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Break Through Barriers and Make History
— Chan Hon Goh'’s Ballet Dreams and Life

Artists often give the impression that they are uninhibited or refined.
But Chan Hon Goh’s every gesture is infused with a purity, a focus
to create beauty. She says, “Art is to affect others, to bring to the

audience a more beautiful feeling.”

Reaching the Pinnacle of Art

She really did it, and she reached the top. Ballet is a western
tradition, a white-dominated territory. But Chinese born Chan Hon

Goh, with an Asian face, has made history in this territory.

In her teens she became the first Canadian dancer to win an award
at Switzerland’s Prix de Lausanne International Competition of
Dance and the silver medal at the British Royal Academy of Dance’s
Genée International Ballet Competition. She was recruited by the
National Ballet of Canada upon graduation from high school and at
24 became the first Chinese Canadian to be a principal dancer. She
was invited many times to dance with ballet companies in the USA,

Europe, Australia and Asia.

In her 21 years with the National Ballet of Canada, besides typical
roles in Swan Lake, Sleeping Beauty and Romeo and Juliet, Chan
Hon has danced Madam Butterfly and other roles specifically

choreographed for her. Whether an innocent young girl or a tragic

romantic figure, her performances deeply touched the hearts of
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audiences. Critic Susan Walker had this to say about Chan Hon
Goh: “A dancer with strength and elevation belies her slender frame,
a performer who moves audiences with her indelible interpretation

of tragic heroines.”

Chan Hon retired from the National Ballet Company in 2009,
choosing Giselle as her farewell performance. At the end, the
audience’s applause was thunderous and long. Canadian media
raved about her performance. The Toronto Star said: “ ... Goh and
Konvalina ... give a contemporary audience a reason to believe in

the redeeming power of love through their stirring performance”.

Her excellent artistry brought Chan Hon much recognition - she
has received the Queen Elizabeth II Diamond Jubilee Medal,
YWCA Outstanding Woman Award, Outstanding Immigrant
Award and Canada’s highest honour for Canadians - the Order of

Canada. UBC granted her an honorary doctorate.

Talent and Sweat

To achieve this success, there was her natural born talent, and
extraordinary perseverance. Ballet is full of contradictions: the
audience see ballerinas jump light as feather, their bodies always so
soothing and elegant. But for a ballet dancer, every jump, every pose

requires extreme control that takes years of training and sweat.

Because of her love for ballet, Chan Hon never minded the
exhaustion and physical toll of practice. Mention dance, and her eyes

light up. She said: “Being a dancer is a joy because there is always
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room for improvement, a higher level.” She feels very fortunate

because she was doing what she most loves.

Her only fear was that injury would impact her practice and
performance. In her over 20 years dancing career, she has had three
fractures, one from a car accident. She was worried she would need

to walk with crutches. But hard work brought her back to the stage.

Family Influence

Chan Hon was born into an artistic family. Her father, Chu
Chiat Goh, was born in Singapore (this is why their last name is
spelled Goh, from the Hokkien and ChaoShan dialects common
in Singapore, and not spelled Wu, as in the Chinese Pinyin used
in China). He studied in the 1950s with a USSR ballet master in
Beijing, where he met his wife (Lin Yee Goh). Together they later
became principals with the National Ballet of China.

'The Goh parents did not want their daughter to get into ballet
because they knew how difficult it would be and how short lived

a ballerina’s career is. They often said: “This family already has two
dancers who can’t do anything else, there can’t be another one like
that.” But Chan Hon loved ballet. She has dreamed of being a
dancer since she was a little girl, often dressing up in her mother’s
ballet slippers. After immigrating to Canada, the senior Gohs
opened Goh Ballet Academy to teach ballet. Chan Hon often sat
on the sidelines to observe. When she was eleven her parents finally

gave in and started teaching her formally.
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Besides her parents, Chan Hon’s grandmother was a big influence.
When her parents were busy with work, young Chan Hon spent a
lot of time with her grandmother. She remembers her grandmother
being an upright and highly disciplined woman. She told Chan
Hon, “Whatever you want to do, you must work extra hard. When
you are twice as good as other people, they will not be able to not

give it to you.”

'This is the standard Chan Hon sets for herself. At the National
Ballet of Canada, she rose to principal dancer in a few years not
because she was lucky but because she was focused. Whenever she
was not picked by the choreographer, she didn’t blame her skin
colour or background as barriers, she would reflect on her technique
to see where she could improve. That’s not to say there was no
racial discrimination in Canada at all. But because of her focus on

continuing to improve, she did not settle for excuses.

Art Legacy Giving Back to Society

After retirement, Chan Hon returned to Vancouver to work at

Goh Ballet Academy, and became the artistic director of Goh

Ballet Youth Company. Besides Chan Hon, this dance academy

has produced many exceptional ballet dancers, many of whom have
won competitions internationally thus earning the school such a
reputation that students come from around the world. Still Chan
Hon is not content to rest on her laurels. She is looking for that next

level.
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The ballet Nutcracker is a Christmas tradition in the west. Chan
Hon feels that every city should have its own Nutcracker. Since
2009, she has been working on her own Nutcracker in her second
home town Vancouver with Goh Ballet Youth Company. Chan Hon
invites star dancers to guest dance to bring more celebrity to the
show, and to provide her students with a rare opportunity to dance
with well known ballerinas. Goh Ballet’s Nutcracker has become a

proud new Vancouver tradition.

Besides teaching her students, Chan Hon often participates in
international events, sharing and liaising with artists from around
the world, as well as supporting young dancers from Third World

countries.

Innovation and Dream

'The pandemic that started in 2020 posed a great challenge for
Goh Ballet Academy and Youth Company. As Chan Hon said,
“Ballet is a living art.” When dancers cannot perform on stage, or
practice collectively, it is like someone announced the end of the
ballet school and dance group. But Chan Hon did not give up, she

continued to look for breakthroughs.

In order to sustain her students’ interest and confidence in ballet, she
created “alternative programs”. Chan Hon rented a theatre where

students could schedule individual time slots to record their dancing
in a video to be sent to dance festivals or international competitions.

Video clips are also combined together to form a complete show
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and uploaded online for students and their families to enjoy and

share.

Also in 2020, Chan Hon found a screenwriter and director to make
a movie that tells, from a young dancer’s perspective, the 10 year
journey of developing The Nutcracker at Goh Ballet Academy. In
2021 Chan Hon produced a documentary about different Goh
Ballet Academy students and their dance and life stories. They are
from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, face all kinds of
struggles and dilemmas including doubts about their own physical
suitability to be a ballet dancer. But they all have a passion for dance,
and at Goh Ballet Academy they have found the confidence to

make their dreams a reality.

In the documentary, Chan Hon said: “When I took over the school,
I wanted to move into the new era, the new century. There are

certain rules in ballet, but rules can be broken.”

Later this year, The Nutcracker will return to Vancouver’s Queen
Elizabeth Theatre after a two year hiatus due to Covid. We all
eagerly await what new surprises Chan Hon would bring to her

audience.
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