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“Tales of Unrest: Joseph Conrad on Stage,”a recent collaboration of

theater companies at the Baruch Performing Arts Center, presents two very
different theatrical renditions of Conrad. “The Lagoon” has been adapted by
Christine Simpson for the play “Arsat,” performed under her direction and by
the Fluid Motion Theater & Film Company. The second play, “One Day More,”
directed by Jonathan Bank with the National Asian American Theatre Company
(NAATCO), is Joseph Conrad’'s own stage adaptation of his short story
“Tomorrow.” Conrad’s work cannot be easy to bring to the stage. Conrad was
notably suspicious of, if not antagonistic toward drama. In an 1897 letter to
R. B. Cunninghame Graham, he wrote that plays struck him as “amazing freak[s]
of folly.” Yet in the same letter he confessed that “I greatly desire to
write a play myself. It is my dark and secret ambition.”

Drawing on different theatrical elements in Conrad’s work, both plays stage
dramatic and convincing re-readings of Conrad’s texts.

“Arsat”is an adaptation of Conrad’s 1896 tale, “The Lagoon,” which tells the
story of a Malay warrior. V. 8. Naipaul remembered hearing the story as a
child (it “is perhaps the only story of Conrad’s that can be read to a
child”) and called it a “pure piece of fiction,” because “the story speaks
for itself.” The relation of storyteller to auditor is embedded in the tale
itself (though without the celebrated narrative complexity Conrad would go on
to develop in the Marlow tales): Arsat, the Malay warrior, tells his story
to an unnamed white man. In Christine Simpson’s dramatization, that story is
retrospectively reconstructed through choreographed traditional Malaysian
dance movements. It is a story of exile—that of Arsat (played by Jojo
Gonzalez) with his brother (played by Tim Kang)—; of Arsat’s illicit love and
elopement with Diamelen (played by Lydia Gaston); and it is a story of
Arsat’s remorse and guilt over the loss of his brother as a consequence of
Arsat’s elopement. At the time of the telling, Arsat is awaiting the death
of Diamelen, which marks the end of the story and play. Simpson’s adaptation
gives the story clearer dramatic structure by filling in the background for
the white man whose presence in Conrad’s story remains enigmatic. Sharpening
Conrad’s ironic critique of the friendship between the two men, she makes the
white “Tuan” (acted by Kevin Bartlett) an English colonial agent supervising
rubber plantations. He has a dying father back in England, a plot addition
that contrasts with Arsat’s story of familial loss. His references to
Singapore, Selangor, and England translate the story’'s colonial setting from
the Indonesian—then Dutch-controlled-territories with which most of Conrad’s
Malay tales are concerned (“The Lagoon” included) into British-controlled
Malaysia. This shift not only gives dramatic structure to the contrasting
figures of Arsat and the English “Tuan.” It also enhances the existential
dilemma of Arsat, whose own cultural background remains shadowy. Where
Conrad’s story allusively suggests the cultural coordinates of the Bugis
diaspora, in Simpson’s play the Malay allusions are diffused through an
economical variety of elements—costume (different colored sarongs), dance
movements, and percussion music. Simultaneously creating an exotic appeal
and challenging the audience’s historical sense, such details re-formulate
and re-orient the use of ethnographic detail in Conrad’s own text. The
dramatized retelling of this story makes Arsat’s dilemma of loss, betrayal,
and cultural crisis of identity newly relevant within an early 21°° century
American context. The play ends with the figure of a man whose future
actions remain unpredictable: an emblematic outsider, exile, and figure of
diaspora.




[image: image2.jpg]“One Day More,” first performed in 1905, was Conrad’s first attempt at
writing a play (he would go on to adapt “Because of the Dollars” as “Laughing
Anne” and to write a stage dramatization of The Secret Agent). By contrast
to Christine Simpson’s re-formulation of the historical coordinates of “The
Lagoon,” director Jonathan Bank has followed Conrad’s dramatic rendering with
faithful attention to the English country setting of the play. Where
questions of ethnic identity and identification are foregrounded in “Arsat,”
in “One Day More,” the power of performance displaces such identity issues
from the outset: Mel Duane Gibson and Jojo Gonzalez recreate the two
tyrannical fathers Carvil (the blind father of Bessie) and Captain Hagberd
(the deranged father of Harry) with a ferocity of conviction and a subtlety
of emotion a reader of Conrad’'s story might scarcely imagine. These
character-portraits lend just the right support for the performances of the
two main protagonists, Bessie (played by Maile Holck) and Harry (Robert Wu).
Maile Holck’s performance, especially, draws out the dramatic strengths of
the play. Harry’'s unexpected appearance the day before the long-awaited (if
never-expected) “tomorrow” provokes a character-transformation in Bessie that
leads to the core theme of all Conrad’s dramatic ventures: that of female
entrapment. Read on the page, the play’s contrast between Harry'’s masculine
adventure overseas and Bessie’s female confinement to the home might seem
weakly stereotyped. Brought to the stage here, however, the discomfort of
that gendered politics of identity itself becomes an effective evocation of
the claustrophobia of English domestic confinement. This oppressive economy
of female entrapment is all the more striking in this performance by an
Asian-American cast.

Taken together, both plays complement each other in rewarding and unexpected
ways. “Arsat” confirms the impression that Conrad’s colonial tales stage
crises of specifically masculine identity; and there’s an implicit and
effectively dramatic comment in the fact that the only female character is a
silent actor. “One Day More,” on the other hand, demonstrates the pivotal
role of women in Conrad’s work. Masculinity and femininity, in Conrad, of
course, can’'t be explained by an economy of stereotype—as has been
demonstrated in recent studies of Conrad such as Susan Jones’ Conrad and
Women or Andrew Michael Roberts’ Conrad and Masculinity. Between the silent
role of Diamelen in “Arsat” and the lead part of Bessie in “One Day More,”
however, there are important connections: the sexual economy of domestic
relations in the one play has its echo in the political economy of diasporic
identity in the other. Both “tales of unrest” dramatize the interrelation of
domestic and foreign affairs.
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