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A Benu{ilul Country

R PICKS OF THE.

A BEAUTIFUL COUNTRY Through a collage
of funny, bittersweet and chilling vignettes,
o playwright-director Chay Yew presents a stir-
ring examination of the Asian-American ex-
perience over 150 years. Framing this multi-
media production is Miss Visa Denied (Reggie Lee),
aMalaysian drag queen immigrant who symbolizes
the dual nature of people trapped between two
worlds. Her story is interspersed throughout, told
by her Voice (Eric Steinberg) and danced by her
Soul (Page Leong). Jeanne Sakata performs a mov-
ing monologue, portraying a 1930s migrant Filipino
and describing his — and his fellow workers” —
grueling labor slicing fish in a cannery. They con-
sole their loneliness and low wages with the white
women at “dime a dance™ halls, "dancing with the
American Dream.” WWII's anti-Japanese fervor is
hilariously satirized in a segment called “How To

Tell Your Friends From the Japs,” adapted from a
December 1341 Time magazine article. As an MC
(Chris Wells) reads the article, sultry Japanese
(Leong) and Chinese (Steinberg) runway models
pad down the stage, displaying their particular eth-
nic characteristics. In these and other pieces, Yew's
sly direction and fine cast beautifully evoke the
often harrowing sacrifice and struggle many immi-
grants make and endure by living in this country.
Cornerstone Theater Company at Castelar School,
840 Yale St., dwntwn.; Thurs-Sat, 8 p.m; mats
Sat. & Sun,, 2 pm;; thru June 21. (310) 443-1700.
(Martin Hernandez)
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A BEAUTIFUL COUNTRY
at Castelar School

Reviewed by Scott Proudfit

Chay Yew wrestles with the multiplicity
of the Asian-American experience in the
U.S. over the past 150 years in Cornerstone
Theater Company’s production of a beauti-
ful country. The center of the piece, the
story of an immigrant drag queen called
Miss Visa Denied (Reggie Lee), doesn't
quite hold, but the power and beauty of the
individual historical scenes, which strain
against the constriction of the central
metaphor, are not to be denied. It makes for
a vital, if not consistently invigorating,
night of theatre.

Two of the most successful sections of
the evening take their lines directly from
the racist texts The Chinese Must Go by
Henry Grimm and “How to Tell Your
Friends From the Japs,” a 1941 article from
Time magazine. The Grimm section 1S
played like slapstick melodrama. the Time
article like a contemporary fashion show.
The darkly comic aspect of both, which
causes the audience to laugh in horror,
seems the most successful method of social
commentary. Page Leong and Chris Wells
are particularly strong in these sections,
striking a balance between outrageous par-
ody and actor’s commentary beneath.

But Yew also demonstrates the ability to
shock and enlighten by writing and direct-
ing it straight. Corresponding monologues
between Lily Chin (whose son was killed in
a racist incident in 1982) and Gunner
Lindberg (who killed young Thien Minh Ly
at Tustin High School in 1996) are brutally
poignant. As Chin, Leong draws tears
through her obvious pain, particularly in
contrast to Wells’ medically cold descrip-
tion of his abominations.

Other standout scenes include a three-
monologue scene about Laos, with Leong
as a Laotian girl losing touch with her cul-
ture at a Midwestern university, Nancy Yee
as an older Laotian woman who fears the
cultural void of Americanization, and
Jeanne Sakata as a Laotian man who longs
for his native land. Yew's ability to physical-
ize his themes is particularly strong here,
as the man carefully arranges an armada of
small paper boats on stage. symbolizing the
exodus.

The testimonial monologues inter-
spersed throughout, using real people and
their experiences, are also quite effective
(Yee, José Casas, and Gwendoline Yeo), as
are the fan dancers and singers Yew includes
in the show (Chi Kiet Au and John Lung
Wen). In fact, when Lee, as Miss Visa Denied,
does his own “testimony” (written by Yew)
at the end of the play, he is wonderful.
Unfortunately, the character is not as nec-
cessary or interesting in his other scenes.
But the material is strong enough and inter-
related enough to create an powerful
evening without a central character. As it
stands, it’s still a fascinating, if occasionally
flawed, piece of theatre.

A beautiful country,” presented by Comerstone
Theater Company m association with the Mark
Tuper Forum’s Asian Theater Workshop and
East West Players at Castelar School. 89 Yale
St.. Chmatoun, Los Angeles. June 5-21. (310)
449-1700.
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