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RED ROSE & WHITE ROSE
National Theatre Of China
Esplanade Theatre
Last Saturday

corrie tan

The late Chinese writer Eileen Chang would have
been surprised, to say the least, to see her literary
work reincarnated as such a different animal.

It was like ushering in the Year of the Rabbit with
the Monkey instead.

Gone were the intricate descriptions and quiet
languor of Chang’s novella, which the acclaimed
author wrote in the 1940s. The rambunctious stage
version, directed by Tian Qinxin, had its actors
tussling and toppling.

Tender moments and tragic scenes were under-
cut by farce as they became a menage a trois or quat-
re, or when characters second-guessed their own
motives.

In a nutshell, protagonist and self-made man
Tong Zhenbao is caught in a loveless and passion-
less marriage with a socially respectable woman. He
cannot shake himself free of a past dalliance with a
fiery, sultry lover, the wife of an old friend.

Tong comes to realise, however, that his vapid
White Rose and his forsaken Red Rose are both not
who they seem to be. (And they are definitely not
for Valentine’s Day; they have thorns aplenty.)

On the page, Tong comes across as brooding and
controlled to a fault. On the stage, he was not only a
flirtatious commitment-phobe, but he was also

divided, literally, into two people.
White Rose and Red Rose were also doubled as a

bold move on director Tian’s part and potentially a
turn-off.

It took a while to decipher which personas the six
actors were channelling.

But after the initial bewilderment, Tian’s
comedic take on Chang’s tale of lust, love and moral
dilemmas proved that, while slightly wobbly, it
could hold its own.

If the six actors had been any less capable, the
result would have been catastrophically confusing.
But they all managed, deftly, to come across as
three distinct entities, each with his or her quirks.

Each set of characters was identically costumed:
one presumably to reflect his/her public persona,
and the other to represent his/her inner emotions.

This divvying up of roles
worked most effectively for Tong’s
character. Played by a well-
matched Xin Baiqing and Gao Hu,
the duo bickered and bantered and
charmed the audience into the
most laughs.

It was hard not to compare the
highly touted and award-winning
actress Qin Hailu to Joan Chen,
who was an enigmatic and sensual
Red Rose in the 1994 film adapta-
tion by Stanley Kwan. Qin spent
most of her time trying to blend in-
nocent girlishness with sexual vul-
garity. She might have succeeded
at making that character her own,
had she had more time to display
her virtuosity.

Purists might have also been un-
settled by some conspicuously
missing characters, and the fact
that the stage adaptation ditches
the linear narrative of the book.
This was replaced by a series of

flashbacks interspersed with Tong’s interactions in
the present.

In almost Brechtian style, the actors addressed
the audience, paused memories halfway through to
alter the details, and spliced the present with the
past by transplanting characters from one scene
into another, and across the glass passageway that
separated White Rose’s territory from Red Rose’s.

There even were tongue-in-cheek meta referenc-
es to Chang herself.

One quick way to end an argument about what
really happened in Tong’s life: one half of White
Rose piped up from the book she was reading:
“That’s what Eileen Chang wrote, look.”

Tian wrote of Chang in her director’s note: “It’s
my luck that you’re silent.”

Chang probably rolled over in her grave.
But she probably did it with a smile.
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DECIPHERING THE PEACH GARDEN OATH
Toy Factory Productions
Esplanade Theatre Studio
Last Saturday

adeline chia

Amid a beautiful peach blossom garden in war-torn
China, three great warriors made an oath to become
sworn brothers and to die on the same day.

This moment between Liu Bei, Guan Yu and
Zhang Fei, famously depicted in Romance Of The
Three Kingdoms, forms the backbone of this produc-
tion by playwright-director Goh Boon Teck, who re-
turns to the masculine realm after the celebrated The
Crab Flower Club (2009), a work about five women
in the Qing dynasty.

This time, the setting is in the bloodiest and wide-
ly romanticised periods in Chinese history, between
220 and 280 AD, where three emperors fought bitter-
ly to overthrow one another.

One can sense the degree of ambition in this
design-heavy show. Goh wants to marry three Chi-
nese opera forms in one performance. At the same
time, he also wants to contemporarise traditional art-
forms to make them new and relevant again.

To a certain degree, he has succeeded on both
counts. Christopher Choo, Jack Peng and Qin
Zhanbao, who performed Cantonese, Hainanese and
Beijing opera respectively, felt integrated and part of
the same stylish universe.

As for re-energising a traditional artform, Peach
Garden Oath is aggressively contemporary in its

production design. Lim Woan Wen’s lighting and
Brian Gothong Tan’s multimedia create a Ma-
trix-like, cyberpunk environment.

Lines of light bleed down the set like in some kind
of futuristic computer program. Sound artist Darren
Ng’s pulses and bleeps fit right in.

The deconstructed costumes by Chia Wei Choong
take the riotous colours and complicated lines of tra-
ditional opera costumes and smooths them out into a
muted palette and clean, elegant lines.

In short, everything looks and sounds great. But
for a tale about fraternity and loyalty, the overall
effect is still oddly sterile and unengaging.

Part of the problem is that the wordy production
relies heavily on narration, and pontificates on the
complicated history during the era of the Three King-
doms and the definitions of loyalty and righteous-
ness.

In between these declarative segments, the audi-
ence eagerly laps up any interaction and drama be-
tween the three men, if only to break up the monoto-
ny of the litany of recited details.

But it is hard to connect to the characters or to
care for them, even through their victories, defeats,
defecting and deaths.

It could have been opening-night jitters, but the
performers felt a little cold and unconvinced of their
roles. The exception is Qin, who gives a standout per-
formace as the brash, generous butcher-turned-gen-
eral Zhang Fei. The other two brothers are less
defined.

The result is a performance that scores highly on
aesthetics, but it is unclear whether it offers any new
insight into violence, loyalty and brotherhood. The
packaging is great, but it needs more soul.

review concert

KIT CHAN – MY MUSICAL JOURNEY
Esplanade Concert Hall/Last Saturday

boon chan
media correspondent

L
ocal singer Kit Chan’s comeback is com-
plete. After announcing a hiatus from the
Mandopop scene in 2004, fans started see-
ing more of her last year with a lead role in
the musical, December Rains. Last month,

she released her new album Re-interpreting Kit
Chan.

But what fans wanted most of all was to see her
perform live once more as a singer, and so tickets to
her two gigs at the Huayi Chinese Festival of Arts
were quickly snapped up.

They were not disappointed. She was in fine
form and her rich, warm tones, particularly in the
lower register, kept the audience captivated on her
familiar hits such as Heartache and Tug Of War.

As a not-quite-musical and not-quite-concert
however, My Musical Journey was not quite satisfy-
ing.

There was a chronological narrative arc,
delivered by former deejay Danny Yeo onstage, to
give some structure to the programme. But it mere-
ly felt like an overlong gushy testimonial from a
friend and fan.

The time would have been better spent having
Chan do her thing, considering that the show was a
relatively short 90 minutes.

Nor did the segments provide much of an insight
into her musical journey. And even if there had been
any interesting anecdotes or poignant reminiscenc-
es, one would rather have heard it from Chan her-
self.

The decision to have her perform with the Singa-
pore Chinese Orchestra and the Meridian Junior
College Choir worked better. It was certainly a nov-
elty hearing pop songs presented in this unusual
fashion and the plaintive erhu solo of Worry was a
lovely interlude.

For the most part though, the orchestra and choir
played a supporting role as the unmistakable star of
the evening was Chan.

She was delicate and vulnerable on the Canton-
ese ballad Waiting, beguiling on the late Leslie
Cheung’s Chase and she shone on the show-stop-
ping Dazzling. She even took the hoary old chestnut
that was The Moon Represents My Heart and made
the hackneyed sentiments sound heartfelt.

The inclusion of several covers was not surpris-
ing given that her new album consists wholly of
them, but it does point to a certain conundrum.

Despite releasing more than 10 albums, she has
relatively few big, well-known hits. It would be in-
teresting to see how she handles the line-up when
she gets round to doing her solo pop concert.

For the encore, she gave fans a mash-up of
Michael Buble’s Home and her signature song,
Home. While she was relaxed and comfortable on
stage throughout, it would have been nice to see
more of this playful side of her.

The gig proper ended with the Mandarin version
of the Dick Lee-penned Home. As she held court
with this National Day song in her white blouse and
full red skirt, the message was clear: A national icon
was back where she belonged – on stage and in the
spotlight. She was home.

bchan@sph.com.sg

Coming up Roses
– with thorns

The national icon was the
undisputed star of the otherwise
unsatisfying show that was not
quite a musical or a concert

Huayi Chinese Festival of Arts

Under oath: (clockwise from left) Christopher
Choo, Qin Zhaobao and Jack Peng perform in a
spare set, against which multimedia projections
are made. PHOTO: THE ESPLANADE

Making a Peach with less soul

Kit
sings
her way
Home

Tong’s doubles (from left) Gao Hu, Xin Baiqing and Qin Hailu made
the audience double up with laughter. PHOTO: THE ESPLANDE

Kit Chan was
in fine form
and
captivated
fans with her
familiar
favourites.
PHOTO: THE
ESPLANADE
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