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‘| realized the things on bathroom walls were true’

Playwright Chay Yew: ‘Politics
can come into the play, but the
important thing is the character.’

by Brian T. Carney

1t's clear that Chay Yew's plays aren't for everybody.
One of his plays was banned in Singapore, while another
drew harsh cnticism in Boston.

But Yew was able o roll with the punches. “1 like
being banncd.” he says now. *It's very notorious.”

One of those plays was Porcelain, a_provocative
drama which looks at public sex, racism, homophobia,
passion, and murder. 1t is currently being produced in
D.C. by Consenting Adults Theatre Company as pant of
the Odd Evening Scns at Woolly Mammoth Theatre

Yew says he suned wriung to fight off boredom
when he was srving his compulsory military Gme in his
nalive Singaporc. The theater company he was involved
with wanted o produce a play sbout the AIDS cpidemic,
but had no one o wnte it. Yew volunicered

Yew wrotc As If He Hears, a play about a flamboyant-
ly Gay social worker's encounter with & successful,
iniclligent, married man dying of AIDS. Yew submiticd
it 10 govemment censors, who opposed his portrayal of a
positive Gay character

“The government was none o happy with iL”" he
remembers. “The play ended up being banncd, 50 | said
fine, chuck it, forget L™

But the theater company insisied on presenting the
play because of the rapid spread of AIDS in Asia. So
they asked Yew 1o make a few changes w0 appease the
censors.

“As much as | hate theater being informational or
educational, | thought, “Why not just change it a liule bit
here or there?” | changed a couple of things so that you
couldn't read anything into il
Bul Yew wasn't finished with the play — or the
censors — just yet.
“Since the government was only looking al the
dialogue, I added a lot of stage durections. You knaw,
“the characier glided across the stage" or ‘the character
minced off stage." 1 even staried making his language 8
lile more (lamboyant, but in a way that could be read
both ways. They didn't see liule things like
Continued on page 43
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trat They were only looking for “harm-
ful’ words.”

Yew says when it was finally mounted,
As If He lears was a great success

“The censors said, “The character is
clean, put the play on.' But when the
characier came on swage, he was even
more Mlamboyant than | had wnitcn him
initially. The audience stanied laughing at
him, but by the end they were laughing
with him. They identified with him. For
many people, it was thewr first sicp
towards understanding Gay lfe in Singa-
pore.”

When Yew rewumed o graduae school
at Boston University, he remembers be-
coming intercsicd in 2 local scandal

I was wking typically boring grad
courses,” Yew says. “My friend and |
used 10 read things instead of lisicning ©
lectures. Thre were arrests being made
in public bathrooms, and I found it really
interesting. | realized the tungs | read on
bathroom walls on college campuses
were rue”

Yew wmed his interest in public sex
into a screenplay. He planncd 1 film it
for a class, but ran into a roadblock.

“The professors really liked i, but the
studenis refused 10 partcipaic in it. They
were young and impressionable and
didn't want 10 do i, so 1 shelved iL”

Luckily, a fricnd at the Mu-Lan Thea-
tre Company. an Anglo-Asian troupe in
London, came 10 the rescuc. He invited
Yew 10 become the theater’s playwright
in-residence. Yew accepted, and while he
was in London he twmed his screenplay
inuo a sage play

The result is Porcelain. The play tells
the sory of John Lee, a scxi
ton
and Anglo culture, uncomforable with
his homoseauality, and desperate for any

sign of affecuon, he goes 1o public toilets
10 find sexual While “cotaging™
onc night, he meets 2 man who inviies
him out for a drink. Lee quickly falls in
love, but the man cannot admit that he 1s
Gay and stops sceing Lec. Diswaught,
“Lee follows him back 10 the toiket where
they met and shoots him
Yew prescnis his story in a bold
theatrical style using oaly five actors and
minimal scenery and staging. The play’s
style, bowever, is pantly rooted in a very
pracucal concem
““The theater company had a very small
budget,” he recalls. “When | asked how
much money they had for sets, they said
nonc. So | came up with a device where |
can have lots of different scenes, but no
sets. 1 came up with five chairs and that's
"

Porcelain’s viswl style 1s also rooted
in Yew's acsthetic sense. “This cconomic
decision really worked for the cnure
play” be says. ™| wanied 10 show a
society based i isolavon. [t was also an
exercise 10 get the audience actively
involved in the play. | wanted 10 let the
audience make vp their minds.”™

Porcelain opencd at London’s Excctera
Theawre in May 1992, and subscquently
tansferred  the Royal Count Theaire
‘This was an unprecedenicd move by the
Royal Court, which usually does not pick
up plays that have already been produced

¥

“We had a very successful run,” Yew

Porcelain: a gallery of distinctive voices

The central image of Chay Yew's
Porcelain is 8 powerful one — 8 man

his dying lover in a public
restroom, red blood spilling over the
whits tles.

‘What makes Porcelain remarkable is

bu gradually his passions emerge,
culminating m a reenactment of his

capures these com-
plex emotons well, skillfully eching
Lee's loncliness, joy, despair, and de-
sire for aionement.

variety of roles, including an out-
standing tum as Lec’s anguished (ather,
Yew's wriing is vivid: be creases a
gallery of distinctive nd
voices and uoaffectedly swives for
poctic language. The story moves alang
Quickly and compellingly, kecping the
sudience interesied in what will

next. And Yew cxplores the complicat-
ed issues of racism, 1, and

recalls. “In the end it was nominated for
some awards and won a couple, and that
was even betier.”

What Yew fails 10 menton is that the
play was awarded the London Fringe
Awards (cquivalent 1o off-Broadway's
Obies) for “Best Play” and “Best Produc-
tion.”

Porcelain subsequently ran for over
four months at Burbage Theaure in Los
Angeles and 15 cuendy running at
‘Theaure Rhinoccros in San Francisco.
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Rickard Dorton aad Christopber Wikon In Porcyleia.

media scnsationalism in a sensitive and
thoughtful manner,

Yew is well served by Van Riley's
clean and cllective staging, 21 well as
the technical work of Howard Vinceat
Koz (costume and sets) and Lee
Mikeska Gardner (Lghts). Waorthy of
special note are David Maddox's multi-
lsyered sound design and Jenifer
Mendenhall’s work as

2 slso
smooths over the two weaknesses in
Yew's script. The re-cnacment of the.
morder is rather obviously n
counterpoint 10 the finale of Bizet's
Carmen, and the ending of the play

Despite Porcelain’s political maenal
Yew focuses on the feelings and reactions
he wants 10 elicit from the sudicnce

“1sec it as storytelling. You tell a siory
and you tell it well. The imporunt thing
is 1 reach the audicace. You have ©
respect them. You can challenge them.
but don’t bore them. Pobiucs can come
into the play, but the important thmg is
the characters — what he is feeling. what
she is doing

“In Porcelain, there is o specific

§ocs on 100 long.
Gon zim high, end they hit their mark

—8rian Carsey

Consenting Adults Theatre

more informaion, call (202)526-1011.

point of view. It's like 8 Chinese paint
ing. Therc's no perspctive. everytung
seems 10 be equidistant, but you se¢ the
whole picture. | wani (0 tlk about the
society in which we lve. | want the

audience 10 §o bome tunking, "How dacs
this relate 10 me?™

Theatergocrs in DC. now have (e
chance 10 see Yew's [ascinating play and
10 think sbout bow ut relaies W them.
Luckily for them, Yew has stuck with bss.
v




