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A Language " SUNDAY VIEW, Margo Jefferson
Of Their Own’ e

Chay Yew’s play opened with two attrac-
tive men alone together on a stage as func-
tionally bare as a courtroom. Oscar (played
effectively by Francis Jue) wants to break
up; Ming (played efficiently enough by B. D
Wong) doesn’t. Oscar has AIDS, Ming does-
n’t. That is the immediate crisis. The broad-
er conflict is that strange mingling of pas-
sion, attraction and incompatibility that
turns lovers into strangers or mortal ene-
mies but keeps them haunting each other.

Like lawyers in court, the two argue and
put their case to us. The director, Keng-Sen
Ong, stressed this with terse, almost mecha-
nized pacing. He also had the actors deliver
their monologues and their dialogue to us
and to each other: this is a popular theater
strategy these days that needs to be used
more sparingly; the analytic distance it im-
poses can grow as monotonous as earnest
naturalism or sentiment.

The scenes played out like pieces of con-
flicting evidence. Ming hurriedly launches
himself into a new romance with Robert
(played slightly less than efficiently by Da-
vid Drake), and Oscar slowly accepts a new
lover (played wittily but rather too predict-
ably by Alec Mapa) and, still more siowly,
acknowledges his approaching death.

Have I mentioned that three of the four
characters are Asian-Americans? No, and
that was by design. What I liked best in “*A i SR N
Language of Their Own’’ were the moments Michal Daniet *'A Language of Their Own

when the ethnic facts of life were simply 2

part of the landscape, not its raison d'étre — “A Language of

the irritating differences in outlook between Their Own,” with David Drake,
the bilingual Oscar, who was born in China, standing, and B. D. Wong, at the
and the American-born Ming, who can bare- Joseph Papp Public Theater

ly place an order in a Chinese restaurant,
Oscar’s irritation that Robert s white and
Robert’s self-consciousness about being so
single-mindedly attracted to Asian men. [
kept thinking that [ was seeing two plays in
fact: one a schematic exegesis of ethnicity
and romance in the 90’s, the other a wilder,
much more telling inquiry into love, loss,
language and the endless process of self-def-
inition.

You can read ‘‘Porcelain,’” aninterestng
early play by Mr. Yew, in the current issue
of Performing Arts Journal (No. 48) And
you can wait, as [ will, for his nextplay,
where I hope he will give (and be encour-
aged to give) free rein to his multiple lan-
guages.

W
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By Jan Stuart

STAFF WITER

UST HOW GAY is thus themter season? When
Terreace McNally captivates Broadway with
eght “friends of Dorvthy ™ and Horton Foote
nabe a Pulitzer for busting open the closet of
Heartland, America, you have (o figure some-

thing is up The homosexuai dam has burst onto our
stages onth such farooty that a Queer Theater Confer-
ence wili convene next weekend o try to harness alt
that creative ene:

For ail the busz, only a handful of works signals a
genune comung-of-age for gay and fesbian theater In
piays Uke Clure Chafee s “Why We Have A Bodv
Peggy Shaw s ‘You re Just Like Your Father = and
now Chay Yew s A Language of Their Own * one
senses the artust strugghing to evolve a language that

can uwmquely convey the expenience of Otherness in &
straight society Fragmented. non-Linear and un-
abashedly poetic, these piecea challenge their audi-
ences In the upstart manner of the vintage black and
{emtnist drama of the '60s and ‘705

You couldn’t find a more self-reflaxive ltle than that
of A Language of Their Own,”” a play whose height-
ened and heavily codufied style equals the substance of
its message. In thus four-character poem, the Singa-
pore-born Yow confronts the double bind of being gay
ond Asan in America. The four men choose therr
words with s care that connotes 8 lifetime spent walk
ingoneggsheils. ‘Language  is not written so much as
1t s sculpted, with the supple precision and blistered
Gingers of a real artus.

The play opens with a breakup. Boston couple Ming
tB D Wong’ and Oscar «Francs Juel are caliing it
quits after four years — Oscar has been disgnosed with
HIV and Ming wants cut The specter of AIDS anly
rnudd:es the rilt that has grown between them. adivide
frought with cultural flashpoints If Oscar s grounded
in more trxtit.onal Chinese values and ck d male

ually reatless and ethnically confhicted

By Act Two. the patr have settled in with new lovers
The assimulationust Ming has found the ultimate white
boy n blond Robart (David Drake!. while Oscar has
landed Dansel. a campy Flhpmo {Alec M-pa.‘r who fu.|~
(ills ol! of his gny d
excursions to Lkea) Each of these new relnzxom}upu i
put 0 an acd test — Daniel must cope with Oscar's
iness, Robert with Ming’s promiscuity

Like Brian Friel's il-starred ‘Translatians,” Yew’s
play 18 as much about language as it 1s xbout human
connections the link between mother tongue and per-
sonal identity the private language wath -hch loveu

a ‘Language’ of Otherness Yews Language’

LANGUAGE from Page B2!

to music smack unmm:onabl) of a cozy duet out of
“Flower Drum Song

Yew's peripatetic sl.ylebnu up with the entrance of
the new boyfniends. tn no small part due to the butter-
bail charm of Alec Mapa i whose suggestion of a youn-
ger dizzier Peter Lorre puts a hup new spin on dated
ethnic pop wons! Under Keng-Sen Ong's swift duree-
1100, the actors sre perfectly 1n synch with each other
and the poprorn-spray of Yew's lines, ciimaxing iz a
sweitenng manalogue for Wong about the impersonat
allure of bathhouse sox

Myung Hee Cho's Chinese-red backdrop and Scott

Yew's own imag
proves markedly as the everung progresses. as \Igith-
enngsteam ashewrote In Act One, there isarhythmie
monotony to Ming and Oscar s rapid-fire exchanges —
they alternate between eddressing the sudience and
each other. bke a table tennis match with no Mubs or
fouls Eventhecontent seemsa it banal Sentimental
ceveries about repding the Sunday papes ana iisteming

behuvior Ming.saswinging gay Asan \merican, sex-

Plaase sev LANGUAGE on Puge B)Y

Ziehnks: 3 achingly expressive lighting are lovely to
@aze upon. vet Yew s verhally imagistic and intimate
play would probably benefit more from a thrust stag-
g than the invisible proscenium set-up at the Susan
Shiva Words should wrap around as. fly past our
shoulder, plop in our face Stll A Language of Thair
Own'" 13 a lopsided boauty. introduang one of the most
onginat new voices of the season — gay or strught,
Afian ar nan. ut or aut of the Public Theater &




{
N

(R AP MU PR DT S N

FRIDAY. APRIL 21, 1995 / Thundershower possible today, 55-60; chance of showers fonight, 45-50 / Details, Page 26 » # R

LATE CITY FINAL

— [EV WEEKEND .

lig

Right place, Wong time

PLAY — a decent, proper

play that is — is a journe
into an interior, a landscape wit
figures, a roller-coaster ride with
thrills, often of recognition. The
interior, landscape and ride can
be territory known or unknown,
places visited, explored or com-
plr‘t.clfr uncharted

A play — a decent, proper play
that is — is a tourist trip for the
mind and soul.

Chny Yew's fascinating “A Lan-
fuage of Their Own,” which
opened at the Public Theater last
night, speaks of a life pretly re-
mote from my own, as it talks
about experiences which on many
levela are Lo me either fiction or
reporlago.

“or the play is rooted — and
flowers from — the soil of the ex-
patriate Asian experience in a
Caucasian angled culture, as well
as the ymy experience in tho Age
of AIDS.

The story is simple — it's al-
most an update of Puccini's “La
DBoheme” without the music, and
with AIDS at this performance
playing the 10le of Death, usually
taken Ey Tuberculogis.

A long-established gay couple
brenk op at the insistence of one
of them, who has just tested HIV-
positive, and doesn't think his

THEATER [CVIEW
lover could or should be put
through the strain of his pending
death senfance.

Life continues They have other
relationships, other lovers. The
man with the HIV infection even-
tunlly dies of AIDS — or commits
a tmely suicide — and in his
final thoughts imagines himsell
actunlly wisiled by hia earlier
lover. It's all as honestly senti-
mental — with different trim-
mings -— as that old tear-jerker
movie “Lova Story.”

But the Singapore-born Yew
has many fish to {ry — his play
ranpes from the differences be-
tween Asmans and Asian-Ameri-
cans (“honannn — yellow on the
outside el white on the inmde™,
fo the eonsolations of impersonal
bath-hou e nex

But the real theme (and 1 think
it tranacends all local barriers of
sexunl preforence and race) is the
human bhemg's search for love,
and the way the stager and sign-
rnsln of that search are indicnfed
w  the individual language of
lovers

Forty years ngo John Orlorne
in “Look Dnck in Anger” first
drew atiention to the secret codes

Clive
Barnes

sitely expressed. And it makes u
for much of the banality (nf1
though mind you, it takes a uni-
versal truth to make something
banal) of the theme, and shght
flaws in dramaturgy, such as
leaving doubt as to whether char-
acters are addressing the audi-

of lovers. Yew’s beautifully writ-
ten play now suggests that the
dots, dashes and pauses of (hat
code, the words and gestures,
their establishment and some-
times Lheir crogion and final col-
lapse, are a metaphor for the
course of the affair, indeed, an al-
legrory of love.

il'n a thought, and one exqui-

ence or their fellow actors.

For this occasional irresolulo
blurring of barriers, the director
Keng-Sen Ong could also be held
to fault, and the staging was not
as taut as it might have been.
But for the acting, the director
can share the plaudits with the
excellent cast, B.D. Wong, Fran-
cis Jue, David Drake (the play's
token white!) and Alec Mapa.

 —
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WORDS OF LOVE

‘A Language of Their Own.”

BY NANCY FRANKLUIN

" LANGUAGE OF THEIR OwN,” at

the Public, marks the New York
début of the twenty-nine-year-old
Singaporean playwright Chay Yew, and,
under the direction of Keng-Sen Ong,
it's an auspicious beginning. The play it-
self, though, seems to begin inauspi-
cioushv: two men stand on a bare stage
and talk to each other and to the audi-
ence about their relationship. One savs,
“I can never forget what he said to me.”
The other says, “I don't think we should
see cach other anymore.” As they pro-
ceed to dissect the unravelling of their
life together, you cxpect the play to fall
into a kind of he-said, I-said lockstep—
a dreary dissertation on the distance be-
tween lovers who have become friends.
But <omething much more delicate hap-
pens: the buck-and-torth reveals the
closeness in distance and the distance in
closeness, and when the line *I don’t
think we should see each other any-
morc” is repeated, about ten minutes
later. after we've learned whar caused
them to part, the words have an unex-
pected weight.

The two men., Oscar and Ming (playved
bv Francis Jue and B. D. Wong). are
Asian-Americans living mn Boston. Os-
car 15 a Chinese immigrant, and Ming
is an “A.B.C."—an American-born
Chinese—and. in a sense, they don't
speak the same language; their culrural
differences play a part in their breakup,

which is set in motion when Oscar tests
positive for H.1.V. and Ming tests nega-
tive. Ming speaks his mind, and he says
he wants out. Oscar, more “Chinese”
when it comes to expressing himselt—
he can't bear to fight with Ming, or to
tell him that he loves him—lets him go.

In the second half of the play, Oscar
and Ming are with new boyfriends. Os-
car is seeing Daniel (Alec Mapa), a Fili-
pino business student at Harvard, and
Ming has moved to California with a
handsome blond waiter named Robert
(David Drake). Daniel is adorably
campy—nhe savs that being with a per-
son who is H.I.V.-positive forces you to
act like “June Cleaver on a good hair
dw"—but he's grounded, and commit-
ted to Oscar. (In the theatre these davs,
flaming queens always possess the vir-
tues one associates with Lassie: stead-
fastness, lovalry, and courage.) At one
point, Daniel tells us that Oscar says *1
love vou” to him “every moment of the
day.” Oscar stands behind him, punceu-
ating Daniel's monologuc with those
three little words. over and over. while
Danicl becomes more and more exas-
perated, 1t's a punchy, fast scene, and
wrvly shows how learning too much
from your past mistakes can drive an-
other person crazv. Here. and through-
out the play, Mr. Yew exhibits a talent
for using words that are plain and simple
to get at Jove’s rich complications. ¢




The Star-Ledger

OPENING IN N.Y.

rRIDAY

April 21, 1995

‘Language ‘of their Own’ fluent on gay themes

By MICHAEL SOMMERS

NEW YORK-Although the cur-
rent musical theater scene is dreary, we
are presently expenencing a golden age
of gay-themed theater in New York.

There are all sorts of interesting
reasons for this trend, which will make
a nice Sunday feature—I promise to
write it sometime soon-but for now
let’s just consider a sterling new exam-
ple of the genre, Chay Yew's “A Lan-
guage of Their Own,” which opened
last night at the New York Shakespeare
Festival.

A play centering upon professional
Chinese-Amernican men in Boston and
Los Angeles, this Is an elegantly written
study o. several linking relationships

As the play begins, Oscar (Francis
Jue) breaks off his four-year union with
the younger Ming (B.D. Wong), mostly
because Oscar has discovered he’s
HIV-positive and wants to free his mate
from being a caretaker Ming takes up
seriously with Robert (David Drake),
who is not Asian, even as the asympto-
matic Oscar forges a new live-in rela-
tionship with the even younger Daniel
(Alec Mapa), described as “a radical
queer Asian who breathes Sondheim.”

So though everything seems hap-
pily ever after—again—it's really not,
since Oscar still yearns for Ming, while
eventual conflicts between Ming and
Robert lead to physical abuse. Then
Oscar’s health starts to fail.

Oh, but this basic boy-meets-lo-
ses-meets-boy synopsis sounds pretty
much like the usual gay soap operatics
with AIDS underpinnings. Lucky for us,
however, the playwright is mostly able
to avoid any such cliches through his
skillful deployment of verbalization,
time, and mood. Although the sub-
tleties of Asian-American existence are
considered as much as contemporary
gay mores, it's really the sophisticated
way that the author has crafted his
play which makes it all so intriguing.

“A Language of Our Own” is a
seamless work that glides between nar-
rative and drama as the characters talk
to you and to each other. They speak
very beautifully at times. Consider: “In
the beginning of our relationship, we
learned each other’s language,” says
one of the men to the audience. “Each
action and deed, every word and sen-

.

B.D. Wong, foreground, and David Drake take leading roles in ‘A Language of Their Own,’ Chay Yew’s new

play at the New York Shakespeare Festival

tence was a joy, and an excitement.
Then we tired of it. Lost interest. Got
lazy Became indifferent. In the end, we
spoke different languages even though
we wanted the same thing"”

Such a rueful reflection could
mark the decline of any romance re-
gardless of its specific sexuality. No
doubt you remember the time when
someone once told you, “We just don't
speak the same language anymore.”

Certainly there's more to this
drama than its lyrical wordplay, but it's
probably most notable for the way
Chay Yew offers up tender matters of
the heart in strikingly universal terms
For those who care to listen, “A Lan-
guage of Thetr Own" easily crosses
many prejudicial barriers of race and

sexuality

The play is winningly acted in this
spare, polished production directed by
Keng-Sen Ong, who makes an impres-
sive American debut here. An actor not
afraid of being quiet, Francis Jue is
touching as melancholy Oscar whose
good intentions forever muck up his
own happiness. Looking young and
sporty as a so-called “banana” (yellow
outside, white on the inside), BD
Wong portrays the feckless Ming in a
charming manner that makes you re-
gret his shortcomings far more than he
does. David Drake is highly assured as
the blond whom Ming nabs on the re-
bound. Boyish Alec Mapa is funny and
sweet as Daniel, and just you watch

him grow up as the play progresses to
its wistful conclusion.

Myung Hee Cho's simply perfect
abstract setting is perfectly simple -
clean lines and shapes graced by a
modest stand of birch trees to one side
that accommodates all locations. The
play has been lit with poetry by Scott
Zielinks| and brushed with occasional
strains of Asian string music by Liang-
Xing Tang.

Running through May 14, perform-
ances are Tuesdays through Sundays
at 8 pm. with Saturday and Sunday
matinees at 3. Tickets are $25 The box
office phone is (212) 260-2400. The New
York Shakespeare Festival is at the
Public Theater, 425 Lafayette St , south
of Astor Place
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he theater world’s

buzz-of-the-moment
surrounds  Sunset
Boulevard as  this
vear's only eligible
nominee for the
Tony’s Best Ne Musical
award In the past when
there have been two or less
candidates, the prize has been
suspended
Now the talk 15 whether
the nominating committee
will alter the existing rules to
recognize Glenn Close and
company Whatever the deci
sion, this lack of new musi-
cals will surely lead to the
obligatory “Is Theatre Dead?”
article in the Sundav Times
Arts & Leisure section [ was

{/ by Ron Lasko

ready to write that eulogy
myself before I stumbled
blindiv into a hittle plav
called A Language of Therr
Own. enticed bv star power
(B D Wong ot M Butterfly
renown), the promise of male
flesh (David Drake of The
Night Larry Kramer Kissed Me
fame) and the reputation of
The Public Theater
Plavwright Chav Yew’s
wittyv and emotional new dra
ma, without a doubt the best
new gav plav since As Is. has
completely renewed mv taith
1n New York theater The pni
mar\ tocus of this Ivrical
prece 1s on Ming (Wong) and
Oscar (Francis Jue) a thir
tysomething Asian couple on

Ed Begley Jr. and

bt Dt

i
!

f;

David Drake and
.D. n_ -

A Languoge

of theirOwn-

the verge of break-
g up despite
theit love for one

Felicity Huffman in JETRUIIISS This

The Cryptogram

SRS

troubled relation
ship suffers its
tinal blow when
Oscar discovers
that he 1s HIVs
and Ming's fear of
physical innmacy
drives them fur
ther apart
Language 1s the
S o this rela-

uonship as well as
th new ones
which follow As
Uscar explains

if through
osmosis, we used
cach other’s words

and cxpressions
horrowing shame
fessiv and indelib

Incorporating them
into our language
Speaking as one
Thinking as one
Feeling as one. And
in the course, we
invented new words,
gave existing words
new meaning, rede-
fined and polished
our language, mak
ing it a special one
of our own.”

Although Yew's
story revolves
around Chinese
Americans, the
themes in A
Language of Their
Own are universal
Wong and Jue are
excellent in the lead
roles. David Drake
does a fine job as
Ming's uptight and
overly demanding
lover. and Alec Mapa adds a
blend of comic genius and
pathos to his portrayal of
Oscar’s tlaming, Ikea-loving
boytriend  Much credit
should also be given to direc
tor Keng-Sen Ong whose sim
ple staging allows Yew's
language to be the dniving
force of the production

Since vou'll be too busy
scrambling for tickets to
Language (which closes much
too soon on May 14), you
probably won't get a chance
to catch playwright David
Mamet's new drama, The
Cryptogram Consider yourself
lucky. This follow-up to his
masterpiece Oleanna focuses
on a woman whose husband
ts cheatin, on her And that's
the whole play—with a run-
ning time of about 75 min
utes, it's at least half-an-hour
100 long

NEXT Aprll 21, 1995

Historically, Mameg has
been repeatedly criti
being homophobic, anti¥es
inist, overly vulgar, and
morally bankrupt. Whether
consciously or subconscious-
ly, Mamet seems to be
responding to these com-
plaints with Cryptogram. This
time around, he’s chosen a
woman, a child and a gay
man as his characters and
plopped them down in a
rather Puritanical ‘50s house-
hold. What more could his
critics ask for? An engaging
piece of theatre might be
nice. Creative writing teach
ers across America will be
using this as a textbook
example of why you should
stick to writing what you
know

To his credit, Mamet has
succeeded in creating his
most sensitive, realistic char
acters since The Woods. The
main problem is that these
characters have virtually
nothing to do and very little
to say to each other,
although all they seem to do
is talk As important as sub-
text might be, 1t’s best to at
least start with a text.

A secondary problem lies
in Mamet’s decision to use a
child as a primary character
Can a 10-year-old really be
expected to master Mamet's
briskly paced dialogue? To
their credit, Felicity Huffman
and Ed Begley Jr. both do an
admirable job with their roles
n spite of everything, but set
designer Lee Beatty (a person-
al favonite) seemed to phone
this one in with a unit set as
bland as the situation. This
week. don't bother trying to
decipher Cryptogram; stick to
learning a new Language. ¥

NEXT April 21, 1995




Mt
THEATRE

by Andrew A. Beck
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“IN THE BEGINNING OF OUR RELATIONSHIP,” RECALLS A
character in Chay Yew's lyrical new drama, A Language of Their Own, “we
learned each other’s language. Each action and deed, every word and sentence
was a joy and an excitement. Then we tired of it. Lost interest. In the end, we
spoke different languages even though we wanted the same thing.”

In his new play, now at the Joseph Papp Public Theatrein New York City,
the Singapore-born playwright uses the possiblities, limitations and barriers
represented by langauage and culture to portray the
difficulties of relationships as encountered by fous
young gay men in contemporary Boston.

Language is a tich, lush piece of writing, tull of
vivid, expressive images and precise emortional
connotations, especially inits much finer, more cohesive
fiestact. In this act, which is essentially awell-done, two
character one act play, we're introduced to Ming, the
“ABC" (American-born Chinese) and the Asian native,
Oscar, who tell the story of their relationship, their
break-up and its aftermath.

I a great conceit of the playwright's to have both
characters telling the story to the audience together—

long after their break-up— and with hindsight, all the

while reacting, contradicting and responding to each
other in a way that clearly indicates a strong emotional
connection, even though their lives have gone separat=
ways. Thanks to a buoyant performance by the
enchanting B.D. Wong, the original Song-Liling in M.
Butterfly, and a powrfully introspective one by Francis
Jue, a later Song Liling, the characters and their
relationship grow on us, conveying the joy and
connections that once marked their ume together.

Throughout the act, Yew plays with the notion of (1 1o r:) B.D. Wong and Francis Jue

words, language, meaning and communication. As

Ming and Oscar circle each other on the dimly lit stage, he slowly reveals the
culcural differencesberween the Asianand the Asian-American that sometimes
keep their mutual understanding at bay. He then offers simple humorous
juxtapositions, such as the fact that the American-born Mingactually changed
his name to make it sound more Asian, while the Asian-born Oscar changed
his name to make it sound more American. The chasm berween the two men
grows when Oscar learns that he is HIV-positive and nothing— language,
memory, understanding— scems able to connect the unexpressed emotions
that drive both men further apart.

The central development of the first actisa party to which Oscar invites
Ming and his new for-now unseen American boy friend. The reunion, after
months of separation, is painful, as Yew's dialogue expertly shows how
meanings can be misconsteued, cues can be misread, and how two people who
have a such strong connection to cach other cannot find common ground.

May 11, 1995 :: Metroline

?

The less satisfying second act introduces the new partners, Ming's
American waiter, Robert, and Oscar's “gay Asian activist wholivesand breathes
Soundheim,” Daniel. The development of these relationships is far less
absorbing, partly because of the strength of the first act and the dynamic way
Jueand Wong played off each other. David Drake (whosc one-man show, The
Night Larry Kramer Kissed Me, played all over the country and was later turned
into a best-selling book) is wooden as the shallow Robert, while Alec Mapa is
more the loopy adolescent than the ACT-Up firebrand
we'te led o believe he is. Here again, Yew has his
characters address the audience from some future
viewpoint while interacting with each other and it’s
doesn't quite work as well here.

Thisactisclearly the darker one— the “language™
that develops between one set of lovers becomes
physically violent and AIDs begins to take its course.
But what Yew is able to do best in the problematic
second actistoallow the spirit of Ming and Oscar's love
t0 hover over the stage, just out of reach buta palpable
enough presence to color the course of their new
relationships. Theendingisboth somewhat predictable
and 2 bit hurried, but it does allow for a few moments
of eloquence berween Oscar and what turns out to be
his hallucinatory vision of Ming.

The production marks the American directonial
debut of Keng-Sen Ong, the Artistic Director of
Theatreworks, Singapore’s largest theatre company.
His first act direction, on Myung Hee Cho's sparse yet
attractive set, is outstanding, The more crowded second
act makes such flow difficult, though his increasing use
of traditionally Asian theatre movments toward the end
of the eveningis effective. Scott Zielinski's dim lighting
adds to the gentle, yearning atmosphere.

Chay Yew is clearly a playwright 0 watch. His first play, As If He
Hears, was initially banned by the Singapore government. Tewas the firstdrama
1o deal openly with the issue of AIDS and the emerging gay culture in that
country. He later revised the play, whose success led to the teleplay, Someone
1 Used To Knowwhich raised AIDS awareness in Singapore schoolsand colleges
and was eventually broadcast. He currendy resides in California. ¥

Photo: Michal Daniel

A Language of Their Ownis playing at the Joseph Papp Public Theatre at
the New York Shakespeare Festival, 425 LaFayette Street, New York, through
May 28. For more information and tickets, call the Box Office at (212) 260-
2400.

Andrew A. Beck is the Mangaging Editor of Metroline.
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Tongue-tied:
David Drake
and B.D. Wong

The Totally Biased
Politically Incorrect

Party Paper

Michat Danvel
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here are no shaggy-haired songtresses in
Chay Yew's somber A Language of Their
Own, but throughout the entire
performance | was continually reminded of
Pat Benetar’s seminal ‘80s smash “Love Is a
Battlefield ~ Finally, a gay romantic drama
reminiscent of the rock diva’s own pop morsel,
that's neither dizzy with sentiment nor blind to
reality. (I had to be restrained from leaping up
during the play and shouting, *We are ycung!®)

A Language of Their Own, directed by Keng-Sen
Ong, 1s a darkly comic, often macabre survey of the
hems and tatters of a gay relationship. B.D Wong
and Franas Jue star as Ming and Oscar, the
fragmented duo who announce their separation
during the opening refrains and then proceed, in
the brilliantly solid first act, to unfold their
troubled history. Neatly balancing the complex gay
Chinese-American aspect of the characters,
Language inscribes its first half with a tight
construction that will leave you breathless at
intermission,

The second half is a bit trickier. We're introduced
to Ming’s new lover Robert, a head waiter played
by sex kitten David Drake, and Oscar’s new interest
Daniel, an lkea-queen effetely played by Alex Mapa
Suddenly we're forced to watch our two once-
interesting lovers fall into frameless relationships,
playing the kinds of games that are all too familiar
among gay men. Yew’s script Isn't just realistic, it's
downright scary.

The metaphor of words as a barometer of
distance is hardly a new concept, but here it 1s given
a robust treatment. Just as Ming decries his loss of
the Chinese language he once knew as a boy, 50
100 he laments the passing of language between
lovers A thorny message, to be sure, but one Yew
prescribes wath generous witticism and catty retorts,

two things a Drama Queen like myself most adores

The language of Language is driven home by
some interesting performances. Though Wong is
undoubtedly the star here—he brings chills during a
soliloquy on a bathhouse affair—it's Jue's quirkier
portrayal that left me clutching my wadded hanky
in delight. You can literally view his character's
tragic decline in his slumped shoulders and
weakened voice.

David Drake, creator of the now-classic The
Night Larry Kramer Kissed Me, has a relatively small
role and pulls it off on the simple appeal of his
stage charisma. (The man, however, should be
legally prohibited from ever putting on a shirt.
Ole!) Meanwhile, Mapa, playing the most
unexpected character to saunter into this love
story, adds much-needed comic relief to the play’s
final chords.

I won't propose this play for lovers (unless you're
craving an on-stage dissection of your relationship),
but for the rest of us who love ourselves, A
Language of Their Own is a splash of cold water
that's both a refreshment and a reality check.

A Language Of Their Own plays at the Public
Theatre through May 14.
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THEATER South Africa

Ace Is the Top Card

You AN.C. Nothing Yet; Written and Per-
formcd by Pieter-Dirk Uys

IF ALL SOUTH AFRICA'S PO-
litiea) world s crowding
onto the tiny stage of Cape
Town's Dock Road Theater,
il wwes is {here anyone minding the
store? Spenker of Parhament Frene Gin-
walo complains that the chango to
“Africa time” is ruining legislative punc-
tunlity. Jay Naidoo, the rabble-rousing
former union chiefl who heads the gov-
ermnment’s Reconstruction and Develop-
ment Program for people whose lives
have been wrecked by apartheid, claims
that the initials should stand for Really
1Jepressing Prospecets, These two leaders
are pirl of the pamade of characters
sketched in by the country’s leading
satirist, Pieter-Dirk Uys, in his latest
one-man hit show,

You AN.C. Nothing Yet comes 12
months afer Uys (pronounced Ace)
vowel to give the government o grace pe-
riod. The year has provided rich ore that
he mines with gusto, “The sacred cows
have become just cows,” wrote the Cape
Town Argus approvingly, “and Pieter-
Dirk is back in business.” An imperson-
ation of Nelson Mandela is his sole defer-
entin! touch because, as Uys has often
said, he respects the man greatly. In drag,
Uys skewers Winnie Mandela with a skit
in which she works two ceflular phones,
berating Justice Minister Dullah Omar
on one, while on the other she romances
actor Omar Sharif with talk of a joint
tourist venture. Aller Cape Town and
then Johannesburg, the winning Uys
takes his oct on Use road Lo London., -

THEATER United States
Speak Low When
You Speak Love

A Language of Their Oton by Chay Yew;
Direeled by Keng-Sen Ong; Public The-
ater, Nrw York City

THE FIRST TIME CIIAY YEW WROTE ABOUT
A1Ds and o hero who was an openly gay
man, the play was banned in his native
Singapore. A rewritlen version was later
procuced there. Now 25 and living
abroad, Yew has again written about
attrs and n gay man’s Jife; this time he has

~By Emily Mitchell, With reporting by Scolt Macleod/Johennesbury; and Winston Moore/Ls Paz

been praised by New York Cily critics
and called n promising new woice in
American theater. A Language of Their
Own was directed by Keng-Sen Ong,
who heads Theaterworks, Singapore’s
largest stage company, and it is about the
shared silence of love as well as the terri-
hle bartiers between people who struggle
to find words of affection and trust.
Deyond the poetic meditations on
the sad futility of people who cannot ex-
press the most basic emation, the play
examines how Asians—and to some ex-
tent Asian Americans—{ail to speak di-
rectly but disguise meaning. That is a
challenge to any playwright, but says
Yew: “I like limitations. Only with Jimi-
tations can you fly.” His characters have
diverso cthnic and cultural ties: Oscar,
an clegant Chinese immigrant, is cool
and reticent, using speech to maintain
distance; Daniel, a wry Filipino, is handy
with hip, pop-culture references. Ming
speaks in slang and sometimes with his
fists. He is an A.B.C.—American-born
Chinese—who turned away from the lan-
guage of his ancestors so that he could
be fully assimilated, only to realize that
what he has Jost cannot be replaced.

MOVIES Bolivia

Swallowed by the
Leviathan of Family

Jonah and the Pink Whale; Directed by
Juan Carlos Valdivia
AT THE LA PAZ PREMIERE
of Jonah and the Pink
Whale (Jonds e la Ballena
d fosada) last month, a
Wb spectator observed, “There
1S sumething more dilficult than being
President, and that is being a film-
maker m Bolivia.” The well-informed
ker was G lo Sénchez de Loza-
dn the country’s President and also a
former movie producer. fonah was di-
recled by Juan Carlos Valdivin, who
breaks with the Bollvian tradition of cre-
ating films with political and ideological
commentary, Based on a 1987 award-
winning novel by Wolfangoe Montes
Vanucci, it is a love story and daes not
pretend to offer a solution for Bolivia’s
problems or those of any other Latin
American country.

Jonis Is s bewildered high school
teacher married to an overbearing
woman from a rich family. They expeet
him to rise from his prosent mediocnity,

and he feels swallowes! up by their elam-
orous demands. He takes refuge in the
leaky cellar of his in-laws’ mansion,
where his sister-in-law Julia finds him,
and a doomed affair begins. The movie is
set in the early '80s, when inflation and
drug trafficking plagued the country.
Film eritic Gumucio Dagron says the
character of Jonas, who relys on cynicism
10 protect himsclf from a go-getting socl-
ety, “represents & hangover from the lost
political enthusiasm of the 1970s.” The
biggest hit Bolivia has had in years, the
film set an attendance record when it
was screened in Santa Cruz.

BOOKS Britain
Moral Dimness
Brownout on Breadfruit loulevard; By

Timothy Mo; Paddicless Press, 286 pages
WITH CRITICAL ACCLAIM THAT
drew comparisonsto V.S, Nai-
paul, four novels that sold
« briskly and thrce Booker

4R Prize nominations, Timothy
Mo would seem to he one author who
woukl not lack for a publisher. Unhappy
with paperback sales of his past two books,
the Hong Kong-born author put his latest
novel, Brotwnout on Breadfruit Boulevard,
up for bids. But when they were lower than
the t he J, Mo determinedl
published it himself.

The book, wrote the Sunday Times,
“brillantly continues Ma's ficlional enter-
prise of casting o searing light on the darker
places of the globe and the dingier niches of
the sclf.” An offputting prologue describing
a sexual act involving feces was reportedly
one reasan why British publishers were
wary of the novel. The graphic beginning
Inunches a savage satlre on the many layers
of corruption in a provincial Philippines city
he calls Gobernador do Leon. Brgwmouts
are the elcetrical shortages that hate heen
afflicting Filipinos dnily; in Mo's dictionary
they also menan the slow dimining of moral
courage. A harrowing. hilarious sctpicce of
the book’s second part is the international
conference orchestimtet] by Victoria Init, a
Filipino Congressman's nmbitious wife
who makes Imelida Mareos look fiko a timid
wallflower. Clustering around lo discuss
the symposium's themes of *Cultural Plu-
rality in a World of Ecological Limits™ aro
& collection of scientific and literry lumi-
naries, second-rate thinkers, celebrity do-
gooders and high pricsts of academe. It is,
as Victorla sublimely ignores, a spectacle
of unbridled venality.

Toil wis Javee vIeOOR
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THEATER REVIEW

In Love, On to AIDS, Out of Love

By VINCENT CANBY

Ming (B.D. Wong) Is a young,
assimilated Chinese-American, He's
hip, outgoing, in tune with the popu-
lar culture that bred him Oscar
(Francis Jue), his somewhat older
Chinese-born lover, also sounds com-
pletely American, but his roots are
in the old traditions, not in Boston,
where the two have lived together
for four years.

Ming is spontaneous, saying what-
ever comes into his head. Oscar Is
courteous in the way of people who
have difficulty expressing their emo-
tions. ““We were polite even when we
were breaking up,” Ming observes to
the audience at the beginning of ‘A
Language of Their Own,” Chay
Yew's new play, which opened last
night in the Susan Stein Shiva Thea-
ter at the Joseph Papp Public Thea-
ter

The reason for their break-up: Os-
car, who has tested H.I.V.-positive,
wants out of thelr relationship,
aware that Ming has lost physical
interest in him. Ming's response Is to
be insulted that Oscar should so ca-
sually demand they split. He thinks
less about the state of Oscar's mind
and body than about his own aban-
donment.

Or, as he puts it later on, ““I won-
der If my dream of a perfect rela-
tionship Is just that: a dream.” In
the work of a more sophisticated
playwright, that might be a funny if
cruel line. It’s a measure of this
play's ambiguity that you're never
sure just how skeptical Mr. Yew Is of
Ming's tendency to romanticize him-
self at the expense of others.

“A Language of Thelr Own” Is a
meditation on love In a chronicle not
anly of gay love in the age of AIDS,
but also of gay love among ethnic
outsiders In the age of AIDS. The
four-character plece comes out of
the Public Theater’'s LuEsther Lab
program for the development of
work By new playwrights and direc-
tors.

Mr. Yew, who's from Singapore
and studied at Boston University,
could not be better served than he I8
at the the Public. Making his Amerl-
can directing debut with this produc-
tion Is Keng-Sen Ong, the aftistic
director of Theaterworks, said to be
Singapore's largest theater compa-
ny.
“A Language of Their Own" Is a
free-form plece about the subse-
quent adventures of Ming and Oscar

Michal Danlel/Public Theater

Francis Jue, left, and B. D. Wong in “A Language of Their Own.”

ALANGUAGE OF THEIROWN

By Chay Yew; directed by Keng-Sen Ong;
sets by Myung Hee Cho; costumes by Michael
Krass; lighting by Scott Zlelinski; music by
Liang-Xing Tang; fight direction by J. Steven
White. Presented by the New York Shake-
speare Festival, George C. Wolle, producer;
Rosemarie Tichler and Kevin Kiine, agsociate
producers. At the Joseph Papp Public Thea-
ter/Shiva Theater, 425 Lafayette Street, East
Village.

WITH: B.D. Wong (Ming), Francls Jue (Os-
car), Alec Mapa (Danlel) and David Drake
(Robert).

as each enters a new relationship,
Ming with a muscular American
walter named Robert (David
Drake), and Oscar with Danlel (Alec
Mapa), a gabby young Filipino Har-
vard student who displays his camp
mannerlsms as If showing off a mar-
abou boa,

Mr. Ong has given ‘A Language of
Their Own’ a smoothly fluid produc-
tion within Myung Hee Cho's hand-
some, uncluttered set, an open play-
Ing area defined by a serles of low
platforms and by Scott Zielinski's
lighting design. The only décor as
such: a small stand of white birches
at stage right. The spare look Is
absolutely right for the way In which
It offsets and sometimes frames Mr.

Yew's ripe language.

The characters confide to the audl-
ence In the middle of heated scenes
with each other. Sometimes the two
sets of lovers share the stage, though
not the scene, as they thrash out
problems of sexual longings, jealou-
sy and boredom. There are also
dreamy monologues and what is, in
effect, a spoken love duet.

As a playwright, Mr. Yew Is like
an overly enthuslastic young lover.
He hasn't yet realized that by saying
too much! he frequently says very
little. Genuine insights get lost in
sentimental gush. At this point, Mr.
Yew must nurture his enthusiasm
for words while learning to differen-
tiate between his own poetic gifts,
which are real, and language that
sounds like Tin Pan Alley's.

Mr. Wong, the Tony Award winner
for his stunning performance in ‘M.
Butterfly,” I8 lively and strong as
the self-absorbed Ming. Almost as
good are Mr, Mapa as the flamboy-
ant Danlel and Mr, Jue as Oscar, a
role that doesn't seem to be as clean-
ly written. Mr. Drake, who wrote and
performed the much praised ‘“The
Night Larry Kramer Kissed Me,"”
has the play's toughest assignment.
Robert, the waiter with a passlon for
smallish, soft-skinned young Aslan
men, Is an emply vessel.
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A New Play With a New Look at AIDS

1ty Brad Brrdicy

“ALCT )dcscnhcdhv less nasimilated culharal

A LANGUAGE OF THEIR OWN by
Chay Yew, Public Thester/New York
Shakespeare Festival, 425 Lafayetie St

n"A Language of Thar Own," BD Wong
Iu back on stage 1 the key role of Ming
which he plays with high charm and csp-
tvating, relaxed energy Wong s probebly best
known in New York for his Tony-Award per-
formance as a sductive Chinese opera per-
former 1n Devid Tenry Hweng's dmma “M
Rutierfly ~ He may ho most recogruzed, how
ever, for bns contmuing appearances as Mar-
garet Cho's  wise-cracking cardiologist
hrother, Stuart, cn the ARC senes *All Amen-
can (hitl”  11is portrayal at the Public, where
the plav has boen extended 10 May 28,15 &
performance to remember
While superficial references may call “A
Language of Ther Own™ anather AIDS play,
this vibrent new work 11 much more  than

Idlers 09 a “benana™ (yellow on the out-
s1de, yet white on the innide)  He recogruzes
he wall never be fully acceptod as cither Asian
or Amencan, but 11 reasonably resigned to that,
as he is to s homosexuality, the other mi-
nonty aspect of his personality

But hus real struggle 13 to find and main-
tan a permonent shared ife with another
person  This seemed (o be happerung with
Oscar, 8 man of similar origins yct bomn in
Chuina and therefore closer to s cthnic rools
The two, oflen in & lively combmation of di-
loguc and constant interruption by their nar-
ration, pley a high-level verhal tennis match

They have crested a kind of private lan-
guage in whuch *  as 1f through asmosis, we
used each other’s words and expressions  Bor-
rowing shamelessly and T @ thern

dent and making Ming e drudge, fears borne

i hus own testing postive for the 1 | V virus
While they agree to separate and even put

@ conunent between them, each 15 never out of

all the way (o the end  Ax played Iy l\lcc
Mapa, Dantel b 'S CVETI MIAFC SHyTH]

than Ming and Oscar  Interestingly, hath
Mapa and Jue mocmal ther ol New York

the other's When they b

us 1n the role that car-

herb

“just friends,” Oscar pleads desperotely 10
Ming like a broken record, *Don't let go'®

As Oscar, Francis Jucyvu a quiet, con-
trolled perf g hus balanci
role, almost as straight man (no pun, ofooun:)
to Mmg's more clownish demeanor  Jue lets
us laugh at Oscar, pity lum, and care for tum
Even offsage. his charscter’s passing 15 one
of the play’s most moving moments, not only
for the clean honesty of the scnpt and staging,
but for the carcful range of Jue's portrayal

Ming gnv:ulcs to Robert, a waiter \»ho

gh flmc ta thewr current co-star B.1)
Wong

Darector Keng-Sen Ong, like wniter Yew,
13 from Singapore. Hus staging 1 smarked by
brisk pacing and tugh energy supported by a
visual sense of “less 1s more™ that conveys the
language of the play a3 the mawn attraction. A
spare set by Myung Hee Cho underacores tns
concepl, using only the theater's no perma-
nent pillary. a cluster of birch trecs and stmo-
sphenc projections  Scotl Zaelinsk's ighting
end oucasions| music by Tang lLisng-Xing give

while assertive is d g and app
The play's unly characier vmhom

into our language. Speaking a5 one Think-
ingasonc Feelinganone And in the course,
we invented new words, gave ﬂisum words
now defined andd od our lan-

that  Within its umple phyvical L n-
wolving «mls four actors and spare scenety, iV
crestes an environment al once gentle and
sparkling Chay Yow s lvrical play reaches the
heart snd soul m)is depretion of devoted car-
mg n the face of life and danth 1ssues

At the heart of “A Language of Ther
Own™ 1s Ming. an Amercan-hom Chincse (an

guage. m-llmg 1 a special onc of cur own

In contsast to tus fun-loving opposite.
Oscar 1s moee ascetic, formal and conserva-
tive Yet, for four years, thetr hives were nchly
wierwoven  Then, “we got uncomfortable™
and agreed to separate Al the heart of the
separation 13 Oscar’s fear ol becoming depen-

Aswan hentage, Robert is unfortunately the
weakest figure in Yew's wnung, and shows
Hitle depth, particularly lscking in compassion
ond humor Actor David Drake fills his thank-
less role with an often hostile shnliness that
fails to rescue Robert from registening as an
outsider or even an unwitting viliain.

Oscar's replacernent companion, Denuel.
al first secms 8 harmless twil But the charac-
ter proves lamself mare than up to the tosk of
comfortng Oscar from despair through iliness

the prod 1 canng yet dy h
ment to the text.

Whle the format of " A Langusge of Their
Own™ feels vaguely Brechtian with frequent
mlerruptive asides to the audience breaking
involvement tn the scene, the naturalness ot
language and behavior bwld beliel in and

for the real h s Inthe
secund act, however, drcams and reahity biur
While thus impluusible surrealism wall disturb
somne, Lthe play 's freshness and honesty regard-
ing love and commuiment are so parvasive
thus weakness should be forgiven [
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Slowly But Surely

A LANGUAGE OF THEIR OWN

by Chay Yew
New York Shakespeare Festival, Shiva Thealer

owever unsmoothly runs the
Hcourse of love, its direction
is determined by the people
involved, and that necessarily in-
cludes the words they use with each
other. Chay Yew has written a quasi-
poetic drama which investigates this
language, formulated out of the needs
of two lovers, to show how it can both
enhance and foreshorten a relation-
ship. It's a valiant, if sometimes over-
literary, exercise whose charms, both
in word and action, derive from the
fastidiousness with which the author
and director Keng-Sen Ong attend to
the details of human intimacy.
What must be admitted as part of
the draw of the work is its cast of
characters. Of the four, three are
Asian, and much of the script and
some of the direction play upon the
knowledge that for many theater-
goers, this is not the milieu they are
used to visiting. Much of the first-act
exposition is taken up with simply
laying out the landscape of a gay
Chinese relationship in modern-day
Boston. Where would they meet, how
would they court, what would their ex-
pectations be, and how would they get
along? In a script that frequently
jumps back and forth in time, Yew
very elegantly illustrates that in
these respects the relationship isn’t all
that different from those of the non.
Asian gays who surround Oscar and
Ming Being alert, being sensitive and
open to love, and above all being able
to ignore a fair amount of background
bullshit (gay and straight, American
and Asian), goes far toward turning a
chance encounter into acommitment,
Yew has fun with some peculiarities,
though he is never dogmatic in divid-

68 NEW YORK NATIVEMay 8, 1995

ing between cultural and individual.
peculiarities. Oscar is more reticent,
restrained, and dapper than Ming,
who likes to argue things out, dress
like any other American male in his
twenties, and hold hands in public.
The characters explain to us that this
is because Oscar is not a US native,
while Ming is an "ABC'—American-
born Chinese. They joke about their
families’ habits and even their names
(says Ming of his lover’s: ““The Chinese
pick the most discarded names from
English novels and movies"). The
relative strength of cultural ties no
doubt is at work in their behavior, but
one can’t help noting that the two are
also a lot like another couple in a play,
one of whom was named Oscar. Had
they both been from Hoboken, with
ancestors who came over Europe a
hundred years ago, they could easily
be going through much of the same
badinage.

One difference between them, how-
ever, defeats all their intelligence and
goodwill. After some years together,

. Oscar is HIV-antibody positive; Ming

is not. This has caused Oscar (at the
play's start) to decide that Ming
should move out and that they should
only be friends, not lovers. As we then
hop around in time and sec the rela-
tionship from both before and after
their blood tests, we begin to under-
stand Oscar’s reasons for wanting
this. The news has made Ming both
guilt-ridden and cautious around
Oscar, and Oscar, with that insider's
knowledge that lovers have, was all
too well aware of what he was feeling
despite his still dutiful behavior. He
terminates the marriage rather than
watch it slowly become hollowed out.

R
b4

Though deeply hurt, Ming accepts
Oscar’s decision. Both now search for
new lovers. Ming has many one-night
encounters, then settles in with a cau-
casian waiter named Robert. Oscar
flounders for a while, then finds a
Filipino boyfriend named Daniel, a
college student and devilishly out-
spoken “radical gay Asian who lives
and breathes Sondheim'" In many
ways, these new relationships simply
continue the issues between the for-
mer couple Ming becomes emotionally
estranged from Robert, but is deter-
mined not to simply leave him and
move on. Oscar is soon completely de-
pendent on Daniel, yet holds back, as
Daniel well knows, from falling in
love.

Yew lets us listen to the new lan-
guages that Ming and Oscar have to
learn in order to keep these largely
functional relationships going. They
are less perfectly voiced—certainly
less open—than the one they had
learned with each other; but the men’s
tragedy is that that language was too
revealing: it told one what the other
would have preferred to hide, and
helped drive a wedge between them.

It's hard not to sense an excessive
fatalism (in another era it would have
been called romanticism) in Oscar and
Ming’s relationship, which is ad-
dressed only years later when
Oscar—taking back what he'd said he
wanted—denounces Ming for not
refusing to leave. In another scene,
relevant to this point, Robert delivers
a soliloquy about how couples meet,
develop a special way of communicat-
ing with each other, then grow bored
with their new language, let it slip
into disuse, and eventually forget it al-
together. It's a fair description of the
way of the world, but it clearly is a
different kind of dissolution than
what befalls Oscar and Ming. They
had what was for each of them the per-
fect relationship. Facing a crisis of
having to create another language,
one that incorporates caretaking and
death, they decided they couldn’t do it.
Both regretted the decision ever after,
but neither, at the time, acted as if
there were any other choice.

If one had a few druthers about the
seript, it is that it moved a bit more, in-
volved the characters in more reveal-
ing actions, and didn’t strive so hard



{Top to bottom) David Drake and B.D. Wong play lovers in Chay
Yew's A Language of Their Own at the Public Theater.

sometimes for a poetic musicality—
often through the repetition of
phrases—to polish up what are admit-
tedly fairly famihar feelings for the
audience. Yew 1 a young wnter and
there's still a bit of the classroom in
the way he puts a play together, but
he's keenly interested in his charac-
ters—all four speak with distinct
voices—which is always the most
promising trait in an emerging play
wright

Ong is an old school chum of Yew’s
—they grew up in Singopore—and his
specinl personal knowledge serves the
production well. He directa the cast
with a casual naturalness that is ail
the more remarkable for us crystal-
line presentation of Yew's stylized,
lengthy speeches and frequent croas-

cutting dialog. David Drake’s Robert,
the least sympathetic role, is suitably
shallow for the most part, while Alec
Mapa’'s Dantel, clad in black leather,
boots, and Freedom Riags. brings in
gusts of campy humor whenever he
appears Francis Jue deserves more
exposure after this, for his Oscar un-
dertakes the widest rangvy of emotion-
al changes, and conveys them beaut:

fully B.D. Wong simply sails through
his performance as Ming. radiating
charm and warmth and teeling with
an effortiessness that many an older
actor would envy | keep hoping some

one will someday write him a leud
part in a really good musical, because
until then 1 don't think we'll ever see
this remarkable young man perform

ing at peak power. n
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by
Marilyn
Abalos

“A Language of Their Own”
Opens At the Public Theater

ingaporean-born playwright

Chay Yew’s “A Language of
Their Own” had its New York
premiere at the Public Theater on
Tuesday, April 4. In the cast is
Tony award winner B.D. Wong,
with Alec Mapa, Francis Jue and
Obie winner David Drake. The
play was directed by Singapore-
born Keng-Sen Ong, also making
his U.S. directorial debut.

In Chay Yew's play, language is the window into
the interlocking relationships of four young men,
revealing their awkward comic first steps toward
love, the strain to achieve fnendship and the ulu-
mate rage of loss. We scc how lovers create a way
of communicating—verbally and physically—and
what is unique in their relationships. Their sharcd
language, at first nuanced and textured, brings them
together, then later.as it becomes more complex and
coded, breaks them apan

“A Language of Their Own” has been descrnibed
as “stunning in its simplicity and powerful in its ver
bal images.” Chay Yew uses language to show the
troubled relationship between two Asian men, Oscar
and Ming. Oscar is the more traditional of the two,
while Ming is very Westernized and more volatile
Chinese-born Oscar sees his handsome lover Ming
as a banana: ycllow on the outside and white on the
inside. Ming prefers (o confront problems and talk
things out, while Oscar avoids discussion and is dis-

creetly silent. Oscar s HIV posibve and Ming 1s
not The lovers separate and become involved with
other men. They mect again with these men in their
lives and deal with these issues

Chay Yew cxplores these themes with a fresh
view. The playwnght has a light touch, a prercing
comic sense and is magical with language. Through
his words, the play quickly moves with grace and
sophistication

A native of Singapore. Chay Yew's first work,
“As If He Hears™ was imtially banned by the gov-
emment because 1t was the first drama to deal open-
ly with the issuc of AIDS and the emerging gay
subculture in that country Hc later rewrote the play
and in 1990 and renamed it “Someonc [ Used o
Know,” which was hroadcast nationally but later
banned by the Singapore Broadcasting Corporation
After moving to the United States, he wrote and pro-
duced several television shows for WCVB Boston,
including the late night sencs, “Nightshift,” which
has gained cull status

While in London as Playwnight-in-Residence at
Mu-Lan Theatre Company, Chay Yew won the
London Fnnge Award, the Brniush equivalent of the
Obic for best play for "Porcelain ™ “Porcelain™ not
only ran in London, but was also produced to cnui-
cal acclaim in Los Angcles, San Francisco,
Washington D C., Chicago, Dallas and San Dicgo

“M. Butterfly” alumni—B D Wong, Alec Mapa,
and Francis Jue—will all perform in “'A Language
of Their Own " All three actors share the distinction
of having, ol vanous imes. appeared in the
Broadway of that show

In 1988, B D. Wong madc an auspicious
Broadway debut as Song LiLing, the seguctive
Chinese opera performer in David Henry Hwang's

intense drama. He has subsequently retumed to the
Great White Way in a number of theater produc-
tions as well as on the silver screen in “Jurassic
Park,” and 1n HBO's powerful “And the Band
Playcd On.” B.D. Wong is most familiar to televi-
sion viewers as Margaret Cho’s wisecracking carch-
ologist brother, Stuart, on the ABC sitcom “All
Amencan Girl.”

Francis Jue followed Mapa as Song Liling on
Broadway and in the second nauonal tour of M
Butterfly. He was laslt seen at the Public Theater :n
Steven Berkofs highly stylized staging of
Sondheim’s “Pacific Overtures.” He has performed
extensively through out the U.S. and in regional the-
aters.

The combination of Chay Yew's dynamic dia-
logue and the skill of a highly talented quartet of
actors should provide quite a magical evening of
theater. For tickets call 212-260-2400. ®
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Beyond Broadway

Francis Jue (above) and B.D. Wong in a scene
from A Language of Their Own at the Public
Theater. Michal Daniel

A Language of Their Own

Chay Yew accounts for nascent love
in painfully simple terms: “As if by
osmosis we used each other’s words. .we
refined and polished our language. mak-
ing it one of our own.” And of its
decline: “In the end, we spoke different
languages.”

Yew's A Language of Their Own is
now being given a very good production
at the Public Theater, which has already
commissioned another script from the
playwright In Language, tour good
actors depict the decisive moments in a
couple’s decision to part, attempts at
lover-replacement, and the pain of sepa-
rauon, given the language that's been
shared. So what's special about thts love
quartet? Familiar as the outline may
seem, 1t has at least two shadings that
may be unfamiliar to mainstream audi-
ences. Oscar (Francis Jue), Ming (B.D
Wong), and Daniel (Alec Mapa) are gay
in addition to being American-born
Chinese. The cast is rounded out by
David Drake

Ming’s early comment that I think
My Fair Lady was pivotal in my life 1t
taught me to speak English, love good
clothes, and that [ was gay” brought a
roar of laughter from the mixed sub-
scripuon house at the Public the day I
was there. Many no doubt knew Wong
from his good work in M Butterfly; the
exquisite Jue may be less known to New
York audiences, since his work until
now has been largely regional Here he
plays the older lover. a man in his 40s
whose days “suddenly have been num-
bered " It is he who begin the first act
with. “T don’t thunk we should see each
other anymore. Of course, we can stll be
fiends.”

Alded by Tang Liang-Xing's impres-
sively haunting music, the director,
Keng-Sen Ong, turns this seemingly
mundane sttuation into stage poetry. The
senpt itself seems that of an astute, witty
playwnght in his mid-20s whose writing
now ranges from the sheer loveliness
quoted above to oddly tacky references
to Madonna and Seinfeld The cast. how-
€ver, conspires to mask the weak mo-
ments in Yew’s work and manages to
create a strongly affecting whole

With its delicate portrayal of the rise
and fall of love, A Language of Their
Own is an oddly tonic immersion in the
act of becoming—and the failure to be-
come—a couple. Puccini, move over —
Joan Ungaro
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