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Last summer, ADF audiences saw Shen Wei’s company members become works of art as 

they rolled in paint at the N.C. Museum of Art. This season offers a look at the scope of 

his ADF work in Durham theaters as Shen Wei Dance Arts kicks off the festival’s 80th 

anniversary season today and Friday at the Durham Performing Arts Center. The program 

features the 2000 “Near the Terrace, Part 1” and the world premiere of “Collective 

Measures.”             

 

On a recent evening 

in Amsterdam, 

choreographer Shen 

Wei took time to 

speak by telephone 

about his work and 

what he would like 

for audiences to come 

away with. 

“Time and space is 

one of the things I’m 

working on so much 

in the last two, three 

years. It’s all about 

your decisions about 

time and how you use 

space,” Shen said. 
    Members of Shen Wei's company perform "Near the Terrace." 

 

He continues this exploration in “Collective Measures,” his 13th ADF-commissioned 

world premiere. He appreciates this support and thinks of ADF as home. He’s personally 

been at ADF for these premieres – even returning from working on the Beijing Olympics 

Opening Ceremony to be there. But this time, he has to be in Europe where he’s currently 

working on a new “Rite of Spring” for the Dutch National Ballet. Then, it’s on to Naples 

for a large-scale work to “Carmina Burana,” Carl Orff’s scenic cantata, he said. 

Shen Wei Dance Arts company member Evan Copeland described some of the ways 

dancers use space in “Collective Measures” and also gave insight into how Shen works. 

“There are specific rules dancers have to follow to give it shape and structure,” Copeland 



said in a phone interview from New York. One of Shen’s rules for “Collective Measures” 

required dancers, in 10 counts, to come up with 10 gestures of doing laundry. Another 

rule involved using all the joints and lines in the body to create a caterpillar-like structure 

by making choices based on a shape someone else has made, the dancer said. 

“There are a lot of spatial restrictions. In one, nine dancers perform a task inside a 7-by-

7-foot box,” the dancer added. 

“Dancers have freedom within a structure as long as they follow the rules he set up. The 

more strict the rules are, the more we can transcend ourselves. You find yourself doing 

movement you wouldn’t do without those parameters,” Copeland said. 

Unlike most choreographers, who develop and use a dance language throughout their 

careers, Shen starts anew with each work. A visual artist and photographer as well as a 

choreographer, he also designs all the sets and costumes although he no longer constructs 

the costumes himself. 

 

Shen has developed a technique, the Natural Body Technique, that explores breath, 

internal energy, center shifting and other movement qualities open the mind and body to 

new approaches in dance, according to the company’s web site. 

“Everything comes from our breath,” Copeland said. Dancers also practice deep 

breathing before performances. “We are warming up from the inside out,” the dancer 

said. The internal explorations, including awareness of the body’s systems, has an effect. 

“”You’re constantly aware of all your senses. You have the ability to stay calm and push 

yourself …” Copeland added. 

 

In his work, Shen also draws from Eastern and Western cultures that include his 

experiences as a performer in traditional Chinese opera as well as modern dance 

influences that began in 1989 when he studied with American teachers, sent by ADF, to 

the Guangdong Dance Academy. In 1991, he became a founding member of the 

Guangdong Modern Dance Company, China’s first modern dance troupe. 

He’s also influenced by art. The work of Belgium surrealist artist Paul Delvaux inspired 

his “Near the Terrace, Part 1,” performed by ADF students, who became members of his 

company formed that same summer at ADF. The strange beauty and creativity of this 

work not only impressed ADF audiences but also launched his career on a national and 

international level. 

 

For the most part, he’s against program notes about his work. 

“I don’t want to nail down information because sometimes you narrow the meaning of 

the work. Audiences can find their own inspiration in what they see in it. Then, they start 

to really open their minds,” Shen said. “I want to inspire people to feel things … the 

beauty of life, meaning … to inspire people spiritually” 

When asked if he meditated, Shen said, “I try to meditate 24 hours a day.  Shopping, even 

eating dinner … to be more aware.” This way of being in the world can have a positive 

effect on civilization but if people’s actions are based mainly on emotions, this can be 

dangerous, he added. 

 


