in the orchestra, the
two-stringed bowed jinghu,
gained its name from its
association with Jing Ju. Central
to the performances of Beijing
and a few other traditional
operas, jinghu is also used in
teaching voice and vocalization.

Anyone who sings Jing Ju must
be accompanied by jinghu,
which sets the tone, the pitch
and the rhythm. Just as Western
opera is practiced with a piano,
Beijing opera requires practice
with jinghu. The drum and other
percussion instruments often
accompany martial arts scenes,
and the drummer directs the
orchestra. 

Fortunately for Philadelphia,
an exceptional jinghu musician,
Zhenguo Liu, has been generously
teaching members of PCOS. Mr.
Liu began his training on the
instrument at the age of eight.
Admitted to the prestigious

China College of Theater as a
young man, after graduation, he
was retained by the college as a
faculty member, becoming the
youngest jinghu teacher in the
school’s history. At the age of 23,
he was selected as the jinghu
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For me, learning a Beijing opera and being
able to perform has been a life-long dream.



eendavy Koung plays 13
Cambodian musical instru-
ments and seven different
types of Khmer traditional
music, all performed on 
different occasions and for
different purposes—
including music for wed-

dings (phleng kar) and funerals, for
folk and classical dance, for ayaii
(rhymed and improvised musical
“dueling”) and for various ensem-
bles (mohori, pinpeat). She comes
from an extraordinary musical
family. Having survived the Pol Pot
regime in Cambodia, she and her
siblings carried the musical instru-
ments that her father had crafted
(and taught them to play) on a
dangerous and hair-raising escape
through the jungles to the Thai
refugee camps, and from there,
eventually, to South Philadelphia. 

It is still highly unusual for
women to play Khmer music, and
Leendavy and her family faced dis-
approval. But when she was five,
her father taught her “how to bal-
ance a beat” by playing the hand
drum (skor). Then she progressed to
the khim (a hammered dulcimer-like
instrument). Extraordinarily gifted,
she learned quickly and soon was
picking out music on her own. She
played in her father’s various ensem-
bles and eventually mastered not

only the khim, but also the takhé,
three kinds of roneat (xylophones),
and various other gong and drum
instruments. Since the Koung family
came to Philadelphia, the tragic
deaths of two of her siblings, ill
health, and family responsibilities
have slowed both her father’s musi-
cal activity and her own. But for
years the Khmer community has
depended on the Koungs for the
traditional music used for both
staged and participatory dance
and for community events. The
press of conflicting expectations
has not made it easy for Ms. Koung:
for some time, she gave up music
and dance. 

Leendavy Koung’s own small
children are growing. Two years
ago, she began teaching Khmer folk
dance in a residency organized by
the Philadelphia Folklore Project and

Asian Americans United. Now
she wants very much to take
on some serious students, to
create a youth mohori ensem-
ble, to stimulate arts and cul-
tural activity, and to pass on
the repertoire, skills and
knowledge that she, unlike
most of her generation, has
come to possess. Working in
South Philadelphia near her
parents’ home as a staff
member at Asian Americans
United, she is involved with

other local Khmer women in orga-
nizing against domestic abuse. It
was in no way inevitable that Ms.
Koung would be dancing and playing
music again, teaching Cambodian
arts, or working so actively in her
community. She traveled a rocky
road as she tried to sort through
people’s varying expectations of her
as a young Cambodian-born woman
living in America. When she left arts
and culture, she says that they never
left her mind. And when she came
back, it was because of young peo-
ple, and because of her growing
sense of her own role and responsi-
bility. Following are some of her
thoughts on her journey. 
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You cannot lose
by Leendavy Koung
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Back then, when I was a child,

music never interested me. I

always wanted to learn to dance.

When you are dancing you get to

interact with other children, wear

nice clothes, be out there on

stage, and look beautiful.

Dancing was more fun and

exciting than being a musician.

Playing music, you had to sit

still, and you didn’t get to dress

up nice! And, especially, I didn’t

like it because my dad would

wake me up at four or five

o’clock in the morning, when

everybody else was still having

good dreams. There I was, out

there early in the morning, trying

to hit the instruments and trying

to find all the sounds. Sometimes

I practiced in tears, but I had to

do it because he wanted me to.

He forced me to learn! In fact,

none of my brothers and sisters

wanted to learn music either, but

the thing was, we had the gift. We

were talented at it, and we could

learn so much…

In Cambodian music, I did

not learn by reading notes.

Everything is in your head. You

have to remember the sounds.

You have to remember where

the sounds are at. That’s how I

was taught. When I was learning

to play the khim, my father

would tell me where to hit with

the hammers. So pretty much

you have to recognize where all

the sounds are at. From learning

the khim, I kind of got the

sounds in my head, so then I

could pick up any instrument.

Now, I can learn any instrument

on my own, any song or music,

as long as I can hear the music.

The basic learning is in my head

already. I have the sounds. All I

need to do is to use that sound

and turn it to music. That’s how I

learned and that’s how I still learn.

So when I was little, I

went along and tried to

learn. And it came in my

head that the way to make

my dad stop teaching me

was to learn everything,

so he would have noth-

ing left to teach. That

way, I thought I could get

some free time! If he

taught me one thing, the

next day I’d learn three

different things! He

would teach me one

instrument. I’d catch

up—learning two or

three other instruments,

sometimes on my own.

He would teach me one,

two or three songs—I

would learn five or 10

songs over the next week or

month or so. I caught up so fast

that now I know almost more

instruments, songs and music

than he does, which is weird. 

Leendavy Koung
dancing at New Year
performances in
Philadelphia, c. 1980s.
Photos courtesy
Leendavy Koung
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ne thing that has

always motivated

me to learn, even

when I didn’t

love music, is

that I always have

wanted to challenge myself.

Always. If I see an instrument, I

try to see if I can play it. And I

find I can do it! I don’t always

play music because I love it—I

do it because I want to know. I

want to find out what it is, and

how I can learn it, and if I have

the ability to learn it. 

It was only later on in my life

that I came to recognize the

importance, the value, of

music. Now, I really, really,

appreciate my dad so much

for teaching me all that he

did. Now, I am so happy that

he forced me to learn all that

music and all those instru-

ments. Because now I under-

stand that it is very important.

Especially when you come

from a first country like

Cambodia, where not a lot of

artists survived through the

killing fields. 

I have come to realize that in

our culture, music is the most

important thing of all.

Everything we do—weddings,

funerals—everything has to have

music. The

sad thing

about it is

that now

we have to

dance to

taped music

instead of

live music.

It makes it more difficult for the

dancers to learn, because they

have to follow the tape. And

sometime we have to cut out

some of the hand gestures that a

dance is supposed to have, and

dancers have to fit themselves

into the amount of time on the

taped music that we got from

wherever! You don’t feel like

you are doing a full perfor-

mance. It’s following something

that’s not real. That’s the sad

thing about it nowadays, for us,

in doing any performance here. 

As a teacher, I want the chil-

dren of this generation to recog-

nize their arts and culture. A lot

of the Cambodian parents who

went through the war and who

came to live here don’t have

great communication with their

children. If Cambodian children

are going to wait to learn about

their culture and their history

from their parents, forget it! It’s

not going to happen. For one

thing, the parents are working

hard making enough money to

support the family. There are so

many expenses here. In their

country, there were no taxes.

And we could grow vegetables

around the house to support

the family. Here, everything is

money. So it’s hard to blame

the parents if they don’t have

enough time to teach their chil-

dren anything about who they

are. The children in this genera-

tion learn about who they are

from the influence of outsiders.

And sometimes they pick up bad

things. Sometimes what they

pick up is not really who they

are, so sometimes they are lost. 

Some of them feel that it

is degrading to be called Cam-

bodian. They’d rather be called

American. I want to really help

these children recognize who

they are, where they come from,

why their arts and culture are so

important, and why they need

to see that and appreciate it, for

themselves. From arts and cul-

ture, you learn a moral stan-

dard. You also learn how to

identify yourself, and you get a

little background about where

you come from. It helps you so

you don’t get lost too much.

These things give you an identity.

If you don’t know your arts and

culture, who are you? How are

you going to explain to other

people who you are? When

people ask you, what are you?

If you say, “I’m Cambodian,”

then what is Cambodian? If you

can’t tell them that, then you

are empty behind your own

name. You are empty behind

your own face. If you can’t tell

people about who you are, how

are they going to appreciate

you? First, you got to appreciate

yourself. And you learn to

appreciate yourself through

your arts and culture, through

your tradition. And that’s how

I look at it. 

Whenever I teach, I am

teaching them something for

the long run. When I teach

dance, it’s not just for a one-time

performance, or something that

will be used once in a while. I

am also teaching students to

learn about the outfit of our tra-

ditional costume. (And how long

it takes to make the costume,

first of all!) So they need to

appreciate that. And from there,

the songs for dance speak in a

different language, at a level that

they don’t understand. So I talk

to them about it. And the history

of the dance—Why? How did

this dance start? Who created it?

And that will bring us back to

the history of where dance28
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When people ask you, what are you?  

If you say, “I’m Cambodian,” then what is

Cambodian? If you can’t tell them that, then

you are empty behind your own name. 
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comes from, and that will give

credit to our ancestors and all

those older generations that

came before. And dance also has

a moral standard with it. Because

every movement in the dance

shows how a Cambodian woman

is supposed to be—going far

back. The slow movement is all

coming from a very

respectful way, the

way we walk, we

talk—all of this goes

to the movement of

our dance. The song

also speaks in a lan-

guage of royalty… In

the dance, and in our

language, there are

certain words you can speak in

referring to other people. In

American English, there’s only

“you” and “me”—so it’s very gen-

eral and it’s all at the same level.

But in our language we have

many different words. You speak

one way to those who are older,

another way to those who are

younger. These are the things that

students have to understand.

Teaching Cambodian arts and

culture does not mean that I

don’t want Cambodian children

to learn about American culture.

It’s not that. You’re going to be

here for so many years, you’re

going to learn about American

culture, and you need to learn

about it. You live here. No mat-

ter what. So you have to get

along. But at the same time,

you have to learn about yourself,

too, so you won’t be lost. Right

now, we depend on the older

generation to help us plan New

Year celebrations, to marry us,

and to do whatever it is that

needs to be done for us culturally.

But someday we are going to be

the ones to carry on those tradi-

tions. And if we lose the knowl-

edge, it is worse than losing

your country. You lose yourself.

You lose your spirit. Who is going

to know what is Cambodian any

more? If we lose our identity, we

lose everything, and Cambodia

will be completely history. 

I came back to teach arts and

culture for the younger genera-

tion who know nothing about

these things. I did it because I

cannot depend on their parents

to teach them and to keep the

arts alive. I didn’t see other

people teaching, or caring much

about it. So I had to make a

decision, somehow, for me, for

my community, and for my chil-

dren. And I don’t regret what my

decision has been. I love what I

am doing. 

I was taught so much, and

have accomplished so much. I

survived the war and overcame

so many tragedies in my country,

and the war, and here. For all

this, I feel that I should do my

best to return the favor to my

country, my homeland, and my

father. I must return the favor

given me by trying to continue

to carry on our arts and culture. 

see how important it is to

keep this spirit alive. We lost our

country. And I know that any-

body can lose their country over

anything. But one thing you have

to remember is that you cannot

lose your spirit. And as long as

you have your spirit, your coun-

try will still be around you. Now,

I understand the value and impor-

tance of arts and culture. That’s

what really motivates me to con-

tinue to do this.

I was away from it, but arts

and culture never did leave my

mind. My soul was gone, but my

spirit was still here.

That’s what got me to

come back. That’s who

I am. It doesn’t matter

how far you try to get

away—you can never

get away because you

are already attached to

it. I think I was put in a

position to explode! I

was put in a position to help

carry on these things, whether I

like it or not. I had a choice

either to fix my personal rela-

tionships or to fix my arts and

culture, and I had to choose

between that. And it’s not easy,

you know. Especially, it’s at a

point where—are you willing to

give up your family? Or are you

willing to give up everything else

that you have that was given to

you to give to others or to share

with others? 

— Recorded and edited 

by Debora Kodish
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You are empty behind

your own face. If you can’t

tell people about who you

are, how are they going to

appreciate you?

ooo
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did some dance dramas, some

different nationality dances, folk

dances, everything.

One of the dance dramas was

Liu Hai Kan Xia, the Axman

Cutting the Wood. That’s a

Hunan folk story about a fox

fairy. You know, in China, nor-

mally we say a fox is a beautiful

woman. This fox trained herself

for one thousand years and

almost became a real human.

And she fell in love with Liu Hai,

a woodcutter who was very

poor. His mother was blind and

every day he went to the moun-

tains to chop wood and then to

the market to sell the wood to

buy food for his mother. So the

fox thought, "Well, this is a really

good man and I would like to

marry him." But some ghosts or

bad spirits tried to trouble them.

That’s the story. It’s a story about

the fight between good and evil.

That was typical Chinese culture.

I think it teaches young people.

You must be nice, you must be

hard working, you must take

care of your parents. And kind-

ness will defeat evil.

Because I was from Mao Tse

Tung’s hometown, when we

went to the capital we were

treated as distinguished guests.

We lived in Beijing Jinzhu

Zhaodaisuo. It’s like the army’s

hotel. Normally, it’s not open to

common citizens. And we went

into Zheng Nan Hai, where all

the old Chinese leaders lived,

because a lot of them were also

from Hunan province. We always

had banquets and they treated

us really well. I felt like I was in

heaven. I saw all those leaders,

but I was just an ordinary per-

son. We were in the same room

and if there was a toast, the lead-

ers came around to the tables to

toast with us. Anyway, we were

artists, and as artists we were

respected. Especially me. They

saw I was such a little boy. They

talked to me and they praised

me. I felt happy.

I read the history books, and I

know that in ancient times all

the artists were at the bottom of

society. If you were a singer,

dancer, or actor, you were called

"chanyou." Almost like a prosti-

tute. People looked down upon

artists then. But after liberation,

the government gave special

treatment to artists. To tell you

the truth, when I was a member

of the provincial dance troupe,

people always looked at me very

respectfully. They admired us,

praised us. Especially young peo-

ple. They followed us around

like we were very famous. 

During that trip, I learned a

lot. But I never realized how

poor China was. We stayed in the

best hotels and performed in

the best theaters. And the audi-

ence were probably all rich people

or well-educated people because

they had to be able to buy the

tickets. When we traveled and

visited these places, we were

respected and surrounded by all

the best things. What’s more,

when we visited large factories

or famous places, all the slogans

said my country was rich.

The tour lasted about a year. I

returned to Changsha when I

was 17. I left as a little boy and

returned as an adult. I learned a

lot, but school was over for me. I

was now a worker—a profession-

al dancer. After a few years, I

went back to finish senior high

school. I had the chance to go

back to the Palace and be a

teacher there. I felt very happy. It

was a part-time job on Saturdays

and Sundays and I taught dance

while I went to school.

I started Wuhan University in

1965, just before the Cultural

Revolution. In 1966, all the

schools stopped. At that time,

you weren’t even allowed to

study. I had made up my mind

that I wanted to get my degree

and I even wanted to get a mas-

ter’s and a doctorate. But it all

stopped and I felt really sorry. 

But every unit respected

artists. They invited me to orga-

nize a propaganda team to train

the students. We had a lot of

work to do. We had to dance

and sing and give the art to the

people. I just figured, well, if I

can’t study, I can still do this. At

this time, we went to the coun-

tryside. We went to the poor

areas in the mountains, along

the rivers, to perform for the

poor around Hubei province. 

It was wonderful. People

liked us very much. You know,

the peasants and the workers

could never afford to go to the

theater. At that time, all the dra-

mas were stopped. They were

forbidden. Only eight dramas

were allowed. Only those eight

plays. Everything else was illegal.

We performed just in an open

place—a field, outdoors. This

was not a real company. It was

just a propaganda team of col-

lege or high school students. I

enjoyed it because you per-

formed right in front of the peo-

ple, face to face. And sometimes

the people could even join in. 

In the countryside, it was real-

ly poor. The people had nothing.

Maybe you can’t believe this, but

at that time, I really wanted to

do something to change the peo-

ple’s lives. But it was impossible

for me. It was beyond my ability.

I knew we had to do something

for the people.

So again, I traveled all around

the country for almost three

years. I went a lot of places.

When we went to the villages,

we learned from each other. If

you are an artist, you feel very

close to other artists. You would

talk about dance and you would

exchange. So you just danced

together. It was fun.

I really wanted to do something to
change the peoples’ lives.

[Continued on page 35 ➝ ]

I didn’t dance after I left Changsha /continued from p. 13
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The Story of Ki-Wook Kim /continued from p. 17

that today p’ungmul is fanatically
welcomed by the Japanese
while most Koreans despise
their own culture. Koreans tend
to differentiate people who per-
form it from people who sit in
the audience and enjoy it, hark-
ing back to the aristocratic view
of p’ungmul in pre-modern
Korean society.

It has only been four months
since Mr. Kim arrived here, and
he thinks that he does not know
American society yet. However,
he sees that p’ungmul offers an
important opportunity for
bringing Korean American peo-
ple together. He emphasizes the
significance of the younger
generation’s involvement in the
p’ungmul movement. He
reminds me that at some point,
young people begin to like food
that once only adults seemed to
enjoy—such as onion and garlic.
Similarly, he says people are
more inclined to enjoy tradi-
tional art forms and entertain-
ment as they get older! 

Mr. Kim thinks that p’ungmul
and Korean dance are children
of the same parent: p’ungmul is
the elder sibling, and dance is
the younger one. (I smiled here
because I am a Korean dancer
and I think the opposite.)  For
him, the future of p’ungmul is
dim: “The rhythm might sur-
vive, but it needs a lot of money
and people to perform p’ung-
mul. Amateurs could survive,
but because of them, real pro-
fessionals could disappear.”
That is, amateurs do not mind
being underpaid because they
have other real jobs, but profes-
sionals need to be paid properly.
People who do not know any-
thing about p’ungmul take
cheaper lessons from amateurs
who are not highly qualified to
teach. Mr. Kim does not deny
samulnori’s contribution to the
propagation of Korean drum-
ming all over the world. He
anticipates that a new form, a
mixture of samulnori and p’ung-
mul, will become popular in the
future. If that happens, he
believes that lots of people will
want to learn p’ungmul and it

will become a “classical music”
of the world. In the percussion
area, he states, p’ungmul is the
best. A few years ago, at a per-
cussion festival in Europe, he
saw a percussion group playing
jjak-swe, a technique where two
k’kwanggwari players play off-
beat syncopations across each
others’ rhythms. “It is a cultural
influence and power to control!”

Before cities were built, a
class system existed in Korea.
P’ungmul was an art form
through which working class
people, farmers and slaves,
could make fun of aristocrats
and politicians. During shaman-
istic rituals, when people per-
formed p’ungmul, masked
dance, and shaman dance, they
created movements and story
lines to satirize the powerful.
These themes continue today
when p’ungmul is performed in
the context of student and labor
movements. Learning p’ungmul
is not only a matter of learning
movements and rhythms, but
also a matter of being aware of
social issues and the problems
of your community, and learn-
ing to address them through the
songs and interaction and dance
movements of these traditional
arts. I asked Mr. Kim, “Since
p’ungmul is political and has
been deeply related to social
issues from ancient times, what
comes first—social issues or
technique?” He thinks that ques-
tion is like the riddle about the
egg and the chicken. Sometimes
people do p’ungmul because
they like it. Sometimes people
do it because they want to
address social issues in their
community. If you are a highly
skilled p’ungmul artist who does
not have concern for your com-
munity, it is a problem. If you
address social issues and
express your voice through
p’ungmul but have no skills,
then no one will watch your
performance or listen to your
argument. You also need to
learn how to harmonize with
other members because p’ung-
mul is not a solo performance
form. Even if you are highly

skilled, if you do not find
others with skills at the same
level, then you are useless in
your group.

I asked Mr. Kim, “What do
you want to do in the future?”
He told me that he wants to
happily live with his family. He
wants his kids to follow an easier
route than he did. But he also
told me that p’ungmul expresses
his mind.  

“The important thing,” he
said, “is that there is a rhythm in
everything—the sound of rain,
the sound of snow, the sound of
nature…. No music in this world
can compete with the sound of
nature. P’ungmul is an effort to
create music that is the closest
to the sound of nature.” His last
words during this interview
were, “Ju-Yeon, have you ever
heard the sound of snow? Do
you know how beautiful it is…?”

Ju-Yeon Ryu is a dancer,

a scholar, and a member of 

Sori-Mori p’ungmul troupe, 

currently learning from Mr. Kim.

In existence since September

1999, Sori-Mori was sponsored

initially by the Korean American

Community Center (KACC) in

Olney, Philadelphia. They have

played at rallies, demonstra-

tions, and events, and they have

participated in Korean Lunar

New Year’s celebrations in New

York and Philadelphia. Sori-Mori

meets weekly and relies on 

individual donations and contri-

butions. For more information,

contact them at 215-551-7236

(English) or 215-474-7731 

(Korean). For more information

about p’ungmul, readers can

visit the following sites: 

www.geocities.com/Athens/75

78/pungmul.htm and

www.kycc.net/NPN
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Chinatown without lion dancers /continued from p. 23

kung fu. The future for Chinese
martial arts doesn’t look great.
Children now like to play
basketball and soccer. To tell
them to do horse stance or to
study fist forms—there are very,
very few kids who will have this
kind of talent. And making lion
heads is almost a lost art in Hong
Kong. The people who make lion
heads and drums are all in
China, in Canton. There are very
few in Hong Kong. Fewer and
fewer people will do it. 

When I was working in the
Kaitek Airport, I started copying
drawings from magazines. Once
I went to an art school and
studied, I think for only one or
two days. At that time the teaching
methodology required that you
learn slowly. They always wanted
you to sit there and repeat and
repeat. So I started to learn to
paint and draw on my own.
After I had studied kung fu for a
few years, I decided to learn
Chinese music. I studied Chinese
flute for a year. When you study
kung fu, it’s hard. Music is soft.
So I study these things for
balance. Having hobbies gives
me spiritual support. 

My school is very racially
mixed. There are black, white,
Latino and Asian students. They
all get along. I try and teach
some of the deeper things about
Chinese culture to my students,
but it is very hard. Some things
about culture cannot be taught
in a class, they have to be lived.
So they can only understand
some of the surface things, not
the really deep things. And in
the old days, the schools were
supported by the community,
and students didn’t learn just for
their individual enjoyment. They
learned because the tradition is
important for the community.
But in the US, everything is
about time and money. I have
had to run my school like a
business, and students come to
learn more for themselves than
for the connection they might
have to Chinatown. 

I have always had trouble
maintaining Chinese students at

the school. The lives of Chinese
immigrants in Chinatown are
very hard. They work 16 or 18
hours a day in low wage jobs.
They have no time for their
children. The children too have a
hard life. Many of them have to
work inside the house and
outside as well as go to school. I
have always wanted to have more
Chinese students, but the
pressures of paying my rent and
keeping up the school mean I
have had to charge tuition, and
even when I charge very low
tuition they have difficulty
paying. Through my classes at
Asian Americans United, through
the Folklore Project, I now have
a small group of Chinese stu-
dents to carry on the traditions
in Chinatown. 

I myself would like to go
back to Hong Kong and China
to see what changes and
innovations have happened to
kung fu. I would like to learn
some new forms and techniques
to teach my students. Finally, I
want to bring the Chinese folk
arts like dragon dance, lion
dance and kung fu to a greater
height of development and teach
more students and let people
enjoy it. I need to continuously
research and study, always
endeavoring to do better. You
can never give up. This is the way
a Sifu should be in order to be a
good Sifu.

People who live in Chinatown
or who own businesses in
Chinatown are all from China,
Taiwan or Hong Kong. After a
while, they gradually forget their
traditions. Even if they don’t
forget, there’s no way they can
celebrate every single holiday.
But dragon dance, lion dance
and kung fu are traditional
Chinese folk arts. If there are
none of these folk arts, people
will feel disappointed or even
unlucky. If the people from
China never saw this kind of folk
art in Chinatown, they would feel
disappointment and carry regrets
that such necessary folk arts are
not continued here. There would
be a sense of loss—the most

meaningful folk art form dis-
appears and is not passed on.

Chinatown without the lion
dancers or dragon dancers
would be a community filled
with people with regrets.
People have sacrificed so much
to come here. People have lost
so much—their culture, their
language. Without the dances,
it would be the final loss.
Everything would be gone.
Secondly, if they have children,
the children won’t know
anything. They will completely
forget everything. What is
Chinese kung fu? What is a
dragon dance or a lion dance?
They’ve never seen it before.
And for the adults, even if they
saw it before in their child-
hood, they may not have a
clear memory of what these
traditional arts look like. 

—Recorded, translated and

edited by Deborah Wei
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player for Ma Changli, a grand
master of Beijing opera and a
specialist in the old male roles,
which emphasize vocal quality.
Mr. Liu now has over 20 years of
professional performing and
teaching experience. He has
received many awards and much
recognition, including, in 1994,
the prestigious “Hope Cup”
award for traditional
instrumental performance from
the Beijing Traditional Music
Instruments Association, and the
first prize in Traditional
Instrument Performance from
the China Musicians’
Association. “My art is my life,”
he says, yet, in a sadly familiar
story for traditional artists, Mr.
Liu has been struggling to make
a living since coming to the
United States three years ago.
He says that the warm reception
he gets everywhere he goes
makes up for the lack of great
financial rewards: “So long as I
play jinghu, I immediately strike
accord with people who are
either enjoying the music or are
willing to sing with me.” Mr. Liu
has taught and performed
extensively in New York, New
Jersey, and Pennsylvania since
coming here, and has been given
many awards by community
cultural organizations.

In addition to accompanying
singers, Mr. Liu has been
teaching jinghu to Mr. Qiulin Li,
who has made tremendous
progress. Master and student
have performed together on
numerous occasions, and Mr. Li
has become the second jinghu
player for PCOS. He particularly
enjoys playing for master singers
such as Mr. Xueli Zhang, who
comments that, “Beijing opera is
unique in the way that a good
master singer leads the musician
and the musician plays up to the
singer. This enables exchange
and cooperation between the
singer and the musician.
Together they make the
presentation an organic whole.”

Mr. Liu and Mr. Zhang have
been teaching Frank Liu (no
relation) the old male role.
Frank Liu grew up enjoying

Beijing opera. When he was a
child in Hong Kong, his father
took him to the opera houses
and clubs. He began his own
studies then, went to all the
shows and tried to learn the
old male roles. Over the years,
he practiced on his own, and

only for his own pleasure, until
he met Mr. Liu. He recalls, “After
two or three tryouts, Mr. Liu
decided to teach me the whole
opera of Hongyang Cave. This
was the first time in 30 years I
found a real artist to be my
teacher. For me, learning a
Beijing opera and being able to
perform has been a life long
dream. In the past I wanted very
much to learn, but there was no
one to teach me. There was not
much of a cultural life for me in
Philadelphia. Now, near
retirement age, I have found a
new meaning in life and am
thoroughly committed to
devoting the rest of my life to
Beijing opera.” The two have
embarked on a formal course of
study, working “laboriously” on
the major arias. Often a single
line of verse has to be practiced
many times until the student 
Mr. Liu gets it right—a care and
discipline that he appreciates.

There are four major roles in
Beijing opera. Mr. Liu is learning
one of the sheng (male) roles.
There are dan (female), jing

(painted face) and chou
(clown) roles, as well. There
are over a hundred painted
faces in Beijing opera. Each
character has a unique pattern,
and each pattern or color
carries a meaning. The major
colors are black and white,
probably because in the old
days, when lighting on the
stage was poor, the contrast
made black and white patterns
easy to see. Among the talented
members of PCOS is Mr.
Xiaoying Yang, whose powerful
voice suits very well the
painted face style. Mr. Yang
speaks passionately about his
newly adopted hobby, “In the
past I sang folk and popular
songs, but I was often
bewildered. My voice seemed
to rebel against the soft folk
melody. When I first heard the
painted face singing, I knew my
heart belonged there.” He
considers that he has gained
the most in having found a
destination for his artistic
passion. He says, “The deep
void in my heart has been
filled,” and has come to realize
that learning a traditional
Chinese operatic form is not
only a matter of self-fulfillment,
but also a social obligation.

Within each of the major role
types, there are variations and
subtle distinctions, chiefly
related either to the age of the
character or the techniques of
the artist (such as young male,
old female, martial male and
female, the bronze painted face,
etc.). Each role has its unique
stage presentation, including
particular styles of singing,
costumes, and make-up. Each
role plays a particular function,
as well. For example, the clown
role is very much like the fool in
Shakespeare’s plays, providing
comic relief. The costumes are
all handmade and embroidered,
usually in specialized workshops.
On the stage, the costumes help
signal the characters’ sex, social
status, and skills (for example,
the warrior carries weapons).

[Continued on following page ➝ ]

The Deep Void in my Heart /continued from p. 25

Ms. Shuyuan Li (left)
and traditional opera
painted faces (above).
Courtesy: Juan Xu
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However, the costumes are
basically unchanged through
time, regardless of the dynasty or
season in which the opera is set.

Traditionally, all parts were
played by men, and the four
grand masters of Beijing opera
female roles were all male. Each
had established his own style.
The most famous was Mr. Mei
Lanfang, who contributed a great
deal to the formation of Beijing
opera female style. But now, in
Beijing opera, an actor can play
any role, regardless of age and
gender. The possibility of
exploring any gender role (and
martial arts forms and weapons)
seems to attract people of all
ages and races. In PCOS, two
female members are learning the
old male roles and two male
members are learning old
female roles.

A renowned specialist in
female roles and in vocal arts is
also working with the PCOS. Ms.
Shuyuan Li has been a Beijing
Opera performing artist for  over
40 years. Starting when she was
10, her family gave her a
vigorous and traditional formal
training in all aspects of Beijing
opera. Her father, Li Wuanchun,
was a well-established virtuoso
whose performance style became
the basis for the well-known “Li
School.” Her mother, Li Yanxiu,
was a disciple of the Shang
School, one of the four female
schools. Her elder brother, Li
Xiaochun, was also  an acclaimed
Beijing opera performing artist.
Ms. Li’s training included the
best of what the Li School and
the Shang School could offer,
and she developed strong skills
in singing, acting, dancing, and
martial arts performance. She
has devoted her whole life to
Beijing opera and over the years
has won many awards and
honors recognizing her achieve-
ments and prestige in her field,
her great talent, and the high
regard in which her artistry is
held. Her repertoire includes
over 50 traditional and modern
Beijing operas, including
“Farewell My Concubine,”
“The Legend of the White

Snake,” and “Princess Wang
Zhaojun,” in which she plays the
leading female role. Young or
middle aged female roles
requiring singing, dancing,
martial arts, and other skills are
her favorites. 

I am one of Ms. Li’s students.
I decided to take up Beijing
opera not only for self-
fulfillment, but also for my
community and for my children.
Now, I can present Beijing opera
as a unique form of traditional
art and tell my children and my
people that this is our cultural
heritage and it must continue. I
feel it’s my responsibility to learn
from the older generation of
artists so that I can in turn teach
the next generation. The charm
or magic of Beijing opera is that
the more you learn, the more
you want to learn and you
literally become addicted to it!
Whatever time is left for a
working mom of two, I devote
to Beijing opera. I have
overwhelming support from
family and friends for this
artistic endeavor. 

I loved traditional theater
since I was a little girl, when my
grandmother would regale me
with stories from the local opera
of her village. Opera was one of
the folk arts through which oral
traditions of storytelling were
preserved, and I remember being
fascinated by the legends and
historical events portrayed in the
operas, and by the beauty of
opera costumes and make-up. I
also loved to sing and I was
pretty good at singing folk songs.
But when I was growing up,
traditional theater was banned in
China. Only after the Cultural
Revolution did it begin to
flourish again. At that time, I was
able to learn some modern
Beijing operas, set in
contemporary times with
contemporary costumes and
make-up. From local artists who
specialized in the Jiangxi opera,
I learned the traditional “Picking
Tea Opera”, and performed in
schools, factories, and the villages
of my grandmother’s home
province. (It was customary to

invite opera troupes to perform
in the village after the harvest
and during the Chinese New
Year celebrations.) 

I decided to learn Beijing
opera from Ms. Li after I saw her
perform the Sword Dance from
“Farewell, My Concubine” with
costume and make-up. Her
performance was stunning. And
that was the first time I saw a
professional performance of
Beijing opera in the US in the
15 years I have been here. I
consider myself very privileged
to know Ms. Li and to become
her student. Prior to that, my
cultural life was a wasteland. I
did not find a sense of
belonging. I was totally lost.
After I met Ms. Li I knew I had
the answer to my problems. 

The success of PCOS
programs since we began in
1999, and the overwhelming
support we have received from
the community, are signs of
peoples’ great hunger for art
and culture. Those of us in
PCOS are dedicated to
responding to this need. 

For more information about

PCOS, visit their website at:

http://www.pcos.home.topcities.com

The Deep Void in my Heart /continued from p. 33
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In 1968, I stayed on a farm

in Jiujiang, just by the Yangtze

River. It was a big farm and I

stayed there for almost one year.

During that year, I organized a

propaganda team of students

and peasants. We did a lot of

work to prepare performances

for the people. In 1968 or 1969

there was a serious flood. All the

farms were under water. The

people all were living on the

dykes. It was a really difficult

time. There was nothing to eat.

The people were homeless. And

the members of our team went

all along the dykes, trying to

comfort the people through our

performances. We created some

performances to encourage

them to fight the natural disas-

ters and to overcome our diffi-

culties. And sometimes we could

make them laugh. It was so mis-

erable then. And at that time, we

also suffered a lot, but we were

happy, because we were really

serving the people. I really felt

happy. I knew that most of the

people in China were living a

very poor life, below the living

standard. Especially in the coun-

tryside. So during the disaster,

the flood, they were even poor-

er. They suffered from starva-

tion, cold and disease. Some of

them had lost hope. When we

sent them this art, they enjoyed

it. Even though they were suffer-

ing from starvation, seeing us

cheered them and they were

grateful to us. That’s it. That’s

all. That was a really good time

for me.

Luckily, I got to work in the

railway office as a teacher. I

stayed in Changsha for a long

time—more than 20 years. In

China, the railway, the bank and

the post office were the three

biggest employers. The railway

was probably the biggest one.

And these companies all ran lit-

tle societies. They had hospitals,

theaters, schools—everything.

We had our own school system

in that railway office. At that

time, I was teaching English but

I was also still the director of

students’ cultural group. And in

the meantime, I still worked as

the director for the Changsha

Youth Palace for the Changsha

Youth Pioneers Propaganda

Team. I specialized in dance. We

had a music teacher and some

other teachers. I had to study on

my own in my spare time. Then

in 1982, I went to get another

diploma in economics.

In 1992, I quit my job and

went to Shenzhen to work in an

import-export company. I was in

Shenzhen for one year. And then

I was sent to Jamaica by the

company to set up a garment

factory.  Every year on the

anniversary of Jamaica’s inde-

pendence, they had a celebra-

tion. The Chinese community

wanted to do a parade and they

asked me for help. So I trained

people to carry flags and do a

ribbon dance and we got some

music and it was a success.

There were about 100 people in

the dance and I had to coordi-

nate the whole thing. It’s a

strong Chinese community and

they were proud and wanted to

show their strength.

In 1994, I wanted to come

the US to make my fortune. I

looked for a job and found one

in a factory. I felt it wasn’t easy

for me to make a living in

America. Anyway, I was a new-

comer, a stranger. I looked in

the newspaper and I saw an

advertisement and I saw that the

Chinese Overseas Association

wanted a Chinese teacher and I

went and got an interview and

they accepted me as a teacher.

So I have been teaching Chinese

in this association since 1994.

And I also have been working in

the pharmaceutical company

since 1994. Sometimes, I want to

change. If I have a good oppor-

tunity, I will change. 

I didn’t dance after I left

Changsha. In Jamaica I just

taught, I didn’t dance. And in

America, I never danced. I never

told anyone that I was a dancer.

I had to concentrate on surviv-

ing. In the company where I

work, if I said I was a dancer,

they wouldn’t believe it. They

would laugh at me. I got the

feeling that people here, they

just want money. 

You know, I am now very old.

I never thought I would go on

stage again. And I stopped prac-

ticing for a long time, since at

least 1990, because as a teacher

you don’t really perform. You

just coach the students. And

what’s more, I think, here,

Americans don’t enjoy Chinese

arts and culture and they don’t

understand. I have felt hopeless.

But now I have a small troupe of

students and I find the kids like

it very much. And every year, the

Chinese community has a rather

big group of people who gather

together to enjoy the Mid-

Autumn Festival. 

Now, I am dreaming about

performing. But now, time isn’t

available because I have to work.

But I want the Chinese commu-

nity to have a chance. You know,

most Chinese parents always

have to make money. They have

to survive. And the kids have to

go to work to make money. It’s

very difficult. And that’s the

question I cannot solve alone.

— Recorded and edited by

Deborah Wei

I didn’t dance after I left Changsha /continued from p. 30

Some of them had lost hope. When we
sent them this art, they enjoyed it.
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