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Today he is China’s foremost 
dance critic, lecturer, academic, 
promoter, adjudicator, advisor 

and author of  28 books. But much like 
others of  his generation, Ou Jianping 
was raised on revolutionary ballets. As 
a 13-year-old apprentice for the Wuhan 
Song and Dance Troupe, he danced 
the ‘heroes’ in the only pieces politics 
would allow: The White-Haired Girl 
and The Red Detachment of  Women. 
‘It was wonderful, everyone was 
looking at me,’ he recalls. ‘I remember 
dancing in a wheat powder factory, 
and everyone said I looked like the hero 
in the [White-Haired Girl] film. I was 
embarrassed but I was so proud.’

Ou recalls women in school or 
factory troupes having a tougher time, 
dancing en pointe in cloth slippers. 
‘There was no money to buy pointe 
shoes, so they used to melt a piece of  
plastic onto their ordinary shoes,’ he 
recalls. ‘We couldn’t imagine how they 
did it – boys never dance en pointe.’ 

Ou clarifies that professional troupes 
had standard shoes, and groups such 
as the National Ballet of  China were 
lucky enough to get daily rations of  
chocolate. ‘At that time, no one had 
really tasted chocolate,’ 
he says. ‘They enjoyed 
so much privilege.’

Such treatment 
would elude Ou, 
as his ‘intellectual’ 
parents nixed his 
artistic dreams, telling 
him he could never 
support a family on 
a primary school 
education should 
dance not work out. He avoided 
political rural relocation by securing 
an apprenticeship as a jade carver 
while waiting for the universities 
to reopen. Three years later, acing 
the English exam took him to China 
Normal University and then on to 
Beijing Dance Research Institute as one 
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of  the country’s first Masters degree 
students; 32 years later, Ou is the 
nation’s leading dance authority.  

Most importantly for China, in 
1995 Ou oversaw what is now known 

as ‘Ballet Fever’, a 
marketing strategy 
reflecting the country’s 
heightened interest in 
classical dance. True, 
when the Cultural 
Revolution ended 
and Western ballet 
companies returned, 
Chinese audiences 
were shocked at the 
preponderance of  

skimpy outfits – ‘There was a saying, 
“Big, bare legs are running around the 
stage, workers, peasants and soldiers 
were ashamed to see them”,’ says Ou. 
‘They couldn’t understand what [the 
dancers] were doing’ – but increasingly 
wealthy China wanted more global 
entertainment. Today, the country 
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hosts over 100 foreign ballet companies 
annually. ‘Most are from Russia and the 
Ukraine,’ he says. ‘It’s closer to China 
and (excluding the Bolshoi and the 
Kirov/Mariinsky) they’re cheaper.’ Ou 
advises companies on tour specifics, 
while also promoting ballet and 
teaching dance appreciation through 
Chinese media.  

Anyone scanning – or indeed, 
writing – magazine listings knows 
that Swan Lake is China’s runaway 
favourite ballet, for which Ou gives 
four reasons: a good story, good 
costumes, good music and universal 
appeal. ‘It’s clear what is beautiful 
and what is ugly; what is good and 
what is evil,’ he explains. ‘Also, 
Tchaikovsky created this perfect 
world with just seven notes. Dance 
works with the body, it is tangible, but 
music is magic. Composers can create 
something incredible with something 
intangible.’ However, Ou feels the 
difference between an ordinary ballet 
and a classic is addressing the entire 
audience. ‘Dance has to connect 
to the story, but also has to stand 
alone, to please both amateurs and 
professionals,’ he explains. ‘The ones 
that do become eternal.’

As for China’s eight ballet 
companies, Ou feels that more dancers 
and choreographers need to go abroad 
and work with international artists to 
expand their choreography. He also 
sees national companies as having 
limited creative vision, concentrating 
on Chinese stories representing 

Chinese culture. ‘This is okay, but 
remember the three Russian 

ballet classics, none of  them 
are Russian stories,’ he 

says. ‘Swan Lake and 
The Nutcracker are 
German, and Sleeping 
Beauty is French. Why 
can’t we do an already 
famous story, from any 
country? We should be 

doing both.’
He cites Shanghai 

Ballet as an example. 
‘Shanghai has done great 

things by doing Jane Eyre,’ he 
says. ‘An English story, a Chinese 

playwright, a German choreographer, 
a French designer and Chinese dancers 
– by making the team international, the 
production is international. Instead of  
just doing a purely Chinese story that 
is not known on the international stage, 
they should do both styles.’ 

He is less enthusiastic about 
Shanghai Ballet’s The Butterfly Lovers, 
on at Shanghai Daning Theatre this 
month. ‘[Artistic director] Xin Lili 
wants to make this a masterpiece; 
she held a symposium and [the 
critics] gave suggestions. Yue Opera 
is from Shanghai and they staged 
The Butterfly Lovers, so they think 
this piece is from their own region.’ 
But while calling Xin ‘intelligent and 
ambitious’, Ou feels her talent lies 
not in choreography, but in finding 
choreographers as she did for Jane 
Eyre. As for Butterfly, ‘It’s ready-made 
steps, it’s ordinary. But it’s a beautiful 
story.’ And some days that’s enough.

The Butterfly Lovers is at Shanghai 
Daning Theatre on Sunday 16.
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