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Synopsis

Chay Yew's The Morning People is a bold adaptation of Anton Chekhov’s finest
masterpiece The Cherry Orchard

The year is 1934, a time of great social, political, civil and economic change
in China’s history. The marching footsteps of the communist army is
approaching i the distance as China moves towards a revolutionary period.

The cherry orchard is located this time in the mountainous province of Shaanxi,
in northern China.

The plot hinges on the tragic loss of a family estate [the cherry orchard] that
its genteel owners dearly loved, to a businessman who used to be a peasant.

The play opens with the return of Madam Siet, a famous Chinese singer and
the owner of the cherry orchard. She returns from London after a self-
imposed exile following the death of her husband and only son. Madam Siet
arrives home to find the much-loved cherry orchard that has been m the

famly for generations, is to be auctioned off, to repay the accumulating debts
brought on by the family's frivolous spending.

Against this backdrop of revolutionary change, the various generations of
Madam Siet’s family are caught in their lives, loves, struggles and feeble
attempts to save the cherry orchard.

Duration of Performance 155 minutes inclusive of one interval of 15 minutes.

ACT ONE
Dawn, early Spring 1934, Mdm Siet's Estate, Shaanxi, China

ACTTWO
Summertime 1934, before Sunset. Not far from the cherry orchard.
INTERVAL
ACT THREE
Autumn 1934, Auction Day, Mdm Siet’s Estate.

ACTFOUR
Early Spring 1935, Mr Qiang’s Estate.
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COVER STORY

’To Factory Theatre Ensemble (
taCkles ChekhOV BY KK SEET '

Lto R: Cast members of
mmlngkople—mﬂ-
Hossan Leong, Janice Koh,
Lim Kay Siu, Neo Swee Lin,

\ Emma Yong and Gerald Chew




SETTING THE STAGE

The setting is a sprawling family estate in
Shanxi, China, which has a cherry orchard so
renowned, it is listed among the natural
wonders of the region and documented in the
encyclopaedia. This cherry orchard is unusual
in not being a working farm with a commercial
function, but a mere cosmetic adornment of
the landscape which gives its owners much
aesthetic pleasure in the grand tradition of
the leisured classes and landowning gentry.

The time is the 1930s, an age of transition
when China is on the cusp of major upheavals
and seismic shifts in the sociopolitical system
can be felt. The communist insurgence is
gathering force and momentum, and the old
ways are rapidly being eroded. The social
rubric of that large extended household is, in
itself, being threatened with radical change,
as feudal constructs are on the decline, and a
new industrial order is wreaking havoc on the
old social hierarchy.

The mistress of the household is a widow,
inured in the extravagant ways of her
aristocratic lineage, yet ahead of her time in
seeking to break free from the status quo by
electing to be a lounge singer. She is
emblematic of the tensions between the past
and the future, tradition and emancipation.
After the death of her beloved son, she leaves
China for London on the Orient Express with
two grown-up daughters and while there,
takes up companionship with a feckless lover
who exploits her generosity and subsequently
abuses her. Debt-ridden, she returns to the
family hearth only to be confronted with the
possibility of losing her greatest possession

and most treasured heirloom, the family’s
cherry orchard, which may soon go under the
auctioneer's hammer. Meanwhile, life within
the estate continues in a whirligig of parties
asifin an opium daze.

REPLANTED

This, in a nutshell, is Toy Factory Theatre
Ensemble’s version of Anton Chekhov's The
Cherry Orchard, which has been
commissioned by the National Arts Council
(NAQ) for the Singapore Arts Festival 2002.
Temporally leapfrogging by a century, the
struggle between the old and new Chinas in
the decade of the 1930s has become the
cultural signifier in place of the revolt of the
serfs and the impact of the railroad on
Russian civilisation in the 1830s, as depicted
in Chekhov's masterpiece. Yet the decay of the
moneyed classes and the questions of their
adaptability in a new socioeconomic milieu
remains relevant (even today), despite the

1

LAUGHABLE PAINS
SORROWS

relocation of cultural context.

Re-titled, The Morning People, this
production is a first-time collaboration
between the USA-based Singapore
playwright, Chay Yew, who was entrusted with
adapting the script, and the artistic director of
Toy Factory, Goh Boon Teck, who will function
as both set designer and director. With
associate artistic director, Beatrice Chia
enrolled as both assistant director and cast
member, Bang Wenfu as composer of the
play’s incidental music and Dorothy Png as
the lighting designer, the production will
amass the talents of some of the most
prominent names in Singapore theatre today.
The sterling cast includes Neo Swee Lin in the
Madam Ranetskaya role, Lim Kay Siu as the
lowly born servant who will soon usurp the
orchard, Janice Koh and Carina Hales as the
young daughters, Gerald Chew as the effete
brother of the matriarch, Emma Yong as the
servant girl aspiring about her station,
Rodney Oliveiro as the idealistic young
intellectual, Sheikh Haikel as a rich
landowner, and with Chua En-Lai, Kevin
Murphy and Hossan Leong lending stalwart
support as a motley gang of loyal retainers,
both old and young, within the household.

Goh Boon Teck says of the production:
"Toy Factory celebrates the return of Neo-
Naturalism with The Cherry Orchard, it's a
timeless classic with a whole new
interpretation. It's about the change of time
and how our hearts keep up with it. We
wanted to stage an English production that is
not an art of intellectual, but emotional
strength. The morning people are waking
upon the dawn of Communism, the sale of
their ancestral estate and a new day

theartsmagazine 17
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consisting of unknowns Facing the ironies
and little uncelebrated tragedies of life, this is
a piece of theatre full of laughable pains and
sorrows, which mirror blatantly on everyone's
existing life

This production will mark Goh Boon Teck's
third contribution to the Arts Festival
programme, albeit his first English language
y back in 1992, Goh submitted the
shadow puppetry piece, Playback, for the
Festival Fringe, and in 2000, his Mandarin
play, A Tinted Edge, was showcased in the
festival’s main programme. This latest
production is also significant for being Goh's
maiden outing at a major arts event after
winning the NAC's coveted Young Artist of the
Year Award for Theatre, and SCooping up no
less than five out of nine awards at last year's
Inaugural Life! Theatre Aw

entry. Wa

ards for Titoudao,
based on his mothers life on the wayang stage.

RIPE FOR THE PICKING

Chekhov's plays have been described as
dirigibles suspended above drama and
incident, full of repetitive and delusional
dialogue. As a result, too earnest an ascription
to the text only ends up weighing it down,
causing it to sag and in the worst scenario,
deflate or even implode. Unlike Ibsen, whose
stage directions serve as a vocal emphasis and
fill the pregnant pauses with meaning,
Chekhov is more visual in orientation, even in
terms of images that are diegetic to the text,
like the eponymous cherry orchard, which
serves as an overarching leitmotif in the
dramatic plot, but is never physically
represented. Rigid allegiance to a Chekhovian
text can therefore prove fatal, when the actors
intone the lines with the self-conscious
formalism of theatre majors.

In this light, Toy Factory's loose adaptation
of Chekhov's The Cherry Orchard, where every
smidgen of dialogue has been re-written and
only the bare-boned structure of the narrative
retained, may be an expedient approach to
this Russian maestro of tragicomedy, by
resolving the ambiguities of his lines and
concretising the references therein. Goh
confirms that the new script serves to
substantiate the themes by virtue of its
accessibility.

Certain characters in the original play,
such as the governess and the neighbour,
have been reconfigured as the eldest
daughter and her husband respectively. In
doing so the nexus of relationships becomes
more constricted and circumscribed, with

18 theartsmagazine

everything happening under one roof, as
symptomatic of large Chinese families. Where
emotions lingered beneath the surface and on
occasion became perilously elusive in
Chekhov’s original, the strong familial ties and
convoluted liaisons are made more

pronounced and credible by Cha
codifications. That the anti-heroine is now a
woman of high birth with a predilection for
the lowly craft of the stage (considered a
dubious profession by any stratum of Chinese
society during that era) accentuates both her
character's wilfulness and self-indulgence. As
a thematic sleight of hand, this latter detail
also strikes a self-reflexive note as a sly
comment on the state of Singapore theatre.

However, aligned to Chekhov's visual
preoccupation is Goh's stage vocabulary,
which trades on the splendour of chinoiserie
as evident in the play's publicity stills in which
the characters are clad in brocade period garb
complete with frog buttons and high collars
and complemented by period hair
accessories. In regards to the mise-en-scene,
Goh promises a revolving stage which can
dexterously capture different portions of the
family estate, as it rotates

As one of Toy Factory’s most ambitious and
expensive projects thus far, The Moming People
looks set to be a touring production; it was one
of three shows fervently promoted by the
theatre company at the 5th Australian
Performing Arts Market in Adelaide, March
2002, The other two being Titoudao, inarguably
Toy Factory’s signature work, and the more
recent, The Eastern Line of My Palm, about a
young woman's spiritual odyssey in India

While some may find The Cherry Orchard’s
thematic concerns somewhat dated, Goh feels
that by foregrounding the play's emotional
element and transposing this to a Chinese
milieu, he helps to fill the lacunae of the text,
as well as keeping its observations of human
folly universal and timeless. Lastly, as
Chekhov has always done, but did not
categorically stipulate, Goh will also wisely
keep the image of the cherry orchard off-
stage in his new version, such that its value as
a pivotal symbol becomes multi-referential
and its alleged beauty best left to the
imagination £

The Morning People is on 6-8 Jun at
Victoria Theatre.

KK SEET IS SENIOR LECTURER AND FOUNDER OF
THE NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE
THEATRE STUDIES PROGRAMME
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text by
low kee hong

THE same applies to an adaptation of
Chekhov's final masterpiece. The Cherry
Orchard. Written in 1903 against a
background of great social and
economic upheaval in Russia, Chekhov
gave us one of those rare dramatic texts
which imbues its characters with a life-
giving transparency that iluminates a
contextual specificity as well as a
timeless examination of the human
condition

Designated as a comedy by Chekhov
himself. the play centres on the loss of a
family estate to an upstart businessman
The premise is straightforward and the
plot simple but the dramatics lie in the
exquisitely written characters who delve
deeply into themes of wealth,
communication, work, love and the
future

crectr Goh Boon Teck

The MORNING People
by Toy Faclory Theatre Ensemble (Singapore)

June 6 to 8 « 8pm + Vicloria Thectre
o Tickels: $42. $32. $22. 516
Duration: 155 minutes (with intermission)
Website: www.toyfactory.org

“Tell me honestly, how would you feel
if you were asked to move out of your |
home, your territory? Moving out of |
your ancestral home means taking |
down your grandfather’s picture,
moving the altar, taking out the
floormat and clearing pieces of
furniture that meant something

to you. And as the director,

I am going to focus a lot on this.”

The folks at Toy Factory Thealre
Ensemble have given themselves the
mammoth task of bringing us their version
of The Chemry Orchard at this year's
Singapore Arts Festival. Titled The
MORNING People. it is now relocated to
Sha'an Xiin central China, circa 1934

This crossing of borders is fo bring
Chekhov's canonical text closer to
home. My fellow artists have assured me
that the utmost respec! has been given
to the original and yel it has been
transformed to resonate with an
emotional core relevant to the
Singapore audience

Assistant director Beatrice Chia offers
"We want to speak to the audience as

“SIM's involvement in 1he arts expresses
the Institute's philosophy of creating
holistic meaningful learning
experiences for its members. We are
proud to participate once again in the
Singapore Arts Festival fo

help promote Singapore's nch

cultural. creative and artistic heritage '

Ronald Tan Hee Huan
CEO &

Singapore i

Task 1:

Try uprooting rows of mature cherry trees from an extensive orchard and
fransplanting them onto an alien land. Difficult but not impossible.

Task 2:

Make sure that the replanted cherry frees confinue to survive and bear fruit. This
requires an acute sensitivity to the nature of the trees, the composition of the
new soil and the environment of the new location.

directly as possible and to put up
something strange like Asian-looking
actors putting on wigs and pretending to
play Russians would be very alienating.'

Director Goh Boon Teck, in his mission
to showcase local talent, has chosen to
work with an entirely Singaporean
creative team. Interestingly enough, the
task of carrying out the mechanics of
adapting the script falls on the shoulders
of Chay Yew, who, like the matriarch of
Chekhov's Cherry Orchard, went through
a period of self-imposed exile abroad

Explains Goh: "I think Chay Yew is one
of the few Singaporean writers who is
able to handle this adaptation
effectively

“Based on the initial drafts, Chay Yew
has actually traversed from the Russian
original, through the English translations
and then back again to a Chinese
location that sits comfortably next to the
original.”

Agreeing. Chia adds: “Chay Yew has
kept the whole essence of the orginal
Chekhov bul af the same time, he
makes it sound like Chinese people are
talking but without the condescending
bad English.

And the decision to relocate the play
to Sha'an Xi, China posits a
geographical twin to Singapore today.

because it is a society that is
privieged to draw on cultures East and
Wesl, where her people have access to
board the Orient Express and embark on
Jjourneys." says Goh

Simultaneously, the time fine reflects
the Chinese at the end of the Kuo-Min
Tang era and dealing with the rise of
communism. Adds Goh: "As we step into
2002, we find ourselves at the brink of
many changes like the economic
recession and post-911 sentiments and

| The MORNING People must reflect these

changes that are happening around us

That said, Goh adds that as a director,
he would rather approach the project
from a more “down to earth
perspective. “Yes, the original Chekhov is
about a great social and political
change in Russia... but for me, the play is
really about the struggles of a family
forced to move out of their ancestral
home.’

Reflecting on his own personal
experience of dealing with the same
Gonh postulates that “if even in my
generation, | have the opportunity to
encounter something like this, | am sure
the majority of Singaporeans will at some
point in therr lives have been made to
move out of their homes."” And herein lies
the projected emotional resonance of
the plece

“Tell me honestly, how would you feel if
you were asked to move out of your
home, your territory? Moving out of your
ancestral home means taking down your
grandfather's picture, moving the altar,
taking out the floormat and clearing
pieces of furniture that meant something
to you. And as the director, | am going to
focus a lot on this,” says Goh.




