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Chan Hon Goh on Change and Giving Back

The principal dancer turned teacher and her cross-Canada master class tour

By Emma Kerson
evisl II'Ig e
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Vancouver’s Chan Hon Goh’s teaching attire
resembles an M. C. Escher drawing — a bundle of
curiously positioned pieces of clothing. But as the
music takes hold and Goh flows though a generous
port-de-bras inspired by Swan Lake, | found myself
lost in the wonderment that is the purity of her form
and the clarity of her inner light.

T i ——— :
SLMMLR DARGE DIRECTORY- —

Digital Edition Subscribe Back Issues

| had the chance to sit down with Goh, one of
Canada’s most distinguished ballet dancers, on
February 7 while she was in Toronto teaching a
master class. The former principal dancer of The
National Ballet of Canada is currently on a cross-
country tour with her Master Class Series, coaching
the next generation of aspiring ballerinas as part of
her role as director of the Goh Ballet Academy in
Vancouver. The Academy opened in 1978 when her
parents, both dancers with the National Ballet of
China, immigrated to Canada. Goh was nine years
old when she began her training at their school. Ten
years later she joined The National Ballet of Canada
where she graced the stage for over two decades.
After watching her master class, and after the
bundle of palpably inspired young ladies had taken
countless photographs with their idol, | sat down
with the gentle and strong-willed Goh to discuss
her transition from onstage tour de force to her
current role as a teacher empowering the next
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generation of dancers.
Chan Hon Goh at the Goh Ballet Academy / Photo by Kharen Hill
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You inspired me to ask you the same question you just asked your Master Class Series students, so I'll start Northern Stars Dance Competition 3
by simply asking, do you have a favourite ballet? Northern Stars Dance
Markham, London, Oshawa, Burlington,
That's so difficult because at different stages of my career | had different favourites. I'll give you my top three. My Niagara Falls ON
all-time favourite has to be Sleeping Beauty. | loved everything there was about Princess Aurora. That was my March 4-29 mai 2016
childhood dream. But she and Sleeping Beauty changed because in the beginning, | was a first soloist, and | was so
careful and nervous just thinking about the technical aspects, about how do | sustain the balance? How do | Sama: The Inquisitive Movement Practice
make sure this is clean and precise? Then | worked with an amazing choreographer who said ballet can't be Sashar Zarif Dance Theatre
superficial. You can't just be smiling when you're wearing that tiara; you have to know the character. So as | grew Toronto ON
as an artist, the way that | danced Aurora changed. You know her relationship to her parents and her relationship March 26-30 avril 2016
to the suitors, and when she pricks her finger there’s the purity, the innocence. Making that character come to life
changed for me. It's more than just the bourrées and the jumps. HATCH 12
Toronto ON
Romeo and Juliet is in the top three because later, that too was so much more than just doing the steps. | needed April 4-7 mai 2016

to convey emotion. | loved the roles where it gave the women some substance and wasn't just about a pretty
face. It was difficult because sometimes this glorious cacophony of music would be playing and all you're doing is
walking with your veil draped. How do you do that for sixty-four counts and make people cry? That's something
you just want to live over and over again.

Danser a Montreal: A Tribute to Iro Valaskakis-
Tembeck
Iro Valaskakis-Tembeck

And then | danced Giselle for my retirement. | love Giselle, but | also love John Cranko’s Onegin. That’s four ballets.

| won’t hold it against you. For you, what is dance, and what is it in your life currently?

Dance has changed. When | was a dancer performing onstage, that was the priority in my life. It was consuming.
Everything | did had something to do with what | was dancing. Simply put, | couldnt go to lkea to pick up
something because | didn't want to walk too much or load things into my trunk, and | was conscious because |
had to save my calves because | had those thirty-two fouettés. It would depend on the season. Maybe it was a
season that was not so taxing on my body.

What | was going to rehearse later in the day dictated what | would have for lunch. It was very consuming that
way, not even consciously; | just did it because | knew that would be the best. Self-focus was a big thing when | $3 5 FO R STU DE NTS '
was dancing. | had to make sure | looked after myself, that | had enough rest. | did whatever was optimal for me to .
dance my best.
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So now, what does dance mean? Dance means something so extraordinary and so beautiful because now when
I'm not dancing, | have to be real about everything. | have to live in this real world. I'm not the focus or priority
anymore. The things around me are. It’s difficult to describe, but | look at dance and see what a beautiful,
privileged world we were in to be dancers: to be able to live so many lives, to have brought emotion to people, to

be able to move people, to be able to affect the way people connect. That was really powerful. It's wonderful for
me now to pass on these experiences and stimulate young thoughts to say, ‘What if’ and ‘Could it be?’

Your career with The National Ballet of Canada spanned over two decades. Over that time, did you notice
anything change in the landscape in terms of what it means to be a professional ballet dancer?

Yes, | started as a teenager, so that’s twenty-one years! It's always changing. It changes with the way society
evolves. | certainly think the training has changed. | think the training shifts focus based on what choreographers
want and what the public enjoys watching. | feel ballet dancers now are way more versatile, meaning they can
adapt to many different styles. And there's a lot more scientific knowledge for looking after oneself, to support
the dancing.
More resources. That'’s fantastic. The more you know as a dancer, the easier it gets, or the more difficult
it gets?
Tweets by @TheDanceCurrent
| think it gets easier because you've been through it all a few times. But | also think that my own expectations and

standards rise, so then it’s still just as hard because you're trying to constantly get better! The Dance Current
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@ T'heDanceCurrent
| guess in ballet there is such a hierarchy within the company, and the more you dorrise, itis more of a Heather Thomson of @BalletKelowna talks about
public rise. learning to adapt, the closeness of a small

company and being a twin

Yes! And there are expectations from the other side. But it’s about the fulfillment to keep growing as an artist. =HhedoncecunEtenIcoINIgasn.

Sometimes you don't see what you're doing, and sometimes you do see and you want to make it better, but it’s
also very dependent on the vision of the artistic director and what you're getting from your coach, the person

who can always keep pulling something out of you. That’s a hard job.
The Dance Current

@ TheDanceCurrent
You decided to transition and now you're the director of the Goh Ballet Academy. Was there a moment

when you realized you were ready to retire, and what made you take that next step into teaching -GRaINEC IEMICTES BOIC, INcly Socaty

and visually, arresting work tomorrow ==
thedancecurrent.com/video/re-quick. .. #Toronto
#ReQuickening

and mentoring?

| always knew there were certain repertoires and things | wanted to accomplish in my career. | was so fortunate to

have done those and to have had such wonderful support from my company, from my directors, from other

artists; it was a wonderful time. But | also saw dancers who just didn't have any other interests; they didn’t have

anything to fall back on or go into. | think because | have dancer parents, they were always saying, ‘Dance is such &) The Dance Current Retweeted
a short-lived career. What are you going to do after dance?’ So even as a young principal dancer in my twenties, | .

thought, ‘l want to take a course in this; I'm really interested in marketing; I'm really interested in knowing more 3
about the law! | was fascinated by many things. | met a lot of interesting people from different walks of life, and |
admired their professionalism and what they did. So by the time | decided to look at retirement, | was a young
mother with a little boy, and | thought eventually I'd do something else and | didn't want to start that something
else too late. | would never want to dance at anything other than my highest point just to say I'm still dancing. |
wanted to finish on a real high.

Lee Slinger
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You, in a sense, ended up taking over the family business!

FACEBOOK

Yeah, and | didn't know how to do anything. It was very different. I'm now just starting to trust my instincts. Being
open to learning is so important. | keep learning every step of the way because to allow yourself to learn allows " The Dance Current

you to keep up with evolution. [l Like Page PRCQ

And to be a dancer is to be constantly learning. It never really stops throughout our lives.

The Dance Current shared a
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This is a key component to why I'm doing the master class tour, because | feel so fulfilled to be able to pass on post.

some knowledge to young dancers, to give them the support, to give them any guidance or advice. Being in Lo s

Vancouver on the West Coast, | knew that community. | have been back for seven years now, but | didn't know the

rest of Canada. Canada is very ... broad. | started the Master Class Series wanting to know about the kinds of ® Pamela Andrea Munoz
training, wanting to know where young dancers are now and to get to know them. 8 vesterday at 8:30pm - @

So very proud of my friend Anita Rudichuk who
spoke with CBC today about her incredible dance
programme for students and teachers! It's
National Dance Week so #getmoving -

That's a first for me! I'm really looking forward to it. | don’t think many people know the arts scene in Whitehorse! #CanadaDances #internationaldanceday
#tresfiere

Your tour is so vast geographically. | mean, you're going up to Whitehorse.

Well, | certainly don’t. It’s exciting that you're travelling to so many places. Do you notice a change in
dancers when you go to different locations, or is ballet, ballet everywhere?

No, | notice, to generalize a bit, certain cities have higher standards, but that’s not a fair evaluation because that’s
just dependent on who came to the class. What | have noticed is that dancers now in their classical training are
not as pure because they do a lot of different genres. Today | talked a lot about the passé and where the foot
should be because | see a jazz influence in there and just picking up the foot without that classical approach.
Because they're young, these genres get mixed a little bit. The teacher really has to set that line and not cross it.
This is ballet. The students are still finding their bodies, so | feel like | want to instill purity and values of

classical dance.

If there is one thing you learned throughout your career that you want to instill in these students of your
Master Class Series, what is it?

| think the most crucial thing is that there is such a difference between ego and confidence. As dancers, no matter
how old you are, you're told all the time that you're doing it wrong and how you should be doing it better. | think
the one amazing piece of advice | got from my dad was, ‘Don’t let them tell you you can’t do it. Don't let them
make you feel you're not good enough. You have to have your own self-worth; you have to have your own
confidence! That confidence is so importantbecause when someone tells you no, you have to have enough
confidence to audition again. You have to have that confidence to say, ‘I'm not garbage even though you just told
me | am. I'm going to work on it to make it better. That self-belief is so important. Many dancers are sensitive and
emotionally weak. As all people are.

Especially at this young age you're teaching.

Yeah, it’s so important. Everyone deserves to dance and to live this dream. So don't let people shoot you down.
But I started this by saying there’s such a difference between confidence and ego, and ego is something that
doesn't fit into trying to become a dancer or artist. Ego prohibits you from advancing and then it creeps into

something that's not real. It’s what you think of yourself; it's not what everyone else is thinking, so don't
confuse them!

Learn more » gohballet.com/performance/canadian-masterclass-series
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Skating on the (B)rink Behind the Scenes at Ballet Renaissance
With their daring innovations and BC With Cayetano Soto Rallet Kelowna
ﬂa'tjan{i = unden?abh; E'gahtf?' rllran Ballet BC presents the second Vancouver BC
mo. € ?b prn.'—_‘-selr.t;e?tm?, Montreal's Le episode of their Insider Video Series May 4-6 mai 2016
Gt L Ay Ry S DD before their new program U/NA. 8:00 | 20:00

the world stage, continually igniting
and spurring on new support and
interest for the work and the
group’s ambitions.

Renaissance is a mixed program
featuring Ballet Kelowna and
Toronto’s Continuum Contemporary

Music.
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