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“Individual” vs “Family” in Shed Skin

Tng Wei Keng, Selina ( FFEJH)
(Open group)

Shed Skin lightly touches on a few themes, one of them on
family relationship, another on breaking free. This short essay
comments on how one has to face the choices and conflicts
between individual freedom and the responsibilities of family.
We question if we pursue one at the expense of the other
through the mundane lives of the Suzukis, the relationship

between father and son, and husband and wife.

The play starts with the ending. Takuya signs the papers to
divorce Keiko 49 days after the death of Takujirou Suzuki, his
father in his eighties, in the year Heisei 17, or 2005.
Following that is the flashback of the previous few days
during which Takujirou Suzuki underwent a fantastical
rejuvenation, getting a decade younger with each shedding of
skin, until father became younger than the son. Takuya gains

insights to his father’s past life replayed in the present.

The drama portrays the Asian and Japanese family values of
caring for the aged parents. Mitsuko had stayed in the hospital
to look after her mother-in-law, and now, Takuya has returned
to take care of his father. The elderly should be listened to,
and consulted upon. Takuya heed his mother’s advice to
get a stable job at the post office. When Takuya introduced
Mitsuko to his father in his sixties, Takujirou asked if Keiko,
his wife and Takuya’s mother, knew about the marriage. The
divorce application form that awaits Takuya’s signature and

stamp is always placed at the Bador altar for Keiko. Marriage

and divorce require the blessing and approval of parents.
We can’t act without giving them due consideration and
respect. However, family is no more restraining our wishes
and whims than our friends, workplace and community do,
for we ask for the same thoughtfulness from others outside

the family circle.

Mitsuko had raised the question of whether a relationship
ended because of daily trifles or because of a crisis. She has
behaved like a model wife and daughter-in-law. Her dancing
before the father-in-law in his forties, according to Takuya, is
entirely unexpected and somewhat out of character. There
are social or conventional expectations on a wife and a
husband. An individual could disregard them, or be under
the influence or constraint of these norms. Takuya should not
divorce Mitsuko for Risa, and Mitsuko should be forgiving
of Takuya’s fling. It appears that she wants to divorce Takuya
because of his affair with Risa. However, it should be noted
that Takuya’s infidelity does not come out more frequently
or prominently in her complaints. In fact, her anxiety started
when she realized that it was difficult for her to get pregnant.
To her, this is a setback to being a model wife. She could be

living out her fallacy of losing her husband.

In Mitsuko’s frequent visit to Takuya, she was not just asking
politely for the finalization of the divorce proceedings, but
also still portraying a good wife and housekeeper in spraying
air freshener and in reminding Takuya to wrap up the loose
ends after the funeral, and a good daughter-in-law in her
concern for Takujirou. There are little or no signs of hatred
or animosity to Takuya. It seems that she has forgiven him.
Takuya, in the end, agrees to stamp the divorce application,
after realizing how Keiko had put up with his six fathers
through the years. The typical happy ending would be a
reconciliation. When Takuya earnestly proposed, instead of
signing the marriage application form, Takuya and Mitsuko
went through an almost ritual-like final collaboration of folding
the application form into an airplane. She threw it up the air.
He said, “Fallen!”. She said, “Landed!”. It was the end of their

matrimonial journey with the paper plane touching ground.

Mitsuko’s reason of the divorce is not clear. My speculation
on the divorce from her angle is that she will not be like
Takuya anymore, passively waiting for a problem to go away

and let change takes place on its own. Her resolution is to



walk away from this marriage. She would finally do
something that is not entirely within convention. This
apparently provides a new opportunity for Takuya to resume
his dream of making films. However, it should be noted that
Mitsuko’s disapproval of his earlier film venture is not the
filming itself, but the film content, suggested by the film title
“Explosive Girl”, and the female lead for that film. Therefore,
what holds Takuya from making films all along may be his
acceptance of a stable civil servant job as the main cornerstone
of a blissful life. The loss of this job at the post office brings

about a threat which he should turn into an opportunity.

Throughout the play, the audience sees the same setting of a
cluttered living area that serves as sitting-room, dining-room,
kitchen and bedroom. In this tight enclosure of the physical
accommodation that conveyed a stronger feeling of
oppression and discomfort than warmth and coziness, Takuya
has lived with his parents until he married Mitsuko. He
returned, jobless, and alone, to take care of his senile father
shortly after his mother passed away. Man in the washing
machine and woman in the refrigerator add to the absurdity
but at the same time reinforce the state of imprisonment. So
do all the fathers exiting into the toilet and could not venture
outdoors for new experiences. So do the paper airplanes that
landed immediately in this confined space, never flying out
of the open window. | do not imply that the conflicts in this
drama will not arise if there is airy ample space. Each lives
in a house, or flat, or room, and each also lives in one’s own
skin. Our sensation of the surrounding is not just through
the skin, but also through the heart and the mind. Shed Skin
is also about breaking out of the skin, out of any walls that
hold us captive. The metamorphosis of the cicadas in its
shedding of the shell is an additional motif. Sometimes, we
are blinded to our own inertia, and we put barriers along our
way, and create excuses for holding back from our pursuit of
challenges and changes in our lives. Excuses like one’s loved

ones will not want us to do it.

Throwing the paper airplane is about as absurd as Sisyphus
rolling a rock up the mountain which will then roll down by
its own weight. But Takuya seizes awareness of life meaning
in the face of meaningless. He has not despaired from
the ultimate hopelessness and limitations of his life. After his
father’s death and his divorce, he was freer than before in a

sense. He still needs a job, and now works for an electrical

appliance shop. There is a hint of the start of a new
relationship, as he uses the video camera borrowed from
Kanaka. At the end, the back wall of the enclosed house

opens up. The propeller of a plane is seen. Takuya excitedly

took off to the horizon with the plane.
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Is Our Best of Youth in Cambrian?

Tng Wei Keng, Selina ( FFZ:H)
(Open group)

The Chinese title, which translates literally into "Cambrian
and Whisky", symbolizes the explosive evolution of lives
and phenomena in the current era. Amid this rapid flourish,
which is, as playwright Wong Wing Sze explains, comparable
to the vigorous growth of creatures and plants in the Cambrian
period, the lone individual drowns his misery with a bottle of
whisky. Much is touted on how the play resonate the voice
of the post-70s, a relatively neglected generation as much
attention has been focused on the post-80s. Cambrian has
done well to portray the lost and lonely souls of any age and
generation who lead an ordinary and somewhat insignificant

life in the multitude.

The title may have caught the interest of those who know of
Faye Wong, a famous pop singer popular in Hong Kong in
the 90s, who has a song entitled Cambrian. Eason Chan’s
song adds further to the Hong Kong touch. The interior of a
tong lau as the main backdrop, and the preoccupation with
food (the cat’s name is Milk-tea, and Uncle Old complained
that the chicken totally lacked in taste) make Cambrian very
much a Hong Kong story and production. In addition, the
fire dragon dance, which made a novelty appearance on the
drama stage, and which, in this year’s Mid-Autumn Festival,
raised publicity on its shortage of sponsorship for the annual
performance in Tai Hang, reminds us once again how we
have foregone traditions and destroyed heritage in our pursuit

for economic growth.
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There are many parallels in the characters. Kate’s mother and
the neighbour, who both bear children out of wedlock, Wai
Wai and Kate, who are both divorced, Sophie and Ken, who
are outcast in their family and school, and Uncle Old and
Master Twelfth, both immigrants from China but one to two
generations apart. Most of the characters are stock characters.
While all of them delivered funny or clever lines, and together,
enlivened the show and provided much entertainment, |
wonder if the characters are increased so there are enough of

them for the costume party scene.

Cambrian presents some of the social concerns in Hong
Kong. Uncle Old, immobile and in a state of dementia, lives
all alone. Sophie is addicted to drugs. Kate, Sophie and Wai
Wai have a problematic relationship with family or spouse.
Kate has an affair with a married man. Wing Yee is single
and pregnant. It isn’t the intention of the play to dwell into
any of these concerns, so there is no clear explanation on
whether the characters consciously made the choice they
did. These events provided some sense of reality outside of
the ghosts and spirits and mediums. Last but not least, the
physical environmental problem is projected in the drama
with a humorous touch by the reclaiming and re-distribution

of things thrown away, and the re-cycling of human waste.

The mixed feeling of colonialism and post-colonialism come
across well in the drama. Big Head would not rest until
he heard that the British had gone. Wai Wai dressed up as
Thatcher. Kate had married a British husband. Kate’s father
appeared in her dream as a British. These seem to suggest
nostalgia for the colonized days. Kate has tried “raping”
Master Twelfth, and has corrected his pronunciation of
Cantonese words. These could hint at the natives asserting
their authority or imperialism on their motherland. Both Kate
and Master Twelfth become good friends, which obviously
signifies that both the people of Hong Kong and Mainland

China integrate under one country, two systems.

Another symbolic notion is the fragility of the human bodly,
and extending the notion further, how we will ignore other
bodies when we are preoccupied with our own worries and
problems. Uncle Old was unable to move. All that was left
of Mother from the horrible road accident was a leg. There’s
Big Head with just the head. The audience sympathizes with

Sophia on hearing her family life at her funeral. Kate’s mother

told her story when she was a ghost. Even for the characters
with a wholesome body, there is a loss of self, an inability to
exert one’s existence in the world, and no one hears when
one speaks. Even if one is heard, as Wai Wai retorted, “I am
keeping quiet, but that does not mean | agree with you.” The
students in class are engrossed with their iPads, as recounted
by Ken. But Ken also remembers how a teacher changed his
life and inspired him to become a teacher. Our body could
perish, but when we are able, we should seek others out, talk
to them, and listen to them. As Kate’s mother lamented, she
had hoped that Kate could understand her better when she
became a mother in future, but the former had not lived to

see the day.

The lack of depth in the characterization is a very minor
shortcoming. All in all, Our Best of Youth in Cambrian should
be applauded for a thoughtful and entertaining script, good
performance by the cast, interesting stage design and delightful
music and dance accompaniment. Its optimistic happy
ending is realistic, in my opinion. After all, Kate was simply
going through an emotionally trying period. Our society

increases in affluence gradually or rapidly. The best of youth,

and the best of any age, is, yet to come.
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DESH: One Man’s Journey for His
Roots

Wan Pui Yin, Evelyn ( FIZ )
(Open group )

Ask Akram Khan the questions “Who are you? Where are you
from?” and perhaps DESH is what you will get as an answer.
Akram Khan’s latest solo piece is a complex set of personal
narratives weaving together layers of reality and imagined
time and space. The breathtaking 80 minutes of dance,
display of multimedia animations, fairy-tale narrations,
conversations, monologues...all come together to express
the choreographer’s questions of identity in the age of
globalization and deep down, his yearning for his “home”

country Bangladesh.

A second-generation immigrant in the United Kingdom,
Akram Khan was born in London into a family of Bangladeshi
origin. He is renowned for his wonderful fusion of Kathak, a
traditional Indian form of dance, into contemporary dance
choreography, and though this particular piece does not refer
specifically to this feature, traces of his Kathak training, like

rhythmic footwork and rapid spins, can still be found.

DESH is a story about proximity and distance, connections
and divisions, and a daring one that deals with multiple gaps
in identity, generation, national history, technology, geography,
language and culture. Khan manages to present all these
serious issues with fantastical, child-like quality, making the
performance highly enjoyable and intellectual at the same

time.
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In one of the beginning scenes of the show, Khan captures
the spirit of his father through bowing down his bald head
and revealing the ink-drawn face on top, at once playful like
a kid’s game. He continues to play around with articulate
hand-gesturing and precise neck movements rather cleverly
and makes it highly believable for the audience that this face
is really his father’s face. Khan also imitates his Bangladeshi
accent and speaks of his conservative old ways, and contrasts
that with his British accent and love for popular culture,
perhaps most exaggeratedly demonstrated through his
Michael Jackson moves. The personification of the father,
however, is not just for comic effect. The bowed head signals
at his lowly social status as an immigrant, and the repeated
references to the father’s short height also work to the same
effect. There is a hint of wistfulness as the audience gradually
learns of the father’s struggles and how hard it must have been
for him to leave his homeland to make a living to support his
family. The father laments that Khan has not yet seen his own
motherland and does not really understand Bangladeshi
culture, but while the differences are crystal clear between
Khan and the father, that is not the only generational gap we

see.

Khan also includes the voice of his niece, Eshita. This young
child of the third generation serves to reveal even further
the loss of Bangladeshi tradition and knowledge as younger
generations find themselves more British than Bangladeshi.
It is certainly a wonderfully funny moment when Eshita asks
if Khan’s story about a goddess in traditional folklore is like
Lady Gaga, but no doubt it is also sad because the child does
not see the value in learning about stories from their distant
“home”. Poignant it is when the story Khan tells begin to melt
into a most spectacular animation sequence narrating the
folklore as Khan travels and dances through it, both as a
young boy presented onscreen and as himself, as if he
is momentarily transported to the lands of Bangladesh. It is
perhaps only through his imagination that he can “return” to
his “homeland” as the young boy, and see the beauty behind
the motherland and learn of its enchanting tales and legends

through innocent eyes.

Khan’s yearning for the motherland is strongly conveyed in
most parts of the narrative, and one of the most touching
moments comes when once again Khan is seemingly

transported into the imagined world of Bangladesh. Khan

hangs upside-down, swaying endlessly amongst long thin
strips of fabric that have filled up the entire stage space, slowly
lowered from above. It is, perhaps, a romantic depiction of
the fields of grass at “home”, as his father has described it...
grass so tall that it looks as if “they grow from the sky”...and
in this fantastical scene, Khan is swimming in it, floating in it,
rolling and frolicking, as if he finds himself standing in vast
fields for the first time... Visually stunning, it is a spectacle of
the imagined, the surreal, that may even be said to be slightly
ironic, where the audience, not unlike Khan, also imagines
him swaying in fields of grass, knowing very well that it is
constructed, created, represented on stage and nothing more

than a figment of imagination.

This piece of land is far away from him, perhaps too far even,
and Khan cannot “completely” become Bangladeshi and
connect to this piece of homeland because as much as he
is, of blood, he is also British, through the upbringing and
education he had, and these are all aspects of his identity
that he embraces and has to embrace. How distressing is it
that we are shown Khan'’s connection to this “home” country
is through the Apple Care service hotline that got rerouted
there? And that these scenes of “Bangladesh” and depictions
of its culture inside the performance are created from his

imagination as he has never set foot in the country?

If you ask me the questions “Who is Akram Khan? Where is
he from?”, this would be my reply — Akram Kah is a storyteller,
a highly-imaginative and creative one, and his body, with its
ethnic marker, is the medium through which untold stories of
generations of migrants living in diasporic existence are told.
DESH is a story of one man’s journey for his roots, and is one
story that will touch many hearts as Akram Khan brings this

outstanding piece of art to different theatres in the world.
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