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A Documentary Theatre That is Oriented on Performing
Review on About My Parents and Their Child
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About My Parents and Their Child expresses diverse theatrical forms, combining video
theatre, documentary theatre and physical performances. Though it was made mainly
through documentary method, we can not ignore the fact that this piece’s adventurous
exploration on multiple ways of expression besides documentaries.
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Documentary Theatre was growing into mature stage in the 1960s in Germany, it was
inspired from the reality world, a direct way of artistic expression without too much
processing from the artists, which demonstrates a fair dose of political appeal through its
way of piercing audiences into reflections. Until today, this way of creation has already
been introduced around the globe, mixed with local and contemporary creators’
backgrounds and individual experiences, presenting various works, for instance, in China
Professor Li Yinan at Central Academy of Drama has led students from department of
Drama Literature to create several pieces, including Family, YouMou(Have, Have
not). These pieces are mostly done by University students, whose physical expressions
and personal experiences are still colored with youthful immaturity, in contrast,
performers of About My Parents and Their Child showed pleasantly surprising physical
tension that fully captured the charm of theatrical performing art.
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The performance started by four performers standing in one line, reproducing in different
scales of tones the daily conversation between child and their parents who are separated
in two different locations, the adoption of the Chinese dialect in this scene not only
dragged the audiences instantly into a feeling of familiarity, but also hinted this gap
between city and village, therefore unveiling the topic. The beginning of interesting
elements started from a line of while light scanning on performers, which also predicted
the following meaningful application of videos onto the stage. Whether it is the contour
left on the screen by the performers similar as shadow-puppet play, or it is the black and
white photos of the hand, or the interplay between projection and performers’
performance, they all showed unique infectious power. Even though the video
presentation is an indispensable part of almost all documentary theatre pieces, this way
of inking the videos onto stage instead of just spreading out archives was indeed

spectacular.
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About My Parents and Their Child ‘s stage presentation was formed by 3 parts, one part
is individual video interviews of child and parents (on topic of their relationship in-
between); second part is 4 performers’ own solos derived from their own life experiences;
another part is improvisation developed on the stage. What was in contrast with the other
documentary theatre works is that the origins of these documentary are also the
presenters of these documentary, which made the performers, based on their
professional techniques, develop into sincere and very expressive physicality during the
performance. Meanwhile we can easily imagine that after rounds of rounds of rehearsals
and performances, performers would be forced to examine repeatedly their own creative
materials born from themselves, hence inspiring their own emotional experiences along
the way, eventually injecting a higher level of reality and sincerity into the performers’
physical language compared with other documentary theatre works. Moreover, we can



further speculate, is it possible that through telling other people (the larger crowd)’s
stories, performers’ own emotions were also purified, thus leading to a kind of
reconciliation with themselves mentally? Can this to some extent function as theater
therapy? In addition, these three parts are organically overlapped, which vastly
heightened the rhythm of the performance, therefore enhancing audiences’ viewing

experiences.
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The first solo was done by dancer Hio Meilou from Macau, she peeled away the unisex
costume she worn from the beginning of the show, gradually presented herself with
stripe-patterned apron dress and leotards. The artistic career of a dancer is swiftly
passing, as a child, choosing a career that cannot bring permanent and stable resources
is originally considered not “Xiao” (filial obedience, Confucianism virtue) to the parents.
However, this generation of children are more eager to explore their own unique meaning
of life than their parents’ generation, more eager to structure anew their lives instead of
just passing on. Two generations influenced by contrasting historic backgrounds are
inevitably gapped by the progress of the era. However, connected via blood, these two
generations are still in need of a kind of spiritual connection, though there is a lack of
direct communicative language of love existing in-between. The physical movement of
Hio Meilou is of strong power, she bent backwards with head down, the fragile belly
upwards to the sky, meanwhile sending out words “Mama, will you come to my
performance? ", together giving the feeling of a little girl being stubborn yet insecure. It is
like everyone of us, once in front of our parents, we become this awkward child, who on
the one hand proclaims that he or she is already a grow-up, on the other hand really
craves for parents’ recognition. Peeling through all her costumes hinted a certain degree
of candor, while this partially reserved candor is the exact unique emotion mode of this

generation of single child.
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After a series of documented videos and hand images which aroused a train of concepts
of handprint, destiny and consanguinity, audiences were directed into a deeper
exploration upon this topic of parents and child. The second solo presented by mainland
performer Zhang Jiahuai could be called “some thoughts induced by two bananas”. “In
the childhood, my “banana” looked like this, my father's looked like that.” When he grew
older, “bananas” changed, confusion piled up. What is life supposed to look like? His
father never tells. This banana, though different, made people think of the performance
Krapp's Last Tape by Robert Wilson, in which Robert spent 10 minutes eating one
banana, too absurdly depressing, however in this performance, the banana is pointing
more towards a kind of kinship generically connected through a Y chromosome. One un-
tested yet not fully scientifically proven saying is that amongst family members there
exists a kind of telepathy, like a resonance brought by the same family of genes. This
unbroken tie made the child generation’s question to their parents sound righteously
appealing yet vaguely wobbly, who says the one who bestows life have the sovereignty
to unlock all the questions in the lifespan? Plus this questions should be answered by the
individual human being itself? This is exactly the contradiction of life, which plunged the
young performer into unfathomable gutter, who, not knowing what to do, threw the
banana peel angrily onto the backdrop of his father’s picture. The action followed this
burst of anger touched me: the performer held up his shirt, exposing his belly, on which
his father's image landed, father’'s face went overlapped with performer’s bellybutton,
flowing into a deeper level of life entanglement. Though there is anger, the invisible

emotional thread is there as new as beginning.
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The third part is about the discussion of “expectation”. It is as if the ones who give birth to
you and raise you up are naturally qualified to require you to do some things that they
hope you could do, for instance, require you not to have pre-mature relationships, require
you to get a stable job, to get married soon and to have babies fast. However the
question is the generations born against the background of China’'s Opening Up have
seen bigger and have thoughts that are wider, they refuse to live the life as a
reproductive machine. For those who care more about self-value, expectation from
parents are not some thing that must be satisfied, for each era has its own topics to be
realized. Nevertheless, expectations are like kinship tie following you as a shadow, as the
silky multi-colored socks on top of performer Wang Hailin’s head, on his hands and on his
feet; it is as thin as a cicada's wing, yet overwhelmingly stifling, layer after layer dragging
his movement. Expectation in the name of love can only be loosened up until both sides
of the conflict are too old and too tired to fight. As mentioned in the documented video,
“they would slowly let go of me, not care so much of me”. But who would say parents’
expectation are wrong? Even for those interviewed children in the video who work in the
performing arts circle, when young, they are labeling themselves rebellious and
subversive, when having their own family, these children-turned-parents are having
exactly the same expectation that every parent on earth would have for their child, which
is just to be safe. If we stand in our parents’ shoes, parents’ expectations are not as
heavy as the weight of life that we cannot bear, the key is to which degree should we
strike a balance.
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The forth section is a dialogue between performer Zou Xueping and her Mum through the
media of video. The mother who has been through the sufferings of life faced to the
camera, telling what her concerns were on her daughter’s artistic pursuit career. “this is
not lasting long”, said her Mum with tears boiling in the eyes. Xueping repeatedly spoke
about her achievement so far in this field, about the countries she has been to, about the
works she has made, aided with her physical movement of using both legs and hands
walking on the floor of the stage, which was like redefining herself by action. She
constantly pulled herself up and smashed onto the floor again, repeatedly speaking out
her own name, setting her own efforts outwards overseas against the visions limited by
village life. Here | felt a contradictory tension: if comparing the root from where the life
has sprung with one’s efforts to break away the chain of destiny, which is the one that
has the biggest pull? Whether the child generation, with their current culture assimilation
and education, is capable of getting rid of the original lifestyle? At the same time, what
kind of new roles their parents should or are forced to play in their child’'s life? How can
parents’ generation deal with this totally unfamiliar mode of finance, emotion and
communication? What this solo reflected is some common dilemmas both generations

face in this contemporary world.
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Later a section of improvisation from four performers is also worth mentioning. They
either formed a group, or separated and then found each other again by chance; in this
mixture of coming and going, they tried to touch each other, yet faced with refusal or
even fighting, they also hugged, but hugged too tight and then got hurt, it was like this
connection bound by blood and flesh between child and their parents, yet it was never
understood. | am guessing, it is because of this spontaneity of the movement that it was
full of real inner momentum, which attracted audiences’ emotions. This feeling of
spontaneity can also be picked up in the later scene of “ competing child (shallow)”,
though | am not sure this undulating rhythm of competition were all improvised or not, the
hilarious effect was well achieved.
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If there is some things that need to be pointed out, then | am afraid that the video
documented part was a bit too long, feeling a bit redundant and repetitive; another thing
is that there can be more digging and exploration towards the social and historic reasons
(e.g. single child policy, characteristics of the phase of social transformation, gap
between city and countryside, culture mode and cognitive habit) that lie behind this
relational phenomenon between child and their parents. Even though the last part of
performers mechanically moving to the audiences can be read as a key to push
audiences into deeper reflection on the bigger context around this topic, due to the fact
that Chinese audiences habitually come to the theater more for esthetic appreciation than
for thinking, the deliverance of this production’s creative intention would slightly be
affected. How to transform performers’ and interviewees’ documentary into infectious, full
of life, and even long-lasting theater art would still be the topic for the creative crew of
“About My Parents and their Child” and all the creators who are into the type of
documentary theatre. Of course, “About My Parents and their Child” ‘s way of combining
different theatre elements, including documentary, video, improvisation and physical,
provides to us a valuable prototype. Hope to see more works from the creator and thank
Ibsen International for bringing this piece to the audience and giving us a unique theatre
experiences around this very special social topic in contemporary China.



