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New-York based, Singapore-born
scriptwriter Chay Yew,

delves into Marco Polo’s

history and life for

his upcoming play,

reports CHEAH UI-HOON

HE ltalians in Marco Polo’s day had a vivid
idea of what China was like, thanks to the
13th century merchant's descriptions of the
Far East when he returned with a ship full of

Jade, porcelain, silk, ivory and other riches

But search for the mention of Marco Polo in

Chinese history or literature, or of Italy, and

you'll find scant information That's what
New-York based, Singapore-born scriptwriter Chay Yew
found out, when he delved into Marco Polo’s history and
life for his upcoming play, Visible Cities.

The Italian merchant who opened the eyes of the West
to the exotlc glories of the East was a logical topic for this
Singapore-Italian co-production, as Visible Cities was
jointly commissioned by the Singapore Arts Festival and
the Napoli Teatro Festival [talia. It will have its world pre-
miere here before it is presented in Italy

Vetoran theatre director Giorgio Barberio Corsetti of Jt-
aly's Fators K company will be directing the play He's
noted for the use of different mediums to express the sto-
ry. such as video and stage machinery

“Mareo Polo defined the ‘Orient’ to the West, as abun-
dant and exotic,” Chay points out, adding that centuries
later, Christopher Columbus was so inspired by Polo’s ac-
counts that he had originally sailed off looking for Japan

wr:I; fhﬁ'l'i \lm that the West has of the East, and vico
S 3 guing to me - how we view one another,”

he says

Lm??n:ﬂ‘kil%:; lgsglmuun from ltalian writer Italo

kel o lﬂ‘m :md’u” v.vhlch described conservations

b Mlin.C glned Clll?svbr‘lwe(\n Marco Polo and Kub-

. Uhay's Visible Cities looks at present day c
al viewpoints and exchan Prbsont day cultur
the common ground wh ges, Qw historical influences and
ich is still relevant today - trade

The twist in the adaptation is that Italy is mythologised
in the play, rather than China. And then a large part of the
storyline will revolve around trade, in this 120-minute per-
formance by a cast of American, Itahan and Singaporean
actors

“Two things are interesting: How we tell stories about
ourselves and other people and how that defines us; and
trade is still what connects us to other cultures,” Chay
points out

One key industry in ltaly is fashion, for example, while
another probable big contributor to the (underground)
economy in China is counterfeit fashion. There’s informa-
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Veteran: Giorgio Barberio Corsetti of Italy's Fattore K
company will be directing the play. He's noted for the
use of different mediums to express the story, such as
video and stage machinery

tion being bandled about, that counterfeit profits are
20,000 per cent profit, as compared to the 500 per cent
profit in cocaine dealing, he relates.

So what will be the moral or ethical responses about
the continued unequal perceptions and trade (im)balanc-
es? Visible Cities should throw up some provoking
thoughts.

About the fact that this production is also a co-commis-
sion by the Singapore Arts Festival, Chay says that a com-
mission like this indicates the seriousness that Singapore
is viewing its position as a leading arts festival. “A commis-
sion is a dialogue that Singapore puts forward to other dif-
ferent arts festivals. And it's good that it's initiating con-
versations,” he says

Just like trade, arts shouldn’t be just a one-way flow,
where festivals in Asia just present what the West wants
o purvey

Visible Cities plays on May 22 and 23, 8pm, at the

Drama Centre Theatre. Tickets from $20 to $50 are
available from Sistic
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Marco Polo defined the
‘Orient’ to the West, as
abundant and exotic . . . It's
this view that the West has
of the East, and vice versa
that is intriguing to me -

how we view one another.’
~ Chay Yew



