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THE CROWD I8 SILENT. A heod of letteee staffed with money doergles
Sromn adwere, Britliand red, gold erd green capes rasife ander the weighi
af gimet, fantusticel lon heads, Sred with fur anad aerséing wash inen-
cate hand-peinted detoil, Croarched andermeath e of Shem, Thold my
breatty, uaiting for the sigmal, At onee, the erack of the dram, eroshing
af eapreberls, exploding freworks—tfe on beed whips oe e and ferks
itz araped body frron the Mo of the crowded restaureet. Ared troogh
the guaping mowth, aeeidst the cheers of the audienes, Toan see all the
entited fuces beaming with arbicipation. The lion dence bes began,

Mothing rings in the MNew Year quite like the lon dance—well, that =,
the Chinese Mew Year—and for this lon daneer, every performance is a
wharle: ew experience.

Four years ago, [ didn't
know guite what to expect
when 1 joimed the Ling Nam
Hu Lum Kung Fu Aeademy,
aml considering that the schoel
has  been  performing  lion
danee shows for restaurants
arross Long Tdand sinee 10Ky,
T knew that becaming a full-
fledged lion dancer would nat
b easy. Prior to the month-
leng schedule of performances
ta usher in the Chinese Mew
Year season, beginning this
vear omn February iBth, manths
af arcaus practice and concdi-
ticming take place The result of
such training i% a dramatic
exhibition of skill invelving
weapons, forms, muwse aml, of
course, the traditional sousth-
erm lion danee. Sifu Michael
Manganielle made 3t clear
fromn the start: “Ling Mam Sia
Lum students: are known for
their lion dancing. They train
in Hung Gar, one of thie st
physaally powerful of the mar-
tial arts, and that strength
translates  inte the sharp,
intense movements of the lion
that people hawve come to
empect at ouar shows.”

Whenever T sy “lion dane-
ing,” 1 am aften met with
raizexl eyehoows, confused stares and pechaps two or thnes: people who
thaught T saud T wanted to go “line daneing.” Tt just En't very comman,
5o belore even picking up a lion hesd my fiest time anouned, T was breked
an the history behind the spectacle. Durng the New Yiar, the lion's mole
it to bestow blessings, prosperity aml good lack on all who are present.
The tradition can be trvces] back thousands of vears amd the begend of its
arigin vares. Cme story tells of Nian, a ferce beast that terrormeed
villagis envery yesar untal 1t was defeated and chased away by a lion. Upon
the monster's netumn the next year, Chinese villagers creates] a lon

costumie aml used i b scane Mian away. Ancther tale is of the emperar
af the Tang Dynasty wha bad o dream wherne 8 mysterions ereature
resembling the Western lian saved his life. In honor of the ereature that
saved him, the emperor commissioned the lion dance. Whateser the
story may bie, the lion danee is integral to the celebration, scaring off evil
spirits amd welroming a bountiful new year,

The ot of Hae celebrobion fills the restourent as the lion danes geds
wideruray. Witk orly minieel vision theowgh te mouth of dhe on, T
e ey wdry Behoeen Bhe fobles Witers ran puest, comerns flach
avied cfzilidren ineh up o get o closer look. Sweat beads drip dows my
Joce az the heat sweils preder the heed, T oooe with amdéo, especiolly
sHpee my parieEr i the on’s
teel iz feliaoing my o every
mace, Reppiong e meaesiie
carp anied keeping wp with eack
o may sleps.

The maost popular style
of these dances performed n
Dpited  States i the
suthern lion dance from the

thei

Guangdong [Cantan} provinee
of Chama anal the mythieal erea-
ture lacks nothing like what
you mvight expect. Every lion
head is charactersmed by bright
oolors, each having its own
symbalic  significance—large
avis, 4 biom at the bead's cen-
ter and a wale, flowing cape.
Ling Mam Sau Lom has eollectied
a spectacular armay of them
ower the years from Malaysia
and Hong Eong. Mare than
just elaborately designed, the
heads are by, vel extremely
fragile. Becoaming the lion is a
lessom an teamwork a5 one per-
mom, with the massive e
placesl over his or her shoul-
ders, works Lo animate the face
while the other controls the
movements of the tail. And,
besfore the inevitable guestion
arisie, the lion danee 1= mot the
same as a dragon dance, The
simple way to differentiate,
thernshy avoiding the all-too-
frequent confusion, is to wote that 2 drgon is not operated by hamd, but
by poles held by a team of ten or mone dancers.

o0 what exactly dees lon damcing have o do with kang fu?
Exerything. A schioal’s lion dancing reflects its particular Gghting style
aml demonstrates the expertize of the students. It was once alse 2 major
form of financial suppart for a school. Rival schoals would go Gee te face
in lion danee competitions trying to outperform ewch ather and i doang
o, gain the respect of their town, In many ways, lon dancing was not just
entertainment when it first began over ane thousand vears ago, it meant
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survivitl, Fvien m mone mecent years, the competitive
nature of students was such that 2 momentous aelelra-
tion could escalate into viclence, In the case of Ling
Wam Siu Lum, while performers might oot be duking i
cuat im Lhie greet, lion dancing iz comzidered of fommaos
impartance—acery shaw 5 an oppartunity for stodents
o demiomstrate what they trin for year-rounsd, specifi-
clly the Hung Gar system.

! elntarale

The lion's drematie heoon rasie o

dimtee s are ol rooted e deep, I gk

aramd af prvclice eould prepore me for ehe feeling of
the actunl perfarmanee.

A different intervals during the show, performess
aftern gwitch in and oot of the lion, making swre that each
per=on gets 3 chance o breathe and recharge belore
gomng back wder, “Tt takis a consistent effort to perform
thie lon damee. Your Gtigne and mistakes are projectesd
thraugh yoor peromanee, 5o ome cam little afford 1o
sladk off,” =vs Alexander Ealogiannis, fellow kung
stunbent and Bon danee performer, “We push oumselves 1o
perform difficult, fast-paced movements ander the
weight of the: liom heswl, while at the samme time mainkiim-
ing comtral and remaining awere of our surmoambings.”
Depmeling an the see of the restaommt, up to four lion
dane: teams can be schedule] to perform, each one
miaking 15 way b all the tbles,

Az b atraem fuaet elumrges, T jumgs el fe neorest

hencte, steli o Heaed dey e ek, My knees

HaLardy Lne |

sk, T elor® fil, Is

e, bt e lion, Az

lahie o

head speps down o

x hanids remeh ap o
W ay shgffed revl @nreeinpes.

Imagine the arena: Restaurants boaked to capacity,
elabarately strung decorations, tables end to emd,
waiters rushing past with trays full of foml and drinks,
Oftentimes, the lion danece begins pulside. Raed
firewarks hung from trees eropt and Gl the aic with a
haee of smske and colors. Tn the midst of al] the chaos,
the lsns awaken ancd make their way inside, 22 the
pounaing of drums reverbertes through the mestaurant,
infusing the celehration with hypnotic, tribal-like
rlivthims. Exch licn begins it search for the hung pao, or
rel emvelopes, Diners place money inside thess
envelopes and litemlly fimd i@t ko the lions as they pass
by, whey i turn bestaw on them the gifts of prosperity
and luck for the Mew Year.

Poase, strength, stamina and kang fu skills all play a
part in branging the lion to lile, from moving the eyes,
ers amal mauth of the lion bead to interacting with the
mulience members, wha ame as moch 3 part af the chaw
as the lion dancers themselves, Few understand this
better than veterm lion dancer and instructor Timothy

Chan, wiio remincds his daneers dunng practice that
meomporiting acrobatics amd play mta Ben dancing
brngs up the thrill level for the andienc: as moch as it
dies for thee performers. “People shiould alvways expect (o
birve @ grest time,” he says about the performanees.
“The: lsm will jump up on chairs, weap its leg aroand
yirur meck, tease the kids and anyvthing els: T ean think of
b entertain the swdience.” Under the Bon hesd, the
daneier hax b moee 1n sheg with each difterent string of
beats played by the musiczans, but when strategically
place] obstacles, space constraints and erawes alter the
surrowmdings, e ar she has bo be ready o improvise and
put mta action the lon's mast show-stopping moves.
My teammaties are just amazing e owatch, and ot
mspines me.” Sy Annemare Fulbm, “People comie op
bir s, take pictares, even try to dane: with us. These
beautiful, eolortul s really lock alne becanse that is
whiat mur 53l stresses the mast” And just like any Inee
shawe, extch perbarmance is different from the last, so the
andiense shioubl be prepared for absalutely anyvthing.

The climax of the dance stll remams as exeiting as
ther Timst tirse T bk part in it The eating of the “preens”
olten signified by a head of lettoee Glled wath hung pae,
hiarkens back to the days when a kung fu school's repu-
tation was at stake during the lion danee., “A bot ol times
it's cusbomany for the restaorant, o0 wWHser B nsarms
ther lion clivmesz, b pat ot soamse type of shskscle for the
lien to summaeunt,” saos Sifu Michael, “Lion dancing
shawes A stucent's grace umder fire, and a lian daneer has
tir kiep has or bier focws under such doress, say while
balancing on a sawhorse or stone arn and deing the
vavriones mosensenke” This i the moment of trath for the
well-trained lion dancer. Total strength and concentra-
tion are neguired b reach the greens placed high above,
somekinmes even hung trom the calmg,

The rrurrireg Contaes os e oo warlohes dae
o e for the hong
purey, Jfonet % famg b Righe Tnoone fined attempd, T

oppraseh coeBmesy, e Een's remieshe solars droeimg

trene. Thee uiclienee erugds

e apploesel Wik Bhe T |

arfeiyy i b, Bhe dian

spds ol P fedteee [eapes, scattermg

amm. T drop e ceremoniel somall o

thae sannd of meore cheers, Thae e O BT TS

e iF hegaen, watn ol Bee v Susing do Bhe il e, s

qesture of hiles to the restowrand.

Ling Nom Sin Lum’s anneol schos st will foke
ploce Scheday, Febneery oth ot Bpn. For more
oformadion abowt schedaling a e dooree perform-
oree or aitending o restowran show, please conteel
Ling Nom Sin Lem Kung Fu Acodemy al [S06] modb-
100 o el waewe. lingrensmbon,. oo, @
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