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Peter Vanderslice is a 13-year-old 
American with a very Chinese 
attitude. Dressed in a magua, 

(Chinese traditional silk vest) he 
takes to the stage, impersonating a 
foreigner in Beijing who speaks fluent 
Chinese, but with the mannerisms of 
a true Beijinger. Solo or in dialogue, 
he performs his comic skit of xiang-
sheng – crosstalk. Absolutely resolute, 
the young man is firm in his desire to 
become a rare case of foreign talent 
grasping one of China’s foremost 
performing arts. Billed by his teacher 
as the next Dashan [the first foreign 
xiangsheng performer] Vanderslice has 
already featured on CCTV, Beijing TV 
and in several talent competitions. 

When and why did you first come 
to China?

I go to the Lycée Français in New 
York where I started [learning] Chi-
nese 40 minutes a day, four days a 
week because I thought it’d be a very 
useful language to learn. I first came 
to China last year to attend a five-
week summer camp that my Chinese 
teacher told us about. There I learned 
about this half-year program at the 
Beijing Talent academy. I know the 
only real way to learn the language is 
to be entirely immersed in it and hav-
ing everyone speaking it around you, 
so I decided I had to come. I’m here 
for the summer so that I don’t skip 
my French curriculum back home.

How were you introduced to 
crosstalk?  

I started last year after I had 
enough Chinese to maintain a conver-
sation. 

What’s your comic skit about? 
I’ve done two types of perfor-

mances, alone and in dialogue with a 
student who also goes to this school. 
The one I do by myself is mainly 
about me becoming a Beijing person. 
At one point I run into a South Ko-
rean person in the bus who asks me 
all these directions in Chinese and 
the lines revolve around the language 
misunderstandings and instructions.

How did you prepare for it?
I was given the sketch. I learned 

the meaning of the lines and then 
had to memorize them. Everything is 
meant to look spontaneous; that’s why 
it takes time to learn how to perform 
it. It took me about a week, three 
hours every day to memorize it; and 
about one or two more weeks to learn 
the actions. The most difficult part is 
to know when exactly you’re to make a 
certain movement and what mood to 
imply when you’re speaking. I learned 
with my teacher and then practiced 
every day with my guardian. There’s 
not really a technique for xiangsheng 
so I just have to practice hard. 

What is it that you like the most 
about crosstalk? 

 I really love doing it and I’m going 
to try to find time to perform more 
and more. The most enjoyable part 

is being able to entertain Chinese 
people. I remember this one time I 
performed and that people seemed 
to like it. I felt like an entire cultural 
barrier between me and Chinese 
students and teachers had been bro-
ken because I was doing something 
related to their culture. Since then it 
was much easier to establish a rela-
tionship; I guess I wasn’t some kind 
of foreigner to them anymore. 

How many times did you perform 
so far? Do you get nervous?

I performed it many times but for 
real, like in TV and talent shows for 
foreigners, a bit over five times. I was 
nervous at first, but then I think it just 
started coming naturally to me. Since 
I like performing so much I guess 
I don’t feel scared of the audience 
anymore. So far I didn’t have any big 
mess ups.

What other languages would you 
like to pick up next?

Arabic. Lebanese is also an 
alternative because my family on my 
mother’s side is Lebanese. Or maybe 
Spanish.

How is it spending summer away 
from home?

In the beginning I got home-
sick because I had to stay in dorms 
where all the kids and teachers were 
Chinese. I was the only foreigner. It 
wasn’t that easy to fit in at first when 
I couldn’t communicate. After one 
month I started getting along better. 
But I left boarding school and moved 
in with a tutor. I think that staying at 
a home is easier for me and I realized 
that spending one month with one 
teacher is much more challenging 
than spending five months here at 
school. 

What do you want to be when you 
grow up? 

My big thing is learning languages. 
I want to learn useful languages and 
don’t want to stop here. I enjoy it and 
think it’s something I’m able to do. 
But I think the reason why I’m doing 
all this is because I think that my 
generation needs more people that 
can be global citizens and know local 
cultures. I’d like to be some kind of 
expert connecting Europe, America 
and China. 

But I hear you also have plans to 
study in China.

I want to come back here for 8th 
grade because the Math and the Phys-
ics are exceptional. I’m studying for 
the HSK (Chinese proficiency test) so 
that I have all my options open; I want 
to prove myself that I’m able to do it 
and find out about my true Chinese 
level.

What do you enjoy doing in your 
free time?

Most of the time I do homework 
from school and Chinese studies. But 
I enjoy riding my bike. I watch a bit of 
TV and I like American movies. I’ve 
done karate but I’m not really into 
sports, I play ball games just for fun. 

Do you remember your first 
impression of China?

Yes, yes. I was so excited to come. 
I had never been to an Asian country 
and had no idea what to expect. I was 
looking out the window to see what 
food they have, what cars they drive. 
I remember going to Tiananmen 
Square and The Forbidden City and 
thinking “oh my gosh” because it’s 
like looking at the amazing sites I’d 
seen in tourist advertising. 

How do you compare Beijing to 
New York?

I love both of them very much be-
cause it feels like they’re always mov-
ing forward and the determination of 
people in both cities is very similar. 
When I come to Beijing I don’t feel 
like I’m coming to some awkward 
place, I feel at home here as much as 
in New York. Sometimes I find that I 
miss more things from Beijing when 
I’m in New York than the other way 
around. I love Chinese food, I really 
miss it in the US: The dumplings, the 
Beijing duck, the beef noodles, the hot 
pot, they’re not the same at restau-
rants in New York.

Did you travel in China?
I’ve been to Hunan for five weeks 

with summer camp. It was a great 
experience because I could compare 
it to urban Beijing and get a different 
sense of China. I also went to Shang-
hai and Hong Kong with my parents. 
I prefer Beijing – it’s less Western-
ized. If you want to learn Chinese and 
be immersed in true culture then I 
think one should come to Beijing.

Peter Vanderslice can be reached at pe-
tert@petervanderslice.com

verapeneda@globaltimes.com.cn

 Crosstalking teenager uses comedy to break barriers
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