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Drama

Starting from the Way a Child Sees:
What Do We Want to See in a Performance?

Kelvin Chan

(Editor's note: Little SmudgesTheatre was established
in 2013 by three graduates of the Master of Drama
Education programme. The company’s mission is to
“inspire reflection in education, discover and open
up creative space for children, and enable a different
kind of theatrical experience for children”. In 2016,
Little Smudges Theatre took part in a variety of
creative and cultural exchange activities in children’s
theatre. This article records Artistic Director Kelvin
Chan's creative journey and reflections on his

explorations.)

King Tumbler: What do children see?

In late 2015, we were commissioned to create a
series of small scale performance to tell stories in
different libraries in 2016.The performances had to
be related to a picture or story book. | suggested
the picture book Tumbler. This book is about a skilled
acrobat named Tristan the Tumbler who excels in
tumbling. His goal in life is to join a monastery as a

monk in order to help other people.

When the organisation received our proposal,
their first question was whether tumbling was in
fact a sport. What an interesting question! | turned
this question into a warm-up session before each

small scale performance, inviting the children to

guess what types of sports other children were
doing. At the end, the actors would improvise a few
movements and ask the children: “Is this a sport?”
The children’s reactions could get very lively, leading
to loud discussions."If you move, it is a sport!”"‘Only
swimming and football are sports!” In this way, many
diverse opinions were generated. At the end we
introduced the King Tumbler; asking the children “Is

tumbling a sport?" in order to provoke reflection.

After the small scale performance, we would create
the King Tumbler together with the children. The
children came up with many different variations and
creations. For instance, they sent a few "“Tristan the
Tumblers” spinning at the same time, competing to

see who could give the tumbler the most spin.

This programme of performances revealed how
interesting it is to observe children's imagination at
work. If | had not given them space, | would never
have witnessed their wild but wise ideas. If | had only
wanted to entertain the children and then have them
leave afterwards, the children would not have had
the chance to work through their own observations
and experiences, and | would not have had the
chance to see what they had seen. After which we
would have continued to believe that children need

a certain kind of experience, and parents would have
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King Tumbler (2016)
Photo courtesy: Kelvin Chan

Journey to the Colourful Bubbles (2016)
Photo courtesy: Kelvin Chan
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continued to believe that children only like a certain
kind of experience. This performance programme
reinforced my belief that seeing what children see is

extremely important.

Journey to the Colourful Bubbles: giving
them freedom

The other show that had a profound impact on us in
2016 was Journey to the Colourful Bubbles.

This show came about because we received
an invitation to come up with a school touring
programme. In my mind | kept on pondering
alternative possibilities for children’s shows. Surfing
the internet, | came across this name by chance —
Close to YOU International Puppet Festival. | was
immediately captivated: small scale puppet shows in
various small neighbourhood shops, shadow puppet
shows and a variety of stylish puppets — this was
way too cooll Through more surfing, | tracked down
the person in charge of the festival, Flying Group
Theatre’'s founder Jade Shih, and attempted to
connect with her. | got a little “ballsy” and asked if
she would collaborate with us, and unexpectedly

she agreed right away!

She emphasised that they are not a children’s
theatre company, and that they love using puppetry
to develop different modes of storytelling. This left a
deep impression on me. If our emphasis is on how
to tell the story, we should not underestimate the
ability of children to see before we have understood
how children actually see things, and the story can

go in many different directions.

This time our creative experience originated in the
following train of thought: if | asked the children
“What do you think of when | say ‘ocean’?”’, many
children would reply “Ocean Park!”. “What kind
of fish do we have in Hong Kong?” “Dolphins and
sharks!” “Where can we see fish?""In the aquarium!”
This made me wonder why we never speak to
children about Hong Kong's fish, our indigenous fish,

the fish in Victoria Harbour?

The greatest challenge at the start of the creative
process was gathering materials. After much
searching, we discovered that the Ichthyological
Society of Hong Kong had published a book
about different kinds of fish in Hong Kong, with
hand drawn illustrations no less! Is that not too
incredible! However, this book was not in stock in
our local bookshops; therefore, | had to resort to

my “ballsiness” again, and | emailed the President
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of the Ichthyological Society of Hong Kong for a
chat. To my surprise, he immediately invited me for
a meeting. | bought the book, and also benefited
from his accumulated knowledge on fish. We spoke
for two hours. After the puppets were made, he
instructed us in how different fishes moved. We

learnt so many things through creating a show!

In this show, we utilised a narrator, puppets and
puppet masters. Although this method is not exactly
ground breaking, we did try something new in our
positioning. For instance, we chose to use very
naturalistic puppets, and we did not deliberately
use children’s language (simplified speech). Our
emphasis was on how to manifest the special
qualities of each fish species, the special nature
of each puppet — many thanks to Flying Group
Theatre and the Ichthyological Society of Hong
Kong for their help.

Journey to the Colourful Bubbles is about Little Rabbit
Fish who has always lived next to the pier. One day,
Little Rabbit Fish hears Parrot Fish say that there
are many beautiful bubbles in the ocean beyond. He
goes on a quest to find these bubbles. During his
journey he meets many different kinds of fish, which
in turn inspires different reflections on himself and

the bubbles. Parrot Fish tells Little Rabbit Fish that

he has to discover the most beautiful bubbles on
his own. When Little Rabbit Fish sees the beautiful
coral at the bottom of the ocean, he realises that
what he is looking for is not simply beauty.When he
encounters Parrot Fish again, he decides he needs to

journey along his own chosen path.

Each fish’s uniqueness is also a portal for children to
enter. For example, Rock Fish has blind spots, Hair
Tail Fish can swim vertically, Grey Mullet Fish loves
1o eat, Parrot fish can secrete a mucus sleeping bag,
Little Rabbit Fish is alert and adventurous. Children
not only expand their knowledge about fish, they
can also apply this knowledge to their daily lives.
When we interacted with the children after each
performance, we asked them why they thought Little
Rabbit Fish needs to leave, then invited the children
to attempt to act out their own thoughts, explaining
them verbally. Some children said they would go on
a journey, some said they would search for bubbles,
some said they would return home, some said they
did not wish to leave at all and would stay and play
with Parrot Fish. Witnessing these children’s ways of
“seeing” was a very moving experience. Sometimes,
to get to know how children really see, we have to
give them freedom to genuinely express their own
thoughts, respect their abilities, and not preemptively

dwarf their imagination.
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The Orange Horse: let the children have

more space

Another interesting show in the same year was the
The Orange Horse pop-up book theatre (we gave this
series a little name — Small Box Theatre). We hoped
through creating this story to discuss faith with
children. After its creation, however, we discovered
that the meanings that could be contained by this
story far exceeded our initial conception. In view of
this, we presented it as a public performance. This
story originates from the Taiwanese picture book
of the same name. We adapted it for performance
in the style of pop-up book theatre, adding shadow
puppets and live actors to tell this story.

The story is about Orange Horse, who lives in the
city and has a long lost brother. Unfortunately, he only
has half a photo left in which he alone can be seen, so
he has not been able to find his brother At his lowest
point, he meets Brown Horse, who also has a long
lost brother and half a photo. Although they are very
similar, Brown Horse is not Orange Horse's long lost
brother. Orange Horse is bitterly disappointed, which
leads to Brown Horse trimming his half photo to be
able to fit together with Orange Horse's half photo

and form a whole...

Apart from using a pop-up book as the set, we also
added shadow puppetry. Moreover, we introduced
an element of suspense to the story, so that after
the show children could guess who it was that cut
the photo and why this person would do this. Some
children said everyone should cut their photo to fit
together with someone else’s, and some said you
can simply glue the pieces together without doing
anything else. Others said you could still be brothers
or friends without glueing the pieces together! In
reality, in order to be able to see something, you
have to allow that thing to emerge, or allow children
the time and space to observe for themselves. This
performance further consolidated my understanding
of how to tell a story in a way which gives children
space to see, as well as simultaneously giving me

space to observe what children see.

Close to YOU International Puppet

Festival: let us see each other

This year, we also participated in Close to YOU

International  Puppet Festival in Taiwan. This
experience can conclude my article. During this
process, we observed different performances, and
took part in the festival workshops. “Close to you”
means extremely intimate performances. In fact,

some performances were so intimate that it was like
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dining with friends at the same table. The audiences
consisted of about 20 people. Some performances
were related to taste, some to encounter. The
venues were also varied: cafes, restaurants,
warehouses, offices, etc. Some were designated as
performances that children “can also watch"”. This
intrigued me — “can also watch’? Is it suitable
or not suitable for children? In Hong Kong, for the
most part, there is a belief that shows suitable for or
needed by children are shows of a certain type, or
which use a certain language appropriate for children.
But at Close to YOU International Puppet Festival,
performances which children “can also watch” were
not conceived specifically with children in mind, nor
had they been adapted for children. Is this method
or thinking important? | think it is very important. |
still remember my Taiwanese friends telling me that
the art of drama is to find a suitable way of telling
stories we already know. Many times, when we are
faced with children, we will obscure the reality, or
cartoonise the story, imagining that children need
it to be so. | believe this is not a healthy situation,
and will excessively dwarf children’s ability. In one
show Soul-sick Zoo, the theme was the incarceration
of animals by the human race. Although the creator
used toy animals to tell the story, he did this without
text, only moving the animals around, or taking them

away. Children completely understood what this was

about without any need for explanation. There was
also no need for animals to be made cute, because

animal incarceration is not in the least bit cute...

At the same time, we also participated in a puppet
master's workshop, The Secret Life of Objects.
From discovering the special quality of each object,
developing it for different performances, and
combining different objects together; it opens up a
genuine dialogue. We discover the uniqueness of
each object through the heart; we speak with the

objects through the creative process.

In the same spirit, | believe that when creating
children’s theatre, each creation requires that we
simultaneously face the work, one's own self, and the
children (the audience). How to genuinely engage
and respond is a very complex and important topic.
Each performance is a chance to communicate with
children. If we are to achieve our goal, we have to
allow children enough opportunity to “see”, which
means that the distance to the children must be
minimised, and that adequate time is given. But
achieving this kind of closeness and sufficient time is

what is so difficult about children’s theatre.

For us as a theatre company, each creation brings

us infinite excitement, but our greatest challenge is
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operational. If we want intimate performances with
small audiences, our costs will increase. The difference
in revenues from a half-hour show with an 80 versus
20 strong audience is huge.We can gloss it by saying
we are trying to maintain the balance between
persevering with our ideals and aesthetics and the
reality of the circumstances, but when we speak of
“balance”, we fall into the trap of being seduced by
compromise. We know what kind of show will be
popular; we know what kind of content will seem
valuable to parents. We know very well that when
we market our shows our target is the parent, since
children are inevitably vulnerable or dominated...
However, as we learnt from The Secret Life of
Objects workshop, to discover the special nature
of something, you have to first fall into step with it.
Synchronising yourself with something (or someone)
else requires time. We believe that falling into step
with parents and children also requires time. The
biggest obstacle to the creation of children’s theatre
is this: it is so easy to forget that the cost of acting
without sincerity towards children is very great. |
hope that we can all “start with children’s seeing”
to embark, one small step at a time, on a process
that would allow each children’s show, of any and all
genres, to become one that would allow children to
“see”, and which would also allow us to “see” the
children.

(Translated by Amy Ng)
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Kelvin Chan
Father of two children and Artistic Director of Little
Smudges Theatre, Chan likes wandering, and he

ponders strange thoughts when in motion.
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