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Asian-American theater's great [
leap forward BY SANDRA ROSS

AT THE BLANDLY INSTITUTIONAL MUSIC CENTER ANNEX,
playwrights David Henry Hwang and Chay Yew are both
ing blue jeans and sipping specialty coffec — but
outward similarities end. Family man
lina pinslripcd Oxford shirt,
meticulously chooses every word like the high school de-
Date star he onee was, at imes slipping into ac lemic jar-
gon. The skintight-denim-jacketed, openly gay Yew vague-
ly resembles a hustler in one of his own plays, cracking
off-the-cuff jokes in a perky style that sometimes makes
Flwang blanch, despite the obvious fun both men have in
playing off onc another and in citing cach other's works
1o illustrate their points.
Although Singapore nauve Yew, now 34, mqw:rl to Los
Angeles in 1981, the two would not meet until the mftl-
‘00« They've since collaborated on several projects, in-
cluding last vear's The Square, pmllurir(l by Taper, Too at
the Actors” Gang Theater, and Golden Child, at East West
Plavers. At the moment, both have work running down-
town: Yew's Red, at East West Players, and Tony _Afmr(l
winner Hwang's much-anticipated adaptation of Flower
Drum Song. at the Mark Taper Forun. Yew's play is about
an Asian-American novelist — a cross between Danielle
Sreel and Maxine Hong Kingston — who stimulates her
creative juices by revisiting the Beijing opera, while 44-
yvear-old Angeleno native Huwang updates the Rodgers-
‘md-Hammerstein musical about generational conflict by
focusing on a struggling Chinese opera theater that
morphs mto a nightclub.
Although local stages have
large pm)l of .-\si:m-/\mcric,u_) actors, never bf:fnrc has
Los Angeles seen two Asian-identified lwlays.sm\ull.lx|c-
ously performing in larger theaters — 1n this instance,
within the same square mile.
“The two plays are so different, the thought that they
would compete for the same fmlllcncc has never occurred
to me,” says Hwang, @ bit disingenuously, lhfmgh he may
be right: Red is a three-character prc?vnl.llmn;\l drama,
while Flower Drion Songis a new adaptation of a ﬂc‘(nmhu'r
musical. Red is setimn China, while Flower Drion Song takes
placem Gan Francisco’s Chinatown. )
yut whatif the two productions do cutinto cac h oth-
or's attendance? “Bring on ihe helicopters!”™ Yew playlul-
ly suggests, referring to the gandy, ¢ m'\\'«l-plv,mng spee-
tacle ol AMiss Saigon. hut he's also winking at the casting
CONOVErYy curronnding the blockbuster's 1991 I}fmuluu)’
debut llw.lulg hastles at Yew's allusion, tor when Cameron
AMackintosh anmounced that non-Asian actor _[t?n;
Pryce would star as the Engineerin what ls_(-\wmmlly the
Ley narrative role, Hwang was at the forefront of or-
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of FDS, Hwang explains his own complicated relationship
with the musical: “As a kid T thought the film was really
great, but then I went to college in the "70s and "80s, a
time when we all became ‘Asian-Americans,’ and the film
became demonized. [ saw this as an opportunity to write
~my own Flower Drum Song — write the book that ideally
[Hammerstein would have it he'd been Chinese-Ameri-
can.” (Hwang's version is, in fact, based on Hammerstein
and Joseph Ficld's original book, which was adapted from
C.Y. Lee's novel)

Hwang, moreover, is also acutely aware that most
members of his Fower Drum Song cast have appeared in
productions of Miss Saigon, though he is quick to point out
that Mackintosh, who stuck with Pryce, cast Asian-Amer-
jcan actors as the Engineer later in the Broadway run
and in the touring productions.

The cultural significance of Flower Drum Song is un-
deniable, it being the first film in which most of the lead
Asian roles were actually played by Asian-Americans. "The
film was the only place you could see Asians who sort of
acted like regular Americans,” says Hwang. “There wasn’t
another movie about Asian-Americans until The Joy Luck
Clubin 1093, This gives you asense of the size Flower Drum
Songoccupies in the consciousness of Asians.”

ONE PLACE WHERE THE WRITERS DIVERGE IS ON WHAT
constitutes Asian-American theater. When Hwang men-
tions the Taper's production of Sansei, a theater picce
about the seminal Asian-American band Hiroshima, Yew
chimes in, “That’s not Asian! Helloooh!?” Hwang smooth-
ly counters: “You can argue that it's not a play, but you
can’targue thatit's not Asian-American.”

Hywang's remark alludes to the difference between
“Orientalist” and “Asian-Amey ican™ theater. According o
Hwang, Orientalism is dehumanizing because it reduces
4 culture to an “exotic” atmosphere, filled with gongs,
dragons, even helicopters.

“But there's a language of symbols in Orientalism
that I find kind of interesting.” Indeed, Hwang's play AL
Butterfly comments on Orientalisin, what he calls "its ap-
peal, its seduction . . . [But] with Flower Drum Song, I'm
dealing with a kind of show-biz Orientalism, which we
derived from the Chop Suey circuit of the late "50s and
*6G0s, so my version of Flower Dnon Songappropriates some
of these symbols but gives them some humanity.”

For Yew, the important distinctions rest on truthful-

ness: “If something is Oriental, it's not completely truth-
ful, not fully formed. Somcthing ornamental. Snnllclhing
that adds spice to a theme.”
) ].l\\'.!ng concurs ("‘:\t:sl’hv.lir Judgments have political
Iﬂl]?ll(‘.lllﬂll\ ) and cites Yew's A Language of Therr Own
for ity .||)<L'nu"n'f an Orientahist vocabulary (“It's not about
dragons, and it's notabout gongs™).

Yew and Hwang %
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Yew flippantly replies that he is considering adding
gongs, dragons and helicopters to his next pm(l\ltliun 10
ensure a long Broadway run — suggesting that he sces
Orientalism as one way to attract non-Asian patrons. But
on a4 more serious note, he adds, “Even Asians in Asiaare
glomming onto Orientalistart forms. People are pamting
themselves into yellowface.”

BOTH PLAYS SUBVERT THE GRIP OF THE ORIENTALIST
stranglehold on the popular imagination, but in dia-
metrically opposed ways. Hwang has ushered in‘an up-
dated, “authentically” all-Asian, allsinging, but very old-
fashioned, musical to the stage, thereby challenging
Oricntalist motifs in a mainstream genre. (Flower Drum
Songwas originally slated [or the much larger Ahmanson
Theater.) Butin Red, Yew has crafted a play that be views
as Brechtian in its application of alienation theory,
|bough others — including strangers on the streets of
Singapore, where the play was performed — have re-
marked on the “Chineseness” of his form. All three roles
are played by women, with Jeanne Sakata playing 2 man
playing a woman. (Yew says, *I went with my gut instinct
and cast Jeanne —and because David took all the best ac-
tors for Flower Drum Song'™) Red’s unorthodox production
history includes a brief West Coast tryout, a New York run
and the Singapore run. .

Besides playing with cultural stereotypes, the twi 2
wrights cxpln're gender conformity in d\yc?:\\:ork. tgc(;1g::\)§;
a sentiment in Hwang's M. Butterfly, Yew says, “Men do
drag very well because they like to cpilomizc’ the ideal
woman. Everything is accentuated and exaggerated, and
it's fllx;\n)l’{nnd dramatic and campy.” a

ut Hwang makes it clear that gende ing i
very different from cthnic rolc-pla)":ing. :Y;?Ll;psl'gfll:%li
rc\r.\}'d for acting your assigned gender role, but lhcr‘c
aren'ta whole lot of rewards for acting your ethnic role,”
he says as he finishes his coffee. Yew has also drained }c\:
cup. Both have assiduously avoided the Taper's inst'tIs
lmn:;} Javai]Ncuhcr has chosen tea. "

araphrasing Oscar Wilde ys, i
himsl?lf'\\'hcn hcghidcs bchin;.: !r:’::kg:ms Mentimost

there’s anything that binds these two i
.;nd their playwrights, it's the muhfuInc“p::(qlluc'uom'
rom concealment.[@ C e

Red s performed by E '
] L iy East West Players, at the Day,
{[\‘/ Hn'uu:q Ih'mlt-r. 120 N. Judge John Aiso .8'1” d:f f,(l,l.lt,":
7\:11;5 [7?1;1’;)/:(;"5, matinees Sat.=Sun. 2p.m "-lem.lquloFl V:-
28; call (2 925-7000. Flower Drum Song o
(;t’ the .\\'Imh :I‘n/:n' Forum, 135 N\, Cmmll 0;:):’ "11’1::[1/‘;”””,
ies.=Sat. 8 pom., Sun. 7:30 pom., mnmm—’s S'nlln :':U;”
Sat.=Sun.
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