What it’s like to be a...

Teenage crosstalk performer
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Get up, stand up Performing in a second language h

)

asn’t stopped this teenange comic

Simon Fowler talks

to American teen Peter
Vanderslice, who performs
Chinese xiangsheng
comedy (aka crosstalk)

First off, how did you start
studying Chinese?

I started studying Chinese in third
gradeat my school in the USand
then, in the sixth grade, [ came

to China for a five-week summer
camp. But, while visiting, I decided
that I wanted to stay on for another
five months at the Beijing New
Talent Academy so that I could
improve my Chinese.

What do local Chinese people
think when they hear you
speaking Chinese?

They're usually very surprised
thata foreigner was able to come
to China and learn Chinese.
They're like: ‘How did you learn
such good Chinese?” And then
[have to go through the whole
process. They're usually pretty
shocked that [ would come to
Beijing simply to learn Chinese.

So when did you start
performing xiangsheng?
Crosstalk was just something
that my school encouraged me to
getinto.Iended up doinga lot of
performances and competitions
against kids from other nations

FACT

around the world. After that,
Istarted to get invited to do more
things and I eventually ended up on
Beijing Television and then CCTV.

How does it feel to do jokes
in another language?
Sometimes, where a translation is
really black and white, jokes don’t
often work. There’s one joke I do
inaroutine thatisa pun onlaowai
(#4h, meaning ‘foreigner’). The
other person in the sketch refers
tomeaslaowai, but L interpret it
asmeaning ‘old Wai', where wai is

‘At first, | didn’t
even know what
| was saying’

asurname. So Irespond by saying,
‘My name’s not Waiand I'm not
old—I'monly 13 That’sajoke
that'sreally hard to translate into
English, so youreally need to know
Chinese to make it work.

How did people react when
you first performed that one?
[feltlike I'd broken through

the cultural barrier because
everyone laughed when they were
supposed to and everyone got

the joke. I felt like that was really
amoment of breaking through
and understanding. Even as

aforeigner, I felt like there wasn't
any awkwardness. For me, that's
the beauty of culturalrelations.

Would you like to continue
doing crosstalk?

Yeah, 'm trying to at the moment.
I'mreally interested in doing

that. Thereisa great sound and
drama coach at the academy
where [ studied and he has a whole
book of routines that I can work
through. There is one for every
situation. The drama coach at the
school said that, if I were to stay
in Beijing, I could perhaps become
famous, which is pretty cool.

How long does it take you to
learn a crosstalk routine?
I'had one that was three pages long
that wasreally hard to learn. At
first, [ didn’t even know what I was
saying. But then I went through
and learned it. I practised for three
hours a day for five days. It wasn’t
like it was work for me because
Ikind of feltlikeit wasa game and
Ienjoyed doing it. But it’s really
tough to get all the tones right and
master the whole thing. If youdon’t
know what you're saying then you
don’t know how to act it out and
make the gestures at the right time.

Beijing New Talent Academy
9 Anhua Jie, Shunyi district (8041
3036, www.bjnewtalent.com). At 5T
TR PR AT K IR A4 495

BANK The number of students attending university in China rose from 1.08 millionin 1998 to over 17 million in 2003.

e P
Taxitalk

Howwouldyou feel
ifablanketbanon
smokinginall public
places cameinto
force across Beijing?

e It's agood move
* actually; it's forthe

good of everyone’s

(q well-being. | know
. 4l that smoking is really

bad for my health but | still keep
doing it. I reckon there is nothing
else |l can do, otherthan to smoke
less and gradually kick the habit.

Butwait, is ablanket ban even
possible? Everyone smokes now!
Personally, it’s going to be very
inconvenient for me, especially
since | have akid athome and | can
only smoke outside. But | cannot
possibly move out of Beijing just to
smoke; that’s ridiculous!

Maybe | will need to have more
self-control about these things.
Yeah, that’sright, | should try
and take control of what | am
doing more. Take it easy. Most
importantly, | really hope they don’t
bring in aban very soon. I've got to
have some time to try and quit first!
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Which doyou prefer
—Yanjing or Tsingtao?

Tsingtao
70 percent

Yanjing
30 per cent

In declarative unison and as
loud as agong, Beijingers

have spoken. It appears taste
presides over local pride as the
50 people we asked around
Dongzhimen overwhelmingly
chose Tsingtao, popular across
China, overlocal brew Yanjing.
However, interestingly, Yanjing
remained the pijiu of choice
among the elderly. Perhaps price
is a greater motivator among
this group — Yanjing is usually the
cheaper of the two beers and is
more widely available in the city.
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